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            Another Five Years

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Raul! Keep your eyes on your opponent! Don’t space out!”

      “Ack!”

      I grinned widely as Raul became distracted and bopped him over the head. My hit wasn’t hard enough to hurt him, but it certainly startled him back into focusing on me. It looked like he’d been staring at the members of my sect while they were training. This courtyard was available for everyone to use, so there were a dozen or so members just a short distance away, hard at work.

      “Whenever you are fighting, you must always maintain a wary eye on your opponent. If this was a real fight, you would have been dead,” I warned him.

      “I understand, Father.”

      Raul looked at me, his expression gravely serious as he shifted his feet against the ground, adopting a barehanded combat stance, no doubt one taught to him by his mother. It was a narrower stance, one that would allow him to shuffle across the ground and dodge attacks more easily. While it offered good balance, it was made for someone with a lower center of gravity. I might have to correct his posture a bit.

      At eight years old, Raul had become a lot bigger than when he was a toddler, standing at a height that was around the center of my stomach. His fiery hair was long. It traveled down past his shoulders, though right now it was tied in the back by a leather band much like my own. Green eyes that were a combination of mine and Fay’s stared back at me with a determined expression.

      I smiled as I adopted a loose stance. My Dragon's Tail Ruler rested lightly on my shoulder, my knees were partially bent, and to the average eye, it would probably look like my stance was lazy. Raul knew better. We had been sparring like this for two years now. He had never once gotten the better of me… though that wasn’t saying much since he was still just a kid. I was certain that he would surpass me someday.

      Raul took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and I felt a wellspring of Spiritual Power surge through him. A bright red aura reminiscent of a powerful conflagration erupted from his body, though he quickly brought it to heel. I did nothing as Raul took his Spiritual Aura back into himself. I felt pride as he entered the Second State of Spiritualism with ease.

      My son was abnormally powerful. At the age of three, he had reached the First State of Spiritualism without any training. We—that is, myself and his mothers—had decided to train him when he grew a little older so he could learn to control this power. There had been a lot of problems in his youth when his power would go out of control. Learning to harness it at a young age would help prevent incidents from happening in the future. That was why we had begun teaching him how to channel his Spiritual Power when he was just four years old. By the age of six, he had already reached the Second State of Spiritualism.

      He was the first person I knew who had reached this level of power at his age. Now that he had reached this stage, however, we had halted his spiritual training. I didn’t want my son entering the Third State of Spiritualism at eight years old since it halted the aging process. I couldn’t even imagine the hardships my son would go through if he looked like a child when he reached his 20s.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      “I am, Father,” Raul said.

      “All right then. Your goal is to defend against my attacks for five minutes. Here I come!”

      I didn’t use the Flash Step to close the distance between me and my son. It was hardly needed. Within less than a split second, I was already standing in front of Raul, my Dragon’s Tail Ruler raised high above my head.

      Raul’s eyes widened at my speed, but he reacted with admirable swiftness, disappearing within a crackle of energy just before my blade could strike him. I stopped my weapon before it could hit the ground. Even though I had been careful not to damage the courtyard, small cracks still appeared on the stone, the force of my swing generating an incredible impact on its own.

      I turned around to find Raul standing a little to my left. Grinning, I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in his direction and manipulated the lightning element to unlock the latches inside each segment. My weapon split into multiple segments as I swung it around. It looked like the tail of a dragon as the tip raced toward Raul.

      My son was wearing an outfit similar to me and his mother. His blue jacket whipped behind him as he darted left and thrust out his gauntlet-covered hand, striking the first segment of my weapon on the flat side, knocking it off course. This didn’t end the danger, of course. I simply manipulated the lightning element to make my weapon turn back around and attack again.

      Raul recognized what was happening, but it wasn’t like he could do anything except dodge. I was not giving him a chance. A game of cat and mouse had begun, with Raul making liberal use of the Flash Step to escape from my attacks. This particular Dragon’s Tail Ruler was a blunt weapon, so it wouldn’t kill him unless I attacked with force, but he knew from experience that it would hurt if struck.

      Watching as he disappeared and reappeared, I quickly figured out his pattern and flicked a finger at the spot where he would appear next. Just as I predicted, Raul appeared six meters to my right, and my lightning slammed into him barely a second after he did. He screamed in shock as chains of lightning wrapped around him like writhing serpents. Pride swelled in my chest when he didn’t panic. Instead, his Spiritual Power exploded and shattered the lightning binding him.

      I retracted the segments of my Dragon’s Tail Ruler and sped toward Raul. My son only noticed my approach when I was nearly right in front of him. His eyes went wide as I swung my weapon. He had no time to dodge this time, not even by using the Flash Step, and so he crossed his arms and let my blade strike his gauntlet-clad forearms.

      A shockwave erupted from the impact, traveling across the courtyard and even affecting the other Spiritualists while they trained, though Fay began telling them all to focus. Raul screamed and stumbled backward. I thought he’d fall on his hind quarters, but he stayed standing and, glaring at me, shifted back into his combat stance.

      My smile widened as I attacked again.

      When you were training someone, it was important to fight at a level that was just above theirs. If you were too strong, they would be defeated before they could learn anything, and if you were too weak, they wouldn’t learn anything from fighting you. By fighting at a level that was just a little higher than Raul’s, I was allowing him to gain experience.

      Of course, it was my honest hope that he would never have to fight, but if a time ever came when he needed to defend himself, I wanted him to have the strength to do so. This was also another great way to practice control. People learned to control their Spiritual Power much better through combat than they did just by meditating.

      Five minutes probably felt like a long time to Raul, who was constantly forced to find new ways to defend himself as I attacked with a combination of Spiritualism and my Dragon’s Tail Ruler. The great thing about my weapon was how many angles I could attack from. Most weapons could only attack linearly, but this one allowed me to attack from behind, above, and at every other conceivable angle imaginable.

      The five minutes finally ended, but I continued to attack him to see how long he would last. To my surprise, he lasted another five minutes before his body gave out. I walked over to my son and smiled as he lay on the ground, on his back, gasping for air. His entire body was caked in sweat. His chest rose and fell in great pants.

      “You did well,” I complimented him.

      “That… wasn’t… five… minutes…” he rasped.

      “Oh, so you noticed.” Chuckling, I allowed him a moment to catch his breath before extending my hand to him. He grabbed my hand, and I hauled him to his feet. “You are getting stronger every day.”

      “Do you think… I will be strong enough to go on quests soon, Father?” asked Raul.

      “Hmm…”

      If I was being perfectly honest, Raul was already strong enough to take on quests. He was stronger than many of the newly recruited Spiritualists. I knew this because we had him spar with several people besides me, and the only ones he couldn’t beat outside of myself were my wives and a few of the stronger Spiritualists like Geirolf, Catalyna, Earland, Mykkel, and Ingrid. He was more than strong enough to take on quests…

      But he was still so young.

      “If it was just a matter of strength, you would be more than qualified to take on quests,” I said as I ruffled his hair.

      Raul’s eyes lit up. “Then you’ll let me take on a quest?”

      I shook my head. “I’d like to wait until you’re a bit older. Most people don’t even join a sect until they are at least sixteen. You are strong, and you are very smart, but you’re still quite young. When you’ve become a bit older, a bit more experienced with life, then I will let you take on quests.”

      Raul looked like he wanted to argue with me. I could see the fire in his eyes, but then the fire slowly left him as, with a sigh, he nodded his head once.

      “I understand, Father.”

      His response made me want to sigh in relief, though I did no such thing in front of my son.

      When Raul was a toddler, he’d become quite impetuous and was prone to random tantrums—usually when I refused to give him something he wanted like candy when it was late at night. There were times when I had to punish him. However, by and large, my son had always been fairly well behaved, and his behavior had only improved as he grew older.

      I was hoping that meant he understood why I had taken this stance.

      I was about to say something to Raul, when I noticed him looking at the other Spiritualists as they trained. Turning, I noticed that they were no longer going through drills but sparring against my wife.

      Fay’s red hair scintillated in the light as she faced off against two men and two women, who were surrounding her. She spun on the balls of her feet, hair whipping around her, and knocked an opponent’s sword away with a swift strike to the flat of the sword. The young woman wielding it gritted her teeth as she stumbled. Fay then grabbed her hand, and shifted around her, using the woman as a shield that forced one of the men to back off, though all this meant was both he and the woman went down when Fay kicked her hostage into him.

      “Just surrounding your enemy isn’t enough,” Fay informed them. “If you want to defeat a superior opponent, then you need to have better tactics. Do not forget that right now, you are not fighting a Demon Beast. I’m not going to just mindlessly attack you people without creating my own plan to deal with you.”

      “Yes, ma’am/Big Sister!”

      The four men and women chorused together, and I shook my head as the women called her “Big Sister.” Even I didn’t know how my wife had earned that particular title. However, literally every woman in our guild and even some outside of the guild called her that.

      “Mom is really strong,” Raul said as the battle renewed. Even though the Spiritualists training under her were using better tactics, they were still unable to lay a single hand on my wife, who was like a firestorm as she relentlessly pounded them into the ground.

      “She is at that.” I placed a hand on his head. “And you can become that strong too in time. For now, why don’t you take a shower and get ready? You have school today, don’t you?”

      Like all children his age, Raul was also attending school. He attended the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. Even though he was a little younger than the other kids, I had been told by the principal and his teachers that he was quite popular and talented. He had many friends that he often played with after school. I’d met several of them myself, but perhaps because of my reputation, many of them were too nervous to speak with me.

      “Okay!”

      At the mention of school, Raul’s eyes lit up and he smiled before giving me a small bow and running off toward our private bathing room. I watched him go before turning back to Fay. As I admired her, she caught my eyes and smiled at me, causing me to smile back.

      Like myself, Fay still looked like she had when she was seventeen years old. Her appearance was the result of her power. Spiritualists who reached the Third State of Spiritualism possessed incredible longevity of at least 500 years, and Fay had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with her fire element. She’d probably live to be a 1,000.

      Still wearing a smile, I traveled through the Nevarian Braves headquarters, greeting servants and sectmates alike as I headed to the office.

      The main office was a large room covered in carpet. A coffee table and two couches sat in the center, one wall was dedicated to a long bookshelf that had somewhere around 1,000 books, and the opposite wall had a couple of paintings hanging from it. All of the paintings were of myself and my family. They hung from the wall in frames.

      At the back of the room was the large desk made from expensive wood that had been polished to a shine. Several stacks of parchment were littering the desk. Sitting behind it, writing something on a sheet of parchment, was Lin.

      Felman was also in the room, standing off to one side as he waited for her to finish, and he noticed me before Lin did. I raised a finger to my lips. He nodded once and remained silent.

      I observed the woman for a moment as I quietly shut the door behind me, watching as Lin finished writing and bit her lip, eyes roaming over her script. Another moment passed before she nodded and set the parchment on a growing stack. She was about to grab the next one, but then she looked up.

      Our eyes met.

      “Darling! Have you come to save this princess?!”

      I almost grinned at how desperate Lin sounded, but I knew how difficult it was going over papers like this since I spent several hours every day doing the same. Lin was my helper. She dealt with matters regarding our finances and budget for the entire sect.

      “In a manner of speaking.” I walked further into the room, sat down on the couch, and gestured for Lin to sit with me. “Why don’t you get out from behind that desk and take a break?”

      “Yes, Darling!”

      Lin was so ecstatic that she almost tripped over her own tail as she stood up and slithered out from behind the desk. Felman stepped out of the way as she rushed over to me. She plopped down on the couch and snuggled up to me like an overly affectionate pet, though I didn’t mind that at all. I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled the woman close.

      Like myself and Fay, Lin had not changed at all. She had the same exotic beauty and youthfulness as always. Her skin was dark and her black hair traveled down to her lower back, while a fringe of bangs hovered just above her enchanting golden eyes. Being a Lamia, she did not wear much in the way of clothing. Her red top looked more like strips of fabric that traveled across her chest and formed an X shape just above her mostly exposed breasts. The black runes in the center of her chest were perfectly visible. She also wore a wraparound skirt of the same color. Two golden bands wrapped around her biceps, and her ensemble was finished with a simple gold necklace that had two snakes entwined in the infinity symbol.

      “I will check over these reports and file them away,” Felman said as he grabbed the stack of finished papers.

      “Thank you,” Lin said.

      “Just doing my job,” the man replied.

      Felman closed the door behind him. I listened to his footsteps, waiting for them to recede before facing my third wife.

      “How are things looking?” I asked.

      “We are doing well,” Lin said as she lifted her hips and set her tail across my lap. I gave her an amused look, but still began stroking her tail as she spoke. She hummed in appreciation as she continued. “We have 2,000 new members this month. Most of them are from the Northern Plains. I’ve already allocated funds to have them trained and equipped. Once they finish training under Geirolf, I plan to have them stationed at our new branch in Capistrana.”

      I reached out and began rubbing her rune array as she told me about how our sect was doing. We currently possessed 160,000 members, which made us the third largest combat-oriented sect on the continent after the Battling Valkyries and Paladin Sect. I was thinking we would eventually need to have a cutoff where we would no longer accept new members.

      Our operations had also expanded. Because our main headquarters was in Nevaria, we had decided to build another branch office in Capistrana. It had been under construction until just last year. At present, there were only around 1,000 people using the branch office, but it looked like Lin was trying to fill that up by sending new members who completed their training there.

      “You always do a great job at managing things, Lin,” I said. “I really don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “This princess does not know what you would do without her either,” Lin said with a fanged smile. “Since this princess has done so well, will you give her a reward?”

      “I suppose I should. Good deeds do deserve a reward.”

      Holding the woman closer, I leaned down and claimed Lin’s succulent lips, pushing my tongue past them and stirring up her insides with saliva. Lin released a nasally hiss as she twined her tongue around mine. It was much longer than a human tongue, so she could wrap it around mine like a snake wrapping their tail around prey. The electric sensation as she gave my tongue a fellatio was quite… unique. It was hard to explain how good it felt.

      Still kissing, I reached up and pushed her top aside, revealing her perky and modest breasts. Her skin was cool, but it quickly warmed up as I pinched one of her nipples until it was a hard point, then rolled it between my fingers. Pushing down, I enjoyed the sensation of her nipple sinking into her skin. Lin’s gasping grew as she thrust her chest into my hand like she wanted more. I was all too happy to give her all my attention.

      “Dahling…” Lin panted as I finally pulled back, a string of saliva connecting us. “Your hands… are so big… and warm… this princess… haaaah… haaaaaaaaah… this princess is heating up…”

      “So what you are saying is that you’re all nice and warm,” I said as I leaned down and began kissing her neck.

      “Yeeesh!”

      Lin wrapped her arms around me as I kissed, licked, and bit her neck. Her skin was indeed growing warmer.

      I didn’t stop playing with her breasts as I kissed my way across her skin, marking it with my tongue, traveling up, then down, and then back up. Lin released a squeal when I took her ear into my mouth. Her nipples grew pointier as I licked and nibbled on her ear. However, I didn’t want to just keep playing with her chest forever.

      That was why I reached underneath her skirt, found her moist center, and began rubbing her.

      “Hya! Dahling! Your hand! You are… rubbing this princess’s pussy raw!”

      She was already pretty slick, so pushing a finger into her was quite easy. The problem was keeping it inside. Once my finger was inside of her up to the knuckle, going further became a work of effort. With my index finger wrapped around the spongy walls of her vagina, I used my thumb to massage her clit. It was already protruding quite a bit.

      “Hahn! Haa! Hrrrrn! Ahn!”

      Lin began undulating her hips as I fingered her and kissed her neck, ears, and collarbone. Her loud cries served to let me know I was doing well. I always took verbal cues from my wives.

      Lin also had another cue that my other wives didn’t.

      Her tail was slamming against the floor—which I had reinforced with adamantite—as I continued. You could always tell how she felt by how her tail moved. Right now, it was writhing in pleasure. I increased the pressure of my thumb against her clit. Her wails grew louder, her body suddenly became stiff, and her vagina felt like it had constricted around my finger. Lin released a loud cry as she held me tight and a flood of sweet nectar gushed from her center.

      “Haah… haaaaaaaaah… haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah… Dahling… this princess… feels sho goooood…”

      Lin was speaking incoherently as I laid her on the couch, using this chance to admire the woman I had just made cum. Her dark skin was flushed red, sweat covered her body, leaving glistening trails down her skin, and her chest jiggled with every heavy breath she took. It was a sight that made my mouth go dry.

      I slid off the couch and knelt beside Lin. Undoing the knot that kept her skirt up, I removed it to bare her lower half.

      Being a Lamia, Lin’s hips were wider than a human woman’s. Among my wives, she had the widest hips. I loved the way her skin gradually shifted into scales. Lin’s scales were primarily brown with yellow stripes, but her front was made of yellow scales, and the way they curved inward to form a crevice down the center made them vaguely resemble a pair of legs. Her hairless pussy rested above her scales, a tiny slit hidden between two soft scales like folds.

      Licking my lips in anticipation, I reached out and spread her pussy open, revealing the soft interior and fleshy pink walls. Her clitoris was already hard and throbbing from my vigorous massage. I hadn’t even used the lightning element yet. The pretty pink color of her vagina was vastly different from her dark skin, mesmerizing me with its contrast.

      “Haaaah… Darling?” Lin called to me in a questioning tone. “Why are you just gazing at it? Are you not going to give this princess her reward?”

      “Sorry. You’re right. I do need to give you your reward.”

      After speaking, I leaned down and took a quick whiff of Lin’s pussy, which had a very strong scent thanks to her first orgasm. I didn’t stop moving, however, and it wasn’t long before I was able to place my tongue over her small mound and lick it from where her scales began to her tiny clit. The way her scales spread apart underneath my tongue was oddly pleasant. I enjoyed both the sensation and the taste.

      “Ahn! Haaaa! Ah!!!”

      Lin bucked her hips like she was convulsing, but I grabbed them and pinned her to the couch as I continued to eat her out. She had a very strong taste. The lingering taste on my tongue as I licked her dripping cunt caused me to become even more aroused. I could not wait to push my cock inside of her.

      I wasn’t content with just licking. While keeping her hips pinned down so she couldn’t buck off the couch, I placed my thumb over her clit and began rubbing it even as I shoved my tongue into her tight passage. Her spongy walls conformed around me. My tongue might not have been as long, but I was still able to curve it upward and reach the area I was looking for.

      “Dahling! I! Aaaaahn! Haaaaahn!!”

      Lin’s scent became stronger as I ate her out, as sweat formed on her skin, and as her body heated up under my ministrations. Her tail had already curled around my legs and was tightening almost painfully. That was the surest sign she was going to orgasm.

      It was not long before Lin’s back arched off the couch as she released a loud, incoherent wail. Her long tongue was sticking out of her mouth as her eyes went wide and crossed.  Drool leaked from both her mouth and her pussy. I could sadly only lap at one, and since I was already there, I made sure to lick up all the pussy juice she released. Several seconds passed as the woman orgasmed. Once it washed over her, Lin’s entire body seemed to become boneless as she slumped back onto the couch.

      “Thank you for the meal,” I said as I wiped my mouth of the juices I couldn’t get.

      I stood up and removed my jacket, shirt, undershirt, boots, pants, and underwear. I was technically even more naked than Lin, who still had her shirt on, even if it didn’t cover anything important.

      Climbing onto the couch, I straddled Lin’s hips and placed my dick over her. I slowly rocked back and forth like a lumberjack sawing a log. Lin came to as my cock rubbed against her clit.

      “Darling…” she mewled. “This princess wants you inside of her now. She wants you to give her a baby.”

      I could have mentioned how she’d been saying this for a while now, but I didn’t since I knew that would ruin the mood. Lin was at the stage where she desperately wanted to conceive a child. She got angry at me the last time I teased her about this. I’ll never forget the look on her face or the tears in her eyes. Regret didn’t even begin to express how I felt after that. So, yeah, I had already learned my lesson and wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

      “So you’re ready? I’m not going to hold back,” I warned.

      “That’s fine. Be rough with this princess. Pound her so hard you shoot your seed right in her womb.”

      With an invitation like that, there was no way I could resist. I grabbed my shaft, pressed the tip against her lips, and watched as the head disappeared inside of her. Lin released a strained moan, and I grunted as I used more strength to fully push my way inside of her.

      “Darling! You’re splitting me in half! Your dick is splitting this princess in half!”

      “That’s because. You are. So tight.”

      “Pound me! Pound this princess, Darling!”

      While she told me to pound her, that wasn’t very easy. Lin’s tight cunt made moving difficult. She had always been like that. I often wondered if this was a Lamia thing. Were all Lamia this tight, or was it just Lin? Siv was even tighter, but I attributed that to her small size.

      With another grunt, I thrust my hips, shoving my dick further inside of Lin, until I was completely sheathed all the way to my hips. I only spent a moment relishing in the feeling of her spongy walls wrapping around me. Another grunt. Another thrust. Lin moaned as I started slowly and picked up the pace, churning her insides.

      There were only a few ways to have sex with a Lamia. Because they didn’t have legs, there were not many positions we could do it in. For example, I couldn’t have her lean over the couch and spread her legs so I could pound her from behind. If I wanted to have sex with her, then we had to be facing each other… unless I wanted to take her up the ass, which was Lin’s greatest weak point.

      Speaking of…

      As I leaned down and began exchanging a sloppy kiss with Lin, who had wrapped her arms around my neck, I reached underneath her and inserted a single finger up her butthole. Lin squealed into my mouth as I pounded her from the front and fingered her from the back. I could feel my cock with my finger. When I applied pressure, Lin’s entire body shuddered, and the sound of her tail slamming into and breaking apart the coffee table echoed around us.

      Good thing I have replacements for that.

      The scent of sex hung heavily in the air, thick and heady, complementing the feeling of our sweat-slicked bodies rubbing against each other. Her breasts were smashed against my chest, nipples rubbing against me without relent.

      “Ah! Haaahh! Hyk! Dahling! Dahling!”

      I released Lin’s mouth and began licking the sweat off her chest. Lin buried her fingers in my hair and scratched my scalp. I was licking the rune markings on her chest, which were glowing a bright blue now.

      “Ahhh! Ahhhh! AHHHH!!!”

      Lin’s entire body grew even more taut than before as she pulled my head into her chest. She tightened around me and made it impossible to move, but the feeling of her walls convulsing with an orgasm caused my control to slip. I released thick spurts of my seed inside of Lin’s deepest region. I wondered if this would result in her conceiving a child.

      “Haaaah… haaaaah… haaaaah…”

      No sounds penetrated the room except for mine and Lin’s heavy breathing. I rested my head on her chest, covered in sweat and my saliva, basking in the afterglow of our love making. The feeling of Lin tenderly stroking my hair felt so nice. I was sure I could have fallen asleep like this.

      But just as the thought of sleep arrived, it left when the door opened. I looked up to find Kari entering the room. She shut the door behind her, pressed her back against it, and looked around the room before spotting us on the couch.

      “Big… Sister…” Lin mumbled.

      Kari’s eyes gleamed. “It seems you two haven’t changed since I went into closed-door training. I hope you have some energy leftover for me, Eryk. I’ve gone far too long without sex.”

      “Kari…” I pushed myself up and slid off Lin’s hips and tail. Unable to hold herself up, Lin’s bottom slid to the floor with a soft thump as she leaned her back against the couch. “If you’re here, does that mean you’ve reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism?”

      In response to my words, Kari beamed at me, raised her hand, and extended two fingers to form a V-shape, the universal sign of victory.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Preparations

          

        

      

    

    
      Kari had gone into closed-door training half a month ago when the Monster Tamer Guild informed us that they had checked every known area of the Northern Plains and couldn’t find an S-rank Demon Beast with a light element. That was when Kari decided she wasn’t going to wait around hoping for the impossible. She gathered information on light elemental manipulation from the Spiritualism Research Sect, asked Fay and me to make her alchemy pills that increased her ability to perceive the light element, and locked herself inside of a room of the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters. We had not seen her since.

      And now she was finally out.

      “It was really difficult,” Kari admitted. “The biggest problem was that I didn’t really know what light was, so I wasn’t sure how to go about absorbing and becoming attuned to it. Even a lot of the books I read from the Spiritualism Research Sect’s library only vaguely described the light element. I guess there really aren’t many people who have it.”

      The four of us were sitting inside of our living room, a large space that contained only a few decorations. We weren’t people who believed in living an austere life. We just didn’t like clutter. There were a few bookshelves against the wall, some family paintings that we hired a famous painter from the Painter’s Sect to create, and some weapons we no longer used hanging from the wall. The two most prominent were my old Dragon’s Tail Ruler and Kari’s ranseur.

      I was sitting between Kari and Siv. On the other couch were Fay and Lin. While no one seemed to notice except me, Lin was looking pretty embarrassed, her cheeks flushed as she cast an occasional glance at me. It looked like she was still ashamed about what she’d done to the coffee table in my office. I wasn’t sure why. She broke it so often that I had over a dozen replacements in storage.

      “How did you reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism then?” asked Fay.

      “It wasn’t easy, let me tell you.” Kari wore a proud smile as she thrust out her chest. “The first thing I did was stuff a handful of Elemental Enlightenment Pills into my mouth. Once they began working, I activated the Third State of Spiritualism and began meditating.”

      “That’s pretty dangerous,” Fay said with a frown. “You should never take more than one Elemental Enlightenment Pill. You’re lucky you didn’t get Elemental Poisoning.”

      Elemental Poisoning was like a more advanced version of Spiritual Poisoning. While Spiritual Poisoning was when the Spiritual Pathways became clogged from trying to shove too much Spiritual Power into your pathways, Elemental Poisoning happened when the Spiritual Pathways were flooded with too much of someone’s element. The effects varied. People with the fire element often became very hot easily, and if the poisoning progressed, they could burst into flames and turn to ash. I wasn’t sure what would happen if someone with the light element got it.

      “I know, but I was in a desperate situation.” Kari did look a little sheepish as she shrugged, and I understood that she had done what she did with full knowledge of what could happen. “In any case, after I took the pills and activated the Third State of Spiritualism, I began trying to absorb the light element. Nothing really happened at first. All I did was waste pills and exhaust my Spiritual Power. However, as I continuously consumed pills and activated the Third State of Spiritualism, I began sensing the light element around me. Once that happened, I was able to figure out what light was.”

      “And what is light?” asked Lin.

      Kari’s eyes sparkled as she leaned forward. “I’m so glad you asked! Light is electromagnetic radiation within a certain portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. The word ‘light’ usually refers to visible light, which is the portion of the spectrum that can be perceived by humans and other races. Visible light has wavelengths between infrared, which are longer wavelengths, and ultraviolet, which are shorter wavelengths.”

      Lin scratched the back of her head, an uncomfortable look on her face. “This princess… didn’t understand any of that…”

      “Neither did I,” Fay admitted.

      “Oh, come on! It’s really not that hard to understand!” When Fay and Lin looked away, Kari turned to me and Siv. “You two understand what I said, right?”

      Siv looked away, as if to say “Don’t look at me,” which caused Kari to pout, but I smiled.

      “I understood a little,” I confessed.

      “You did?!”

      The question didn’t come from just Kari, but all of my wives. Kari just happened to be the only one who looked excited. Fay, Lin, and Siv looked flabbergasted.

      “Of course. I am at the Third State of Spiritualism with the light element, and I’ve done my own research on it to help Kari,” I said.

      In the five years since connecting Nevaria to Midgard, I had not been sitting on my laurels. When I wasn’t training my son, my sect mates, or dealing with important sect-related matters, I was training myself and researching.

      “Unbelievable,” Fay murmured.

      “Does that mean you have also reached the Third State for the darkness element?” asked Lin.

      “Of course. The darkness and light elements were the hardest ones for me to reach the Third State with since they’re so rare, but I still did it. The only thing I can’t seem to do is combine elements like Lin can,” I admitted with a small shrug. “I think you either have to possess an innate understanding for the element like Lin, or maybe I have to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism for the elements I want to combine.” I paused. “That reminds me, I did reach the Fourth State recently for fire and earth.”

      “WHAT?!”

      While I talked about combining elements, Fay, Lin, and even Kari stared at me like I was saying something ludicrous. I suddenly felt very self-conscious.

      “W-what is it?”

      “Nothing.” Kari gave me an aggrieved smile. “I suddenly just feel like I should not be getting excited at reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism for one element.”

      “What? Why? You’re the only person among us who has reached the Fourth State without using the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill! That’s a huge accomplishment!”

      I was being completely honest, too. Myself, Fay, and Lin had all used that pill to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism. Siv didn’t, but that was because she had already reached the Fourth State before I even met her. I was also pretty sure that Drakvar were born having reached the Fourth State for their elemental affinity. I’d never seen Siv do any training, but she was still the most powerful among my wives spiritually, if not the strongest fighter.

      “Well… yes, I know it is,” Kari said, twirling a strand of blonde hair between her fingers. “However, I don’t know… hearing that you reached the Fourth State for two more elements is disheartening.”

      Fay and Lin nodded in agreement. The only one who didn’t was Siv, and that was because she didn’t care.

      “Regardless of that.” I coughed into my hand and tried to change the subject. “Now that Kari has reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, I believe it’s time we dealt with the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.”

      Kari, Fay, Lin, and even Siv straightened when I said this. They understood that everything I had done up to this point was for two reasons. The first was to defeat the Sekbeists when they came to invade our realm. The second was to defeat the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      My journey into the past started because of my battle with that man, and now I was going to make sure my biggest goal after coming back in time met its resolution.
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      Because the journey to the floating island wasn’t going to take anywhere near as long as our journey through the Endless Desert, we didn’t need to pack many supplies. I suspected the journey would take less than seven days. That was a generous estimate based around the idea that we might run into trouble.

      Kari was packing our supplies, which meant I was free to finish the paperwork that required my signature. Lin would be able to do the rest.

      It only took a few hours to finish the paperwork. Once I was done, I traveled through the Warp Gate to the Nevarian Braves’ Midgard branch.

      The Midgard branch was busier than the headquarters in Nevaria; most of our quests came from the people of the Northern Plains, which was far vaster and had more people than my home. I couldn’t avoid bumping into numerous people as I made my way to the training field out back.

      “Good afternoon, commander!”

      “Howdy, leader!”

      “Hey there, boss! How are you?”

      A lot of people greeted me as I traveled through the hallways toward the training field. I greeted everyone with a smile, but I tried not to let them force me into a conversation. Fortunately, everyone seemed to realize I was in a hurry and didn’t keep me for long. Maybe they were also in a hurry to take on some quests.

      The Midgard branch of the Nevaria Braves had an even bigger training field than the headquarters, but that was not because there were more people using this office. It was because of my guest.

      Sitting within the massive training field was a large creature with four legs like tree trunks, massively clawed hind and front feet, and glistening blue scales. A reptilian muzzle surrounded by spikes greeted me. This creature had a wingspan of at least five meters and a body that was probably eleven or twelve meters long. Meerand had grown a bit since five years ago.

      He was not alone.

      Standing a little ways from the dragon was my wife, Siv. Unlike everyone else who played an important role in the development of the Nevarian Braves, Siv did not have any role to play. This was partially because there wasn’t much to do. However, the larger reason was because Siv didn’t deal well with people. She was incredibly introverted, to the point where she only spoke with someone who wasn’t me or my wives when forced to out of necessity. It wasn’t unusual for her to completely ignore someone trying to talk to her.

      The only one she didn’t feel uncomfortable talking to aside from us was Meerand.

      I guess it was a dragon thing.

      “Ah. Big Brother.” Meerand inclined his head as I walked over to him and Siv. “You are just in time. Lady Siv was telling me about how you are finally planning to journey to the floating island and requested the aid of us dragons. I have already informed Mother of this.”

      “So you already took care of everything?” As I walked over to them, Siv ran to my side and grabbed my left hand in both of hers. I smiled. “Thank you, Siv.”

      Siv’s eyes sparkled, and her smile was like a freshly blooming flower. “You are welcome.”

      I turned back to Meerand. “Your ability to speak the human’s tongue has improved a lot.”

      “I haven’t had much choice,” Meerand mumbled as he turned his head. “The only people who can understand the dragon’s tongue are you and Lady Siv. If I did not learn how to speak your human tongue, I would never be able to talk with anyone else.”

      I thought it was kind of cute that he came up with an excuse to learn the human language, but I wasn’t about to tease him for it. Now was not the time.

      “How long will it take for the dragons to get here?” I asked.

      Meerand didn’t say anything at first. It was a little hard for me to figure out from his lack of facial expressions, but I knew from experience that when he grew silent, it was because he was either thinking or speaking to his mother. Vydet was one of the elder dragons living in the valley surrounding Westfang Mountain.

      Finally, Meerand spoke again.

      “Mother said that she and two other dragons from the council of elders will arrive in two days' time. They will need a day to prepare for the journey.”

      “In that case, I should let Commander Ashten know a trio of dragons will be stopping by. The last thing I need is for them to mistake a trio of dragons for Demon Beasts.”

      I’d already had two close encounters of this happening. The first time was when Siv and I flew over the Demon Beast Mountain Range and entered Nevaria, and the second time was when Meerand traveled with myself and Kari back to Midgard after the dragons agreed to an alliance. The stern talking to I got from Commander Ashten still made my ears ring when I thought about it.

      “Eryk,” Siv said, looking at me.

      I stared back at Siv, who remained silent. She never spoke much even after learning how. This meant I usually needed to infer what she wanted through her expressions.

      “Don’t worry.” I reached out and stroked her cheek. “You are coming with me and Kari on this expedition. We need Fay to remain in Nevaria and take care of Raul, and Lin will be in charge of the Nevarian Braves’ day-to-day operations while we are gone.”

      “Good.” Siv nodded decisively. “Then I will pack too.”

      “Kari is in our bedroom back in Nevaria, if you’d like to help her.”

      “Okay.”

      Siv leaned forward and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      She was only about 147 centimeters tall, which meant she came to the middle of my chest. As the smallest among my wives, she was not only short but had a very petite body.

      Even though her figure was not as mature as my other wives, I thought Siv was very beautiful. Her long hair was a shining and silvery emerald, and she had vivid green eyes that contained exotic reptilian slits for pupils. Her skin was pure white. However, several glistening green scales around her feet, legs, arms, stomach, and cheeks revealed her inhuman origins. Parting her hair were a pair of horns that traveled from the sides of her head and curved around to form what looked like a crown. A long tail grew from her back, easily two meters in length, and a pair of leathery pinions jutted from her back.

      After enjoying the feel of her lips on mine, Siv pulled back, graced me with one last smile, and then ran off back into the branch office. No doubt she was heading for the Warp Gate so she could help Kari pack.

      “Lady Siv is very odd,” Meerand said after Siv disappeared inside. I turned to him and tilted my head. “I have always heard stories of the Drakvar ever since I was a child. They are powerful supreme beings that even the most powerful Sekbeist Lords had trouble fighting against. Yet Siv is nothing like that. She is powerful, of course, but she is shy and avoids confrontation. She does not have the fighting spirit of a Drakvar.”

      I shrugged. “That is just how Siv is.”

      “I suppose.” Meerand seemed reluctant to accept my words. He sighed and scratched at the ground with his claws. “You know, she sometimes talks to me.”

      “About what?”

      “Siv has told me several times that she has been feeling useless.” I frowned, but I was not given a chance to say anything before Meerand continued. “All of your wives support you in various ways, but Siv does not believe she has done anything for you like they have. She cannot manage a sect, does not know how to enchant items, and cannot train the members of your sect. It has been eating away at her for many years.”

      I looked back at the door. Siv had long since disappeared, but I pictured her in my mind’s eye.

      “I know what you say is true.” I smiled sadly. “Siv wants to be helpful, but she can’t do much when it comes to the day-to-day affairs of managing a sect.” I ran a hand through my hair. “What she doesn’t realize is that I didn’t marry her because I wanted someone who can help me. All I want is for her to remain by my side.”

      “Then you should tell her using more than words,” Meerand said. “Siv might be oddly gentle and shy for a Drakvar, but that does not change what she is. A Drakvar will understand how you feel better if you show them with more than just words.”

      “You think so, huh?” I said with a soft murmur that was lost to the wind.
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      I did not remain in Midgard for long. Once I finished speaking with Commander Ashten, I warped back to Nevaria and traveled to my living quarters.

      Five years ago, the Nevarian Braves headquarters had been burnt to the ground by the Drage Family. Empress Hilda had it rebuilt even bigger than before. The living quarters I shared with my wives was several times bigger than the previous one, featuring six separate rooms, a private bathing room with a shower installed (a new feature from the Northern Plains), and a main living room that connected all six rooms.

      I found Siv inside our bedroom. Several sundresses had been placed on the bed. It looked like she was choosing her wardrobe for our journey. I wanted to tell her we were traveling to kill someone and therefore what we wore didn’t really matter, but I didn’t have the heart.

      Sneaking up to her, I waited to see if Siv would notice me, and when she didn’t, I wrapped the woman in a surprise hug from behind.

      “Kya!”

      Siv squealed as her wings smacked me in the chest. I released her and stumbled back. I’d forgotten about how strong those wings were.

      As I was rubbing my chest, Siv spun around in a panic, though it left when she realized the person who hugged her was me.

      “Eryk.” She placed a hand on her chest and heaved a deep sigh. “You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry.” I felt just a little sheepish as I toyed with my bangs. “I didn’t mean to. I was hoping to surprise you.”

      I feel like I should have known better than to sneak up on my skittish wife, but I had never claimed to be perfect. Many were the mistakes I made around my wives. Part of it, I thought, was that I enjoyed showing off. I wanted them to think I was cool, which meant I sometimes did stupid things. Another was that I liked seeing their expressions. I sometimes teased them just so I could see them make a new face. That occasionally didn’t end well because I had upset them a few times.

      “It’s fine,” Siv said, then tilted her head. “Did you need something?”

      I walked up to Siv and placed my hands on her small hips, but then slid my hands along her dress, wrinkling it as I let them travel to the small of her back. Siv looked confused but didn’t resist as I pulled her to me.

      “Have I ever told you how much I love and appreciate you?” I asked.

      Siv’s cheeks lit up as she looked down. “You have not… for a while.”

      “Then let me tell you right now.” I placed a hand underneath her chin and lifted it so I could look into her gorgeous eyes. “Siv, thank you so much for marrying me. I love you.”

      Siv opened her mouth to say something, but I did not let her talk. I leaned down and hampered her mouth with my own.

      Even though Siv released a startled squeak, she did not jerk away from me, instead wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me close. Her tongue tentatively pushed forward into my mouth. I let her, opening my mouth to grant her access so she could play with my tongue. My cock quickly hardened at the feeling of her kiss, at how her body rubbed against mine. Siv reached down with one hand and caressed my shaft through my clothes as it rested against her belly.

      “Eryk. I want to touch it. Can I?”

      “Only if you let me touch you in return.”

      “Mmm.”

      We broke off our kiss. I removed my pants and underwear as Siv slid her specially made underwear down her hips and kicked them off. We sat down on the bed, our legs hanging over the edge.

      The feeling of Siv’s small hand as she rubbed my hard cock was bliss. Her scales were on the back of her hand and not her palm. I wondered what it would feel like if she rubbed her scales against me, but those were inane thoughts that fled as she rubbed the tip of my shaft, and I found myself wanting to make her feel good too.

      “Ah… hahn… Eryk… that feels good…”

      Siv’s small slit of a vagina was little more than two tiny lips pressed together. She was even smaller than Lin. I rubbed my fingers along her outer labia, admiring how soft and elastic they were. Squishy was a good term to describe how they felt. Trace amounts of her love juice leaked from her tiny slit, and I spread her lips apart with two fingers before dragging my middle finger from the bottom of her slit to the top. I made sure to rub her clit.

      “Haah… mmmmmn… ahn… Eryk… something… is coming!”

      Siv’s breathing had grown heavy. Her small chest heaved as she gasped and moaned, though she did not stop rubbing me. Some precum had come out and she was using it to lubricate my cock.

      As I rubbed her harder, applying a little more pressure, Siv threw her head back and cried out, “CUMMING!” Her thighs clamped around my hand. Her toes spasmed. She stopped stroking my shaft in exchange for hugging my arm to her chest. I winced only a little when she bit down on my arm, but I was used to her biting. This was one of the ways she showed affection.

      Once Siv came down from her orgasm, she flapped bonelessly onto the bed, her wings spread wide, tail hanging over the edge. Her breathing was still heavy. However, her stiff nipples were poking through the fabric.

      I shifted until I was hovering over Siv and planted kisses across her face. She soon came to, wrapped her arms around my neck, and pulled me down. Her kiss this time was a lot more passionate than before. It was no longer tentative. Siv always needed a bit of time to warm up when we had sex.

      “Let’s get your clothes off,” I murmured against her mouth as I reached down and tugged at her dress.

      I pulled Siv up until she was sitting, then tugged her dress down. It was easier this way thanks to her wings. After removing the dress, I threw it aside, then reclaimed her mouth as I pushed her onto the bed. Her small breasts rubbed against my chest, stiff nipples sending electric currents through the point of contact.

      Sliding my hands underneath her thighs, I lifted Siv legs until her calves were resting on my shoulder, then pushed my way inside of her.

      “Ahnnn! Ahh! Ah! Ahn!”

      Siv released several loud, rasping moans as I struggled to fit all the way inside. She was so small. You’d think I’d find a way to make it easier after all this time, but no, even after she was all warmed up and lubricated, pushing myself inside her was a herculean task. Her warm and tight walls clamped down on me like fleshy vices. I only managed after using a bit more strength than I was truly comfortable with. Breathing like I’d exhausted all my Spiritual Power, I stroked Siv’s face and kissed her mouth.

      “Eryk… harder… please…”

      I listened to Siv’s request and began pumping my hips faster and harder. Loud slapping sounds echoed around, the sound of my hips slapping against Siv as I pounded her. Her calves shook against my shoulders. One of them tried to slide off, but I kept them there and pressed down, until Siv’s knees were resting against her chest.

      “So good! Ha… ahn… ah! Hahn! Eryk!!!”

      I gritted my teeth as Siv came again, staving off my own orgasm as I continued to reach the deepest regions of her pussy. A new sound mixed in with the slapping of our hips. Lewd squelching as her juices lubricated my dick and made thrusting myself inside of her a little easier. Of course, this was all relative. It was still more difficult than having sex with any of my other wives.

      I let go of Siv’s legs and let her lock them around my waist. Her heels pressed into my lower back as though helping me push even deeper inside of her. By this point, Siv was incoherently moaning, her body covered in sweat that trailed over her chest and stomach. I licked the sweat off her chest, making sure to flick her stiff nipples. Her pussy soon tightened once more. I only allowed myself to cum after her third orgasm.

      As I let my orgasm wash over me, I placed my head on her small chest. Her boobs had only grown a little bit in the time I’d known her. It was only a few centimeters. I could hear her heartbeat through her chest as she stroked my hair.

      “Eryk…?” she suddenly said.

      I lifted my head and found myself gazing into a pair of voracious emerald orbs. Siv’s sexual hunger shone through her eyes and in the curve of her lips. I wondered if all Drakvar were like this once they were worked up.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “I want to have more sex, please.”

      I smiled. “That is a very fortunate coincidence. I do too.”
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      It didn’t take more than a day to prepare for our journey. I spent the second day before the dragons arrived with my family. I played with Raul, refined alchemy pills with Fay, and traveled around Nevaria with Lin. While the journey to and from the floating island would not take long, I did not know what would happen once we arrived. I thought it best to take the time I had now and spend it with the people I loved before leaving.

      This did not mean I thought I was going to die; I had every intention of killing the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm and returning. I also knew that my enemy was powerful. He had completely trounced me during our last battle. If I hadn’t been miraculously sent back in time at the moment our attacks collided, I would have been killed.

      I guess a part of me was scared. I’d be a fool not to feel fear. No matter how intent I was on winning, that did not mean I was guaranteed to come out on top. There was a very real chance I would die. Knowing this was a possibility made me afraid of what I would be leaving behindmy wives, my son, my life. So I spent time with them, as much time as I could, before I had to inevitably leave.

      The day soon arrived, and I found myself standing just outside of Midgard’s gates. I wasn’t alone. Siv and Kari were with me, of course, but there were also Raul, Fay, Lin, Meerand, Alexis, Erica, Rienhard, Tungsten, and several other individuals whom I knew by name and face. They were acquaintances I had grown to know during the five years that had passed.

      All of us were waiting for the dragons who would appear to escort me to the floating island.

      “Which direction will they come from?” asked Lilac, shielding her eyes from the sun as she squinted into the distance.

      Lilac Heiler was an olive-skinned young woman with purple eyes. She wore the robes of an Expert Alchemist, which suited her well. Standing beside the woman was an albino with white skin, red eyes, and silver hair. She was also wearing the robes of an Expert Alchemist.

      “The dragons live around Westfang Mountain to the north of here, so they will be coming from the north,” I explained.

      “Aren’t we on the wrong side, then?!” asked a shocked Lilac.

      Sana sighed. “Are you an idiot?”

      “Don’t call me an idiot!”

      “I’ll call you what I want. There is only one gate in and out of Midgard. Everyone knows that.”

      “Shut up!!!”

      I watched the two argue with a shake of my head. Sana and Lilac were members of the Heiler and Cansano families, which were the two most prominent families among the Four Great Alchemy Families. Of course, the reason for their rise to prominence was because these two were Fay’s apprentices. My wife was the third alchemist in the entire world who had earned the title of Grandmaster alongside Feinrea and Cathrine.

      “Are you sure you will be alright with just the three of you?” asked Alexis, frowning at me. “You don’t need more people for this?”

      Alexis Mutig didn’t look a day over fourteen. She was another albino like Sana, with silver hair, red eyes, and pale skin, but unlike my wife’s apprentice, this woman who was over forty years old looked like a little girl. That didn’t mean I would underestimate her. This woman was the leader of the Battling Valkyries, the second largest battle-oriented sect and a member of the Six Great Sects.

      She was also the reason I didn’t want Raul reaching the Third State of Spiritualism too soon. I could only imagine what kind of trouble this woman had in her life. I shuddered at the idea of how people would treat me if I was an adult who looked like a child. It didn’t sound fun.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm is far too strong for a normal Spiritualist to contend against. Having a bunch of people with us would just be a hindrance.”

      “Well, if you say so,” Alexis muttered with a shrug.

      “Ha ha ha. I believe we should trust Eryk and let him do what he needs to,” Rienhard said with a guffaw.

      Rienhard Cohen was a big man with a head of short, black hair, a masculine jaw, and a missing left eye. He wore an eyepatch over the empty eye socket. His body was adorned with gleaming silver armor; a chestplate, shoulder pauldrons, gauntlets, greaves, and a longsword that rested on his hip. Like Alexis, he was a member of the Council of Six and leader for one of the Six Great Sects—the Paladin Sect.

      “Must you always be so loud,” Alexis grumbled in complaint.

      Rienhard just laughed.

      I never did figure out the relationship between these two. They were far more familiar with each other than two people who were mere acquaintances, but I knew their relationship wasn’t romantic since Rienhard was into men. The only thing I knew was that they had been acquainted with each other before either of them became Spiritualists. However, I didn’t think it was right to pry just to satisfy my own curiosity, so I never asked about it.

      “Kari, please promise me that you will look after yourself, Siv, and Eryk,” Fay was saying to the blonde beauty by her side. Her eyes were imploring. “I don’t know how powerful the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm is, but everything Eryk has told us suggests he’s more than powerful enough to destroy entire cities on his own. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

      With a smile on her face, Kari reached out and grabbed both of Fay’s hands in her own. The pure joy shining in her eyes as Fay fretted over her couldn’t be masked even if she wanted it to.

      “Don’t worry, Fay. I promise, we won’t take any unnecessary risks. With luck, we will be able to defeat the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm before he has the chance to awaken.”

      I turned away from the two, letting them talk in private, and looked down at Raul as he stood by my side.

      “I’ll be counting on you to look after Fay and Lin while I am gone. You’ll be the man of the house, so do your best to protect them,” I said with a wink.

      Raul looked up, his eyes wide, but then he gave me a lopsided grin and nodded. “I will, Father!”

      The dragons arrived not long after that. The first one to spot them was Siv, whose eyesight was the best among us. Meerand also roared in greeting and excitement as three specks appeared in the distance, growing larger at a steady pace. Before more than a minute had passed, the three dragons became visible.

      Like all dragons, these ones were large—larger even than Meerand. The smallest among them was about the size of a multi-story building and maybe twice as long. They had four powerful limbs, a long tail trailing behind them, horns adorning their heads, and wings that extended to nearly a dozen meters on either side.

      The dragon in the center had white scales that looked softer than the others. Her more streamlined body was slender and appeared more feminine, but her muscles were still thick and powerful enough to intimidate a normal human. Pure white pinions protruded from her back, covered in feathers and spanning at least ten meters in length.

      On her left was a dragon with midnight scales and a strange star-burst pattern. On her right was a dragon with deep green scales.

      “My word,” Alexis breathed as the dragons began landing, the flapping of their wings kicking up a powerful gust that caused the people around me to cover their faces.

      “I didn’t realize dragons could get so big,” Rienhard mumbled.

      While most of the people present looked like they were in awe of the dragons, I walked up to the trio with Meerand and Siv by my side. I think it was due to her Drakvar blood, but she was not frightened by these massive creatures like she was humans.

      “Mother,” Meerand said with a bow of his large head. “Thank you for coming.”

      I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the white dragon was smiling.

      “It looks like spending time among humans has been good for you. I am glad.” Craning her long neck to look down, the white dragon stared at both Siv and myself. “Lady Siv, it is a pleasure to see you once again, and you, Lord Eryk.”

      Because Siv was a Drakvar, the dragons showed her deferential treatment, and because I was her mate, they also gave me respect. I think it helped that I had defeated Dozziss in single combat when asking for their allegiance.

      “Thank you for coming all this way, Vydet, Dozziss, Chiro,” I said in greeting to the three dragons.

      “You need not thank us,” Dozziss said, his midnight scales glistening as he shifted his head. “This is the reason you asked for our alliance, correct? We are merely doing our part.”

      “Indeed,” the green-scaled dragon, Chiro, said. “Besides, I believe it was time we dragons left Westfang Mountain anyway. I for one am excited by the prospect of traveling somewhere new.”

      Since they were here, I decided to introduce Alexis, Erica, Rienhard, and Tungsten to the dragons. I wasn’t sure how well it went over. The four Spiritualists seemed a bit too shocked about being in the presence of dragons to do much more than stutter. Oddly enough, the one who didn’t seem to be making a big deal out of being introduced was Lilac, who simply thought it was cool to meet a dragon in real life.

      “Be sure to say your goodbyes now,” Vydet said to us. “We leave for the floating island in a few minutes.”

      I nodded at her words and turned to face my two wives who would be staying behind. Lin looked unrepentant as she gazed at me, and I knew she wanted to go. The reason she wasn’t was because she hated flying. Fay accepted that someone needed to stay behind and watch after our son, but I suspected she wished to come with us as well.

      “This princess does not like that you are leaving her.” Lin crossed her arms and pouted at me. “She wishes she could go with you.”

      I smiled in amusement. “You know why I can’t take you with me.”

      “This princess knows that. She is just complaining.”

      “Don’t do anything reckless, Eryk,” Fay said to me. “Promise me you will do only what you need to and then return.”

      “Don’t worry. I promise.”

      After hugging my son, kissing my wives, and promising them I would be safe, the three of us—myself, Siv, and Kari—went over to the dragons. Vydet nodded toward us as she flapped her wings. Dozziss and Chiro also began flapping their wings, which kicked up a powerful gale that slammed into me. If I was not at the Fourth State of Spiritualism, I dare say I would have been sent flying.

      “Come, you three. Let us be off,” Vydet said.

      I nodded at her, then glanced at Kari and Siv by my side. They both nodded back. While Siv flapped her wings to gain flight, Kari and I merely channeled our Spiritual Power and used it to fly through the air. I noticed as we were floating there that motes of light would surround Kari and disappear into her skin as she absorbed energy from the light of the sun. Thinking on it, with her element, she had a practically unlimited supply of power now that she’d reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      We ascended higher into the air. I only turned around once. The last thing I saw before we took off toward the south was Raul, Fay, Lin, and the others waving at us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In order to reach the floating island, our group traveled south, toward a large mountain range that separated the Northern Plains from the Rotfang Forest.

      The mountain range was filled with tall peaks that ascended into the clouds and deep ravines that seemed to have no end. It was vast and sprawling, though not as large as the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Many of the mountains really did disappear into the clouds. A thick fog seemed to cover much of the mountains and ravines, and there were a number of flying Demon Beasts loitering around. I was sure they would have attacked us, but they were terrified of our dragon companions. Demon Beasts weren’t smart. However, they did have good instincts.

      I felt nostalgic as I looked at the mountains. In our past life, Kari and I had traveled to this mountain range once before when we were members of the Explorers Guild. Back then, we had discovered the remains of a small group from the Mountain Sect. Their Spiritual Power and souls had been sucked out of their bodies to open a small gate that led a number of Sekbeists through. By the time we had found them, the Sekbeists were gone and the Mountain Sect members' corpses were in the process of rigor mortis.

      It did not take more than half a day to pass over the mountains, and it took even less time to fly over the Rotfang Forest, which looked like a tangled mess of trees and twisted branches. The Rotfang Forest got its name because of all the toxic plants and creatures inside. Very few people ever traveled there willingly, except for members of the Poison Sect.

      I guess it was true that one man’s trash was another man’s treasure. At least, in this instance.

      It was late by the time we arrived near the ocean. The dark sky was like a velvet canvas with twinkling lights painted across it. Twin moons hung in the sky and provided gentle illumination.

      “Let’s set down here,” I said to the dragons. “It’s late, and we don’t know what we will face tomorrow. I would like to be well-rested.”

      None of the dragons disagreed, so we landed on the beach. While the dragons found places among the sand to rest their bodies, Siv, Kari, and I set up our tent and began cooking over a grill that we summoned from our storage rings. The scent of grilling meat caused the dragons to also wander over from where they were relaxing.

      “What is that smell?” asked Vydet. “It is mouthwatering.”

      “Just a late dinner,” I said, then paused when I noticed how the dragons were all drooling. I debated whether or not to continue, but then sighed. “Do you want some?”

      “Can we really partake?” asked Dozziss.

      I didn’t want to sound rude, so I didn’t say anything, but as the three dragons stood there with their tails wagging behind them, I was reminded of some dogs I’d seen playing with their owners in Nevaria’s many parks. Of course, you couldn’t tell a dragon they were acting like a dog. That would not go over well. I simply kept my mouth shut and nodded.

      The grill we used to cook dinner was large enough to fit several dozen pounds worth of food on it. Lin and Siv ate more than twice their body weight in meat, so we needed a big grill to cook enough food. That said, adding three dragons to the mix was a tall order. If it wasn’t for the fact that we always came prepared with several months’ worth of food in our storage rings, I didn’t doubt that we wouldn’t have enough food.

      “This is truly delicious!” Vydet exclaimed as she ate the seasoned beef I’d been cooking. “Now I see why you humans bother to cook your meat! I could never have imagined simply cooking something over an open fire could change the taste so much!”

      “We do more than just cook meat over a fire,” Kari said with a giggle. “You can’t get this kind of flavor without adding a lot of spices and herbs.”

      “So I see. I will have to inform my people about this. Can you tell me what spices you used to cook this dish?”

      “Sure.”

      While Kari began telling Vydet our recipe for grilled beef, I finished my food and wandered over to the shore, standing just outside of the water’s reach. The air was brisk. I felt a slight shiver as the coldness seeped into my skin.

      Even though the moons provided ample illumination, I could not see the floating island from this distance in the dark. All I saw was a sea of stars and the ocean reflecting their light.

      “What are you doing all the way over here?” asked Kari.

      I turned around to see the woman walking over to me, smiled, and turned back to look at the ocean. The waters moved with the tide, creating breaks in the starlight reflected on the surface. I was mostly fixated on the sky, however. Somewhere out there was the floating island that housed the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      “I was just thinking,” I said.

      “Care to share?”

      “Hmm. I was thinking about how my journey to the past began here,” I said, then paused. “Everything that happened this time happened because of what transpired when the seal on the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm broke. He attacked our city, killed you and Kayli, and set me on the path for revenge. If it wasn’t for that moment, I would have never traveled back to the past. I often wonder what would have happened if the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had never been unsealed back then.”

      “I imagine we’d still be fighting the Sekbeists,” Kari said with a shrug. “Kayli and I would still be alive, of course, but I’m not sure we would have been in a very good position. Our forces were stretched so thin back then. So many of our Spiritualists were dying, and more died every day. The people of the Northern Plains were being killed and enslaved in droves. If the war continued as it had… I do not think any of us would have survived.”

      “Maybe,” I said with a sigh.

      “That’s not all you’re thinking about, is it?” Kari gave me a look that said she had seen right through me.

      “It’s not.” I took a moment to compose myself, thinking about what I wanted to say before I actually spoke. “I was just wondering if defeating the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm will really end things. Now that I know more about the Great Overlords, I am aware that what we are facing is not the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm but the mind of the Sekbeist Overlord that has been sealed inside of him. We have already defeated Ask, but there are still six Great Overlords who have had parts of the Sekbeist Overlord sealed inside of them.”

      “And you think the Sekbeists we have been fighting against are here to unseal the Great Overlords to free their leader,” Kari said with a nod.

      I shrugged. “I cannot think of any other reason they might come to this realm. Miðgarðr is the smallest of the nine realms and humans are the weakest of the great races. What could they want with this place if not to free their leader?”

      “I think you might be right,” Kari agreed with me. “In which case, even if we defeat the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, we might still have to fight the remaining six.”

      That was my biggest worry. The Great Overlord of the First Realm, Ask, had been a tough opponent. I could probably beat him now; however, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was on a completely different level. Now that I had reached my current level, I had a more clear understanding of the power difference between Ask and the Ljósálfar. What’s more, I knew the other Great Overlords would all be more powerful than Ask since he was the weakest among the Great Overlords.

      “We will just have to cross that bridge if or when we get to it,” Kari said in a voice that brooked no argument. “We have done our best to prepare for the Sekbeists’ invasion. Alexis and Rienhard have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism thanks to Fay’s and your alchemy. We also have you, me, Lin, Siv, and Fay. Even if we end up having to fight the other six possessed Great Overlords, I believe we can beat them.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I knew better than to argue when it wouldn’t accomplish anything.

      We returned to our tent, where I found Siv dressed in a simple gown that was partially translucent. Her long hair, unbound by anything, descended like a silvery green waterfall down her head. She turned when we entered. I noticed the comb in her hand.

      “Eryk, will you comb my hair?” she asked.

      I smiled as I took the comb from her hand. “Of course, I will.”

      Putting my worries and fears for the future out of my mind for now, I spent the rest of the night combining Siv’s and Kari’s hair before falling asleep in the warm embrace of my two wives.
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      We woke up early the next morning and set out across the ocean. It hadn’t been that long since I’d visited the ocean. A few months ago, I took my family on a trip to one of the abandoned cities in the Demon Beast Mountain Range that was located on the shore. The city hadn’t been very big. There had also been a few Demon Beasts making that place their home, but once we cleared them out, we’d been able to enjoy a relaxing trip.

      It was like when we had fun at the beach during our stint through the Endless Desert, but better.

      What we were doing now was no vacation, however.

      “I see the island up ahead,” Siv exclaimed.

      “Me too,” Kari said.

      I did as well. Floating several kilometers above the sea was the floating island we had come all this way to find.

      There was no way to describe this island other than massive. It looked to be about one third the size of Midgard, which meant it was probably a couple hundred kilometers across. The top was flat, but the lower part was protruding and large, as if someone had sliced through a mountain, inverted it, and made it float. Sitting atop this floating island was an intricate city.

      “So this is the island you spoke of,” Vydet hummed as she flapped her wings beside us. “I actually know of this place.”

      “You do?” I asked, surprised.

      Vydet nodded. “It is called Strahlend Isle. In the great war against the Sekbeists, this island was a floating fortress from which the Ljósálfar would rain destruction upon their enemies. I heard it was instrumental in defending numerous strongholds back then.”

      The fact that it was something the Ljósálfar had used during the war explained why this was the resting place of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm when he was sealed away. I guess the people who sealed him believed it would be harder to reach a floating fortress.

      We were now floating over the city, and even though this was my second time seeing it, I could not help but admire the magnificent structures. Their aesthetic was similar to the many ruins built by Dweorg hands, but the designs were smaller and lacked the Dweorg’s ostentatiousness. Each building possessed a simple aesthetic that was nonetheless pleasing to the eye.

      There were no Sekbeists loitering around this time. That was a blessing in disguise, as I had no desire to fight more than I had to. We set down before the palace—a majestic structure that did not look like it could ever be crafted by human hands. It appeared to have been carved from a single block of an unknown material. I was sure this material was something that could only be found on Ljósálfar.

      “L-look at this magnificent structure!!” Kari squealed as she clasped her hands together. I swear I saw stars in her eyes. “This is wonderful! Do you see those columns, Eryk?! It looks like they grew straight from the floor! I bet you anything this palace was made by a Spiritualist of incredible power! They must have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism—no, I bet you anything they had reached the Fifth State of Spiritualism. I can’t even imagine the kind of power someone must have needed to make something like this!”

      Siv and I shared an amused glance at Kari as she began gushing over the architecture. I did not blame her. My wife was an explorer nut. All she really wanted out of life was to explore new places, see new sights, and learn new things.

      “We shall remain outside,” Vydet said. “Should you need us, have Lady Siv roar.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I gestured for Kari and Siv to follow me as Vydet, Dozziss, and Chiro remained behind to guard us, even though I didn’t think anything would happen. Thinking on it, we probably didn’t need the dragons to come with us. I believed, however, that it was important to cover all of our bases. I didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

      As we traveled past the majestic entrance, I hardened myself for what was to come. One way or another, I would end the grudge between myself and the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm today.
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      I was right when I thought Kari would enjoy the architecture of this place. The moment we entered the palace, she immediately began looking over everything within the entrance hall, studying the glowing crystals on the wall, looking at the colonnades lining the walls, and observing the seamless floor that was polished to a shine. This place was massive. The spacious interior looked like it could extend forever.

      “I wonder how the floor has managed to remain spotless even after thousands of years of disuse,” Kari murmured to herself. “Could it be magic? Are there runes embedded inside of the floor somewhere?”

      Siv and I stood off to the side and watched the woman as she meticulously cataloged everything in a leather-bound book she had summoned from her storage ring. She was probably drawing out the architecture so she’d be able to refer back to it later on. I knew that she would be asking me to help her compare designs with other ruins when she got home. We would cross reference every ruin we visited to find similarities and differences.

      Kari wanted to know everything about everything. Her hunger for knowledge led her to creating some of the most detailed notes I had ever seen. I didn’t blame her since I, too, wanted to learn more about the races who built these structures. More than anything, I wanted to learn more about the war that took place thousands of years ago.

      “I know you’re excited to see all this, but we really do need to keep going,” I said to Kari.

      “R-right. I know that.” Kari looked sheepish as she turned to me and Siv. “I understand that we’re here for a very important reason. I do get that. It’s just…”

      She glanced around again, and I sighed as I felt my own will to deny her a chance to study this place slipping. It really was hard for me to deny this woman anything. It didn’t help that I was interested as well. However, just this once, I knew I had to be firm.

      “You can come back and study this place later,” I said. “Right now, we should focus on defeating the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm first.”

      Beyond anything else, I wanted—no, I needed the ever-looming threat that man posed gone. I could not rest easy until he was good and dead.

      “You’re right,” Kari said morosely. I almost flinched at the anguish in her voice, and I opened my mouth again, tempted to tell her we could spend a few more minutes here.

      Then I saw her smile.

      “Vixen,” I growled with a fake scowl. “Don’t lead me on like that.”

      “I can’t help it; you make the greatest expressions.” Kari poked out her tongue. “And I’m not really leading you on. I really do want to explore this place.”

      “Adventure addict,” Siv said with a nod.

      “Right. Right.” Kari nodded as well. “I’m an adventure addict.”

      “Let’s just go,” I said with an amused smile. “The sooner we deal with the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, the better.”

      Just like in my last life, we traveled down the brightly lit stairs. Unlike last time, there were no Sekbeists waiting for us.

      After the stairs were the hallways. I remember that many of the traps had previously been tripped by the Sekbeists the last time I came here, but this time, we had to deal with the traps.

      “Whoa!”

      Kari leapt back as flames exploded from beneath her feet, forming a pillar that traveled up to the ceiling. The blue flames were so intense all of us began to sweat. It was hot enough that anyone who wasn’t at the Fourth State of Spiritualism would be burned to a crisp. Being the one closest to this fire, Kari took several steps back and wiped at her brow.

      “That was too close,” she murmured. “That trap was very well hidden. I didn’t even see the runes until they began glowing. This trap must have been set up using some kind of ink that remains invisible until the trap is sprung.”

      “We’ll need to be even more careful from now on,” I said.

      “Right.” Kari nodded in agreement, then turned to our other companion. “Siv, please stay behind Eryk and me.”

      Siv nodded once as she moved closer to me. “Mm. I will.”

      We continued traveling, deactivating any traps we came across and overcoming the ones we didn’t see until it was too late. The easiest traps to spot were the axes that fell from the ceiling. You could always tell where they were because the ceiling had a line running through it where the axe was hidden. Trapdoors were harder to spot since whoever had built this place made the trapdoors only activate if you stepped on the invisible rune above it. Fortunately, we could fly.

      The worst of the traps came when we reached the halfway point. I felt the shift a moment after we stepped into the small, circular area. It felt like something had crawled into my head and was resting behind my eyes. I didn’t know what this was, but then I saw them. Three people stood before us, and they were all familiar.

      “Are those us?” asked Kari.

      “It’s like looking into a mirror,” Siv muttered warily.

      “I think… we have to fight them,” I said with a frown.

      The Eryk, Kari, and Siv clones attacked us mere moments after they materialized. They had all of our skills, which meant the entire area soon became bathed in water, lightning, wind, and light. They didn’t just use our skills, I soon realized. They were every bit as strong as the originals.

      I had so many questions as I fought. What were these creatures? Where had they come from? I knew I wouldn’t get an answer, so I said nothing and continued to fight.

      Our original strategy was to each fight our own clone, but I soon realized the folly of that. These clones were identical in every way. Victory would hinge on luck, which meant the advantage was theirs.

      “Siv! Take my clone! Kari, keep fighting yours! I’ll fight Siv’s!”

      Siv and I switched out opponents. Her job wasn’t going to be victory. I just needed her to buy enough time for me to defeat her clone.

      The battle was… rough. Siv was the strongest of my wives. Her powers over wind were insane and her physical strength was unreal. However, I quickly combined water and lightning into my body to overpower her in a hurry. She was defeated when I sliced her in half. Once I defeated the Siv clone, Siv and I teamed up and defeated my clone, who still proved to be quite relentless. We won and moved on to help Kari kill her clone.

      “Well, that was fun.” Kari clapped her hands.

      “We didn’t run into that trap last time,” I muttered, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

      “I imagine it’s a one-time use trap, or maybe the runes need time to recharge. Look.” Kari pointed at the ceiling, where a massive rune array more complex than most was boldly embedded into the stone. “I saw it glowing just before we entered, but it’s deactivated now.”

      “Whatever the case is, we defeated it, so let’s move on,” I said.

      Despite the traps littering the hallways, we eventually reached the massive chamber that was so large I couldn’t see the other side. Several dozen meters from the door was an abyss. I still didn’t know how far down this abyss went, but I imagined it honestly couldn’t be that far, considering this floating island had a limited amount of space.

      In my past life, we had to use a gondola.

      In this life, we simply flew over the chasm.

      Because there were no enemies ambushing us from our own shadows, we made it to the underground maze in record time. I couldn’t remember the exact route we had taken last time to exit it. This meant we sometimes found ourselves at a dead end or triggering a trap. Several times, we had to double back, pick a different route, and try our luck. It was honestly the maze that cost us the largest amount of time.

      After what felt like several hours of walking, we eventually reached a massive door, one that was three or four times larger than a human, made from an alloy I didn’t recognize and covered in runes. Kari walked up to the door and began examining the runes.

      “Let’s see… there’s Uruz, Thurisaz, Kenaz, Gebo, Hagalaz, Isa, and Tiwaz.” Kari stroked her jaw as she listed the runes off, then reached out and traced them with her index finger. “It looks like they are all connected in a spider web. See here how the lines of power are flowing to each rune? It creates a circular flow of Spiritual Power that somehow keeps any from actually leaking. Whoever enchanted this must have been a master rune-crafter.”

      “What does it do?” asked Siv.

      “It seals whatever is beyond this door into another dimension,” Kari explained. “These runes are somewhat similar to the ones Dunherr used when he opened that Warp Gate in the middle of Midgard, but these are even more complex and delicate. Dunherr’s use of our runes was crude. This is a masterpiece.”

      “Can you undo it?” I asked.

      Kari looked over at me and grinned. “Of course, I can. Who do you—”

      I frowned when Kari suddenly stopped talking, spun around, and placed her hands back on the runes. She began muttering under her breath. Even my enhanced hearing couldn’t pick up whatever she said.

      “Kari? Is something wrong?”

      She didn’t answer me at first, just continued to mutter under her breath, but then she turned around again. The grave expression on her face set me on edge.

      “These runes have been tampered with,” she announced.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Someone tampered with these runes,” she repeated, gesturing toward the door. “I almost missed it, but it looks like the runes on this door were already undone. Then someone remade the runes differently and activated them a second time. You can tell because the lines of power have been redistributed incorrectly. If I had undone these without knowing that, we would have been blown to bits.”

      Siv gulped as a grave expression crossed my face, as a chill entered my heart, though I did my best to shove those feelings aside.

      “Can you undo them?” I asked.

      “Of course. Just give me a minute.”

      Kari turned back to the door, her finger lighting up as she began to use the skill Rune Writing to draw her own counterunes of the runes that had been engraved onto the door. This was a skill that I had as well. However, my talent at Rune Writing lacked the finesse of my wife’s. She moved her finger with an elegance and surety that I would never be able to replicate.

      It was breathtaking.

      It did not take more than ten minutes for Kari to undo the runes. As the glow around them faded, Siv and I stepped forward, placed our hands on the door, and pushed it open. I remember the last time requiring a dozen of us to open this door. I was much stronger now than I was back then. Now it only needed me and Siv.

      Kari, Siv, and I entered the massive room on the other side. It looked the same as I remembered. The columns that stood in two lines on either side of us were the same and the intricately ribbed ceiling was the same. As we walked further into the room, there were only two things I noticed that were different.

      The first was that the two Sekbeists I encountered in my past were not there.

      The second was that the crystal coffin situated on the platform… was empty.

      My breathing stopped.

      “What… what is this?”

      I walked up to the crystal coffin and stared inside. I don’t know what I was expecting to find. A shrunken body maybe? Perhaps I was hoping the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm would randomly appear? Whatever the case may have been, the fact that we had traveled all this way only to find an empty coffin rattled me.

      “I don’t understand.” I turned around and faced Kari and Siv, who were looking at me in concern. “The coffin is empty. Why? The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm should be here, so why isn’t he here?!”

      “I don’t know, but I think we should calm down and think about this,” Kari said as she walked up the platform’s steps and placed a hand on my arm. “Something has obviously changed from your past life. The problem is that we don’t know what. Could it be that the Sekbeists came early without our knowledge and managed to release him?”

      I shook my head. “That can’t be it. If it was, I’m sure he would have already attacked us by now. He seemed to have the ability to sense my presence across vast distances. That’s how he found us when we were living in Capistrana.”

      Kari bit her lip and went into deep thought, but I could tell she was just as stumped by this whole situation as I was. She probably had it even worse than me. She hadn’t gone on the mission when the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was released. All she had to go on was my word.

      I looked back at the empty coffin and felt a chill enter my heart. Clutching my chest, I took several deep breaths to keep myself calm, but no matter how calm I tried to act, I was a stormy mess on the inside.

      “You two,” Siv suddenly said. “I hear Vydet. She’s crying out.”

      “What?”

      “Vydet,” Siv repeated. “I can hear her.”

      Kari and I could not hear a thing, but our hearing was not as good as Siv’s, so we chose to believe her.

      Since there was nothing left for us here, we traveled back up the island’s interior, exited the palace door, and found ourselves standing beside Vydet, Dozziss, and Chiro. The moment we appeared, Vydet turned. I couldn’t be sure, but I was certain I sensed relief coming from the dragons.

      “Thank Tiamat you three finally came out! I have grave news,” Vydet said. The chill that had speared my heart suddenly expanded to encompass the rest of my chest. “I just received a telepathic message from my brood. Meerand says people are pouring out of the Warp Gate at your branch office in Midgard. According to him, Nevaria is being attacked by an unknown but very powerful enemy.”

      I thought my heart had stopped at his words. A powerful enemy was attacking Nevaria? Who else could it be if not the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm? I looked at Siv and Kari. While Siv did seem startled, she didn’t seem worried. She had no idea what kind of threat he posed. Kari, on the other hand, had gone pale.

      Concentrating, I focused on the Ring of Marji that Lin had given me, and then focused even deeper to find my connection with Fay. We were always connected, but it required me to concentrate to really feel it. It was easier when I was using their elements. This time, when I sought out the connection, I felt intense emotions burst through. That was all I could feel, sadly. This connection didn’t allow me to experience more than vague sensations.

      “We need to leave immediately,” I said, opening my eyes.

      “Even if you fly there day and night, it will still take you a long time to reach Nevaria,” Dozziss said. “You won’t make it in time.”

      “Our family is in Nevaria,” Kari told him. “You can’t expect us to just stand here and do nothing.”

      “Of course, I do not expect you to do nothing. I am merely proposing a different method of traveling.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Dozziss didn’t hesitate, though I could tell he was uncertain. “You know that I have touched the Fifth State of Spiritualism. I can, to some degree, manipulate the concept of Space. Ever since our battle five years ago, I have been experimenting with this concept more, and I believe I have reached the point where I can use it to warp space around someone and transport them across vast distances.”

      It didn’t take a genius to understand what he was saying. That said, I did find it a little hard to believe.

      “You think you can transport us to Nevaria like we were traveling through a Warp Gate?” asked Kari.

      “I still do not have complete confidence with this, so the coordinates might be a little off, but I believe I can teleport you close to Nevaria,” Dozziss confirmed. “That said, I have never transported more than myself, and never across such a vast distance.”

      I considered what he was saying. Given what he was telling us, I felt we should be cautious since it sounded like he hadn’t mastered this power. This was normally something we should consider carefully, but we didn’t have the time.

      “Do it,” I said.

      “Very well,” Dozziss said in a grave voice. “I need you three to get close together. It will be best if you hold onto each other. That way I don’t accidentally send each of you to a different location.”

      I didn’t know such a concerning issue could happen, but we didn’t question him and gathered together, all three of us holding each other tightly. At that moment, the area around us grew distorted. Strange fractures appeared in the air. They were like small black slash marks within the sky. The next thing I knew, a black nebula like the Warp Gates appeared around us, and I felt a strange sucking sensation like I was being pulled into a tornado. Everything around us vanished for but an instant, and then we were standing in the middle of an abandoned area.

      “Where… are we?” asked Siv.

      Letting go of Kari and Siv, I looked around at the moss- and vine-covered buildings. We were standing on a wide road made of sediment, but the road was cracked and broken, with weeds growing out from between the cracks. Most of the structures were several stories tall. With a startled gasp, I realized where we’d been transported to.

      “This is Bucharest!”

      “Then we aren’t far from Nevaria,” Kari said with a grim look in her eyes. “Let’s hurry up and move.”

      “Right.”

      Siv, Kari, and I ascended into the air and took off toward Nevaria at speeds that broke the sound barrier.
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      Raul was the youngest person in his class at only eight years old, while everyone else in his class was twelve. Despite this, no one treated him with disrespect. Most of the people around him acted with so much respect it made him uncomfortable. Part of that was because he hadn’t done anything to earn that respect himself, but the rest was because he knew they were only treating him this way because of his parents.

      While he was the youngest and many people walked on eggshells when they spoke to him, that did not mean he had no friends. Raul had two very good friends. One of them was Jaina Krieger—the newest member of the Kreiger Family. She was Catalyna’s youngest sister, an eleven-year-old girl who was cheerful and outgoing. She often dragged Raul around and sometimes got him into trouble with his parents. His second friend was Leif Eieran. He was twelve, the oldest among them, and kind of greedy, but he wasn’t a bad person.

      Classes had just ended, so Raul was walking out of the academy with Leif and Jaina. He didn’t speak much. That was just how he was. He instead listened to his friends as they argued over what to do now that class was over.

      “I think we should go and train!” Jaina was saying. “Mom taught me a new Spiritual Technique that I want to try, and Raul would make the perfect guinea pig—I mean, the perfect sparring partner!”

      “Did you just call me a guinea pig?” asked Raul in a dry voice.

      Jaine flipped her hair back and blushed. “Of course not. You must be hearing things.”

      Though she said that, Jaina often used Raul as a guinea pig of sorts, demanding he spar with her so she could try out her new Spiritual Techniques. She was a prodigy when it came to learning them. The girl absorbed Spiritual Techniques like a sponge. She learned them at a rate that baffled most of their peers. Raul was also called a prodigy, but that was because he didn’t need to use movements and dances like most Spiritualists to use Spiritual Techniques. He was like his father in that regard. Raul thought that was why Jaine often asked him to spar with her when she was trying out new Spiritual Techniques.

      “You know I hate training,” Leif said. “I think we should go into the shopping district and compare the prices of goods sold there.”

      “Ugh, but that’s so boring!” Jaine complained.

      “It is not boring!”

      “Yes, it is!”

      “It isn’t!”

      Raul sighed as his friends began fighting again. They did this quite often. He had grown used to it, but it was still tiresome.

      Just as they entered Nevaria proper, leaving behind the academy grounds, Raul abruptly stopped walking as a shudder traveled down his spine. He looked left. Then he looked right. People were walking all around him. No one seemed to be acting strange, no one was looking around oddly like he was, and yet, Raul suddenly felt as if he had been dropped in a tub of frozen water.

      “Raul?” Jaina asked when she noticed he was no longer walking alongside them. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      “I… I don’t know,” he admitted. “I just feel… like something bad is about to happen… I guess. A bad feeling?”

      “I’m sure you are just imagining things,” Leif said. “Maybe you forgot something back home that you know will upset your parents. When the new showers were installed in our manor, I kept forgetting to shut them off. I usually had this nagging feeling when I did that, and lo, Mother would always complain to me about how I shouldn’t be wasteful when I did that.”

      While Raul wanted to believe Leif was right, to forget this feeling and play it off as just a feeling, he could not. He knew that something was going to happen.

      Just as this thought was occurring to him, a shrill cry pierced the air. Raul craned his neck to look up. Floating in the sky were three massive birds. He didn’t know how big they were, but it looked like they were at least the size of a two-story house. They were all very beautiful, with a brilliant plume of differently colored feathers. One had brown feathers, another had yellow, and the last had pure white feathers.

      Raul felt as if something had gripped his heart.

      He was not the only one who noticed these birds either. Everyone in the street was looking up at the creatures and pointing. No one seemed too afraid yet, but Raul was certain that was because they couldn’t understand what was happening. He was confused as well. However, he somehow knew instinctively that whatever these creatures were, they were not friendly.

      “What are those? Birds?” Jaina suddenly asked.

      “Awfully big to be birds,” Leif muttered.

      “You guys… I think we should find my mom and Aunt Lin,” Raul said.

      Jaine and Leif turned to him.

      “Why?” asked Jaina.

      Before Raul could even give her a response, lightning crackled around the yellow bird. Massive arches of power shot from its plumage and slammed into several buildings. None of them were very close to Raul and his group, but even they felt the force as the buildings exploded, sending a shower of sparking stone fragments shooting in all directions.

      The explosion did far more than just destroy the buildings. Every person near the blasts was destroyed. Their bodies were struck by the incredible power, and then they disappeared as if they’d been turned to ash. However, Raul thought they might be lucky. There were many people who hadn’t been that close to the blast zone, and they were struck down by debris covered in electric currents. Some had holes blasted through their chests. Others were struck on the head so hard their heads exploded. A few of the unlucky ones were hit in such a way that their arms or legs were torn off. They were the least fortunate. They were still alive but would die soon.

      Leif turned green, bent over, and began vomiting as screams rent the air. Jaina’s face turned pale. She didn’t throw up, but she had become too frightened to even move. Raul was also frightened. Vague memories from when he was just a child played out within his mind, of a strange monster trying to kill him, of his Sissy using her body to shield him. He pushed the memories back and took a deep breath.

      “We need to get out of here,” Raul said, grabbing his friends’ hands. “Come on! Let’s go find my mom! She’ll know what to do!”

      His mom was Fay Valstine, one of the strongest Spiritualists in the entire world. Surely, she would know what to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lin had been working on some papers when the first explosions struck Nevaria. A distant rumble echoed in her ear. It wasn’t loud enough to cause her concern. Were it just the rumbling of something detonating, she would have played it off as someone practicing a Spiritual Technique or some kids playing with fireworks.

      But that wasn’t all she felt.

      An intense Spiritual Pressure was pushing down on her.

      Getting up from her desk, Lin sped out of her office and traveled outside. There was already a large crowd gathered near the Nevarian Braves’ main entrance. She recognized many of these people since they worked underneath her, but she didn’t know them all by name. That wasn’t important anyway.

      What was important were the massive birds floating in the sky and attacking Nevaria.

      One of them was shooting lightning from its plumage, releasing large bolts that struck buildings and the ground, annihilating everything they touched. Even from this distance, Lin could see the people and buildings that disappeared in an intense explosion of crackling blue power. Another bird with white feathers shot beams of light into the ground, tearing out gouges of earth, slicing through roads and buildings with ease. The people those beams touched disappeared. It was like their bodies were made of water that evaporated after touching one of Fay’s flames.

      “What… are those?” asked someone.

      “I don’t know… but they’re attacking the city!”

      “Are they Demon Beasts?!”

      “Must be!”

      “Why are they attacking Nevaria?! What are they even doing here?!”

      Lin listened to the people as they shouted questions that no one could answer. Lin would like some answers herself.

      “Lin!” Fay’s shout caused Lin to turn her head. “Lin, I think those are the elemental birds Eryk fought in his past!”

      Lin didn’t understand what she meant at first, but then she recalled what Darling said when he told them about the future he came from. Before he was sent to the past, he fought against six elemental birds that had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, killing three of them. Yes. These must be the three that got away.

      But how come they were here? And why did they appear now?

      She shook her head. Now was not the time.

      “Fay! Can you distract those creatures? You don’t have to kill them. Just keep them from attacking long enough for this princess to coordinate with Empress Hilda and get an evacuation going! We’ll use the Warp Gates to transport everyone we can to Midgard and Capistrana!”

      There were three Warp Gates in Nevaria. Two of them were located in the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters. One of them was at the Imperial Royal Palace.

      “I’ll do what I can, but be quick,” Fay said. “Eryk said those birds had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. If that’s the case, then they’re SS-Rank Demon Beasts. I might be able to fight off one of them, but I won’t last long against three.”

      “Don’t worry! This princess will hurry up and come to help you as quickly as she can!”

      Fay nodded before her Spiritual Power exploded out of her, was sucked back in, and then transformed into an intense heat. The Spiritualists near them backed away as Fay turned into a human-shaped fireball. Her body was so hot that heat waves distorted the air.

      Bending her knees, Fay blasted off the ground and began traveling toward the elemental birds.

      “Everyone!” Lin suddenly shouted, projecting her voice so everyone could hear her. Once she was sure she had their attention, she began issuing orders. “Listen up! We are about to begin evacuating civilians through the Warp Gates! This princess wants all of you to form up into groups of six, protect the civilians, and escort them here! If you find anyone else from our sect, tell them what is going on and what their orders are! Do not worry about the giant Demon Beasts! Let Fay and this princess take care of them! Is that understood?!”

      Some of the Spiritualists looked afraid, and Lin didn’t think she could blame them, but now was not the time for cowardice.

      Bjark and Ingrid stepped forward. They were former mercenaries who had joined the Nevarian Braves early on and were some of its first members. Both of them had also reached the Third State of Spiritualism, making them some of their strongest members.

      “Don’t worry, Lin.” Bjark slammed a fist against his chest. “We will make sure to protect and escort all the civilians we can.”

      “Just leave this to us,” Ingrid added.

      Lin nodded once. “This princess will leave matters here to you then. She has to speak with Empress Hilda and help her coordinate a large-scale evacuation before helping Fay.”

      Everyone soon broke up, the members of her sect splitting off into groups of six so they could do their jobs. Lin didn’t stick around to watch them. With but a thought, she entered the Fourth State of Spiritualism, merged into the ground, and traveled to the Imperial Royal Palace.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Divine Elemental Birds

          

        

      

    

    
      There were three of them. The most visible among the elemental birds were the one with yellow feathers and the one with white feathers. They hovered in the air. The yellow one was shooting arcs of lightning that slammed into buildings, the ground, and people. Meanwhile, the white one was firing beams of condensed light from its mouth. Each beam slammed into the ground and tore straight through it as the bird tilted its head, creating thick trenches at least fifteen meters across and several kilometers long.

      People down below were screaming as they ran around in a panic, and their cries reached Fay as she soared through the air toward the birds. The destruction she saw was seared into her soul. Dead bodies littered the streets. Children were crying on the corpses of their parents, parents held their dead children whilst shedding tears of pain and loss, and there were even more bodies that had been left to rot.

      Fay gritted her teeth.

      With fire shooting from her feet like the tail end of a shooting star, Fay blasted toward the light elemental bird, which she decided was doing the most damage.

      Unfortunately, the bird spotted her. It turned and fired a powerful beam of white energy from its mouth. Fay realized instinctively that she would not survive if that struck her, so she performed a barrel roll, the world around her spinning as she dodged the intense beam of light. Even though it missed, she still felt a strange sizzling on her fire-crafted body. Then it was flying past her.

      She thought that would be the end of its attack.

      She was wrong.

      Fay’s instincts, honed from years of combat and two separate lives, sensed something coming from behind her. She once more performed an intense aerial maneuver. The beam of white Spiritual Power had curved around and tried to strike her from behind. When it missed, the white beam exploded and split apart into six smaller beams that chased after her.

      Gnashing her teeth together as she realized what kind of overwhelming power this creature had, Fay shot into the air, away from the city. The beams chased after her. However, that was what she wanted. She didn’t want the city getting damaged from her attacks.

      Spiritual Power exploded from her body, which she charged into her flaming fists. The flames that made up each fist turned blue, then became an intense white. With a roar, she thrust her fists at the first beam to reach her.

      A massive explosion of energy erupted from the beam as it detonated. Intense winds kicked up and pushed her back, but then a vacuum appeared in the center of the detonation and sucked everything back in. Fay resisted the pull. The other five beams of light energy were not so lucky; they were pulled in toward the vacuum and struck each other, exploding with even greater ferocity than the first beam.

      Fay didn’t stick around.

      She plummeted back toward the ground, spun around, and stuck out her left leg. The heat from her descent and the fire already coating her entire body grew even more intense. Her target was the light elemental bird, and this time it was not quick enough to launch a preemptive strike. Fay slammed into the bird like a meteor striking the ground.

      “KWEEEEHHH!!!”

      The light elemental bird released a pained and angered squeal as her attack blasted it back. A shockwave ripped through the sky. It was such a powerful attack that the ground several meters below them cracked from the backlash. Even Fay was sent skidding through the sky, though she stopped her backward momentum by shooting fire from her back.

      Flapping its wings, the light elemental bird managed to halt its own momentum. There was a large black mark on its chest. The feathers had been burnt away and revealed its flesh. Unfortunately, it was not a serious wound. And even as she stared at it, the black burn marks from her attack disappeared as the injury healed over.

      “So it can regenerate?” She grimaced. “What a troublesome foe.”

      “Kweeeehhhh!!”

      The elemental bird released another angered squeal. Fay thought it was going to charge at her or launch another light attack, but then something erupted from the ground underneath her. Fay gawked as a bird with brown feathers appeared, merged with the ground, and fired several large spike-shaped projectiles at her.

      Fay wove through the storm of projectiles shooting at her from below, but then the light elemental bird began firing projectiles as well. Now caught between two attacks, Fay realized there were very few places left for her to dodge.

      She used the Flash Step Version 3: Fire Step, which was her own variation of the Lightning Step that Eryk had created. Flames trailed after her as her body disappeared. The world around her became an incandescent blur as she moved so fast even her own eyes couldn’t keep up with her speed.

      Despite her speed, the projectiles continued coming in her direction, as if the elemental birds were able to perfectly track her movements. One spike-shaped earthen projectile nearly slammed into her. It had been launched at where she would have been if she didn’t stop moving, proving that the earth elemental bird, at least, could track and predict her movements. Unfortunately for her, when she stopped, the light elemental bird released a projectile of its own.

      Fay thought she might have screamed as the projectile slammed into her, but she could hear nothing except the howling of wind and the sizzling of the attack. It pushed against her, attempting to penetrate her body. Snarling as she fought through the pain, Fay erupted with flames that burned away the projectile. Her entire body became a bright ball of burning hot fire. The earth projectiles from the bird below melted into lava before dissipating. The light projectiles struck the sphere and evaporated.

      Fay waited until the birds had stopped attacking her, then ceased erupting. The sphere of fire once more transformed into a human-shaped body.

      The light elemental bird flapped its wings, while the one on the ground once more merged with the earth. They both glared at Fay, who glared right back, not backing down despite being pushed to the limits. She still had half her Spiritual Power left. If she ran out, she could consume some pills. She had plenty.

      “Kweeehhhh!”

      With another harsh trill, the light and earth elemental birds, SS-Rank Demon Beasts the likes of which she had never seen before, attacked once again. Fay pounded her fists together. Fire exploded from her body and met the pair’s attacks head on. Fire pushed against light and melted earth. She transformed her fire into spears that she launched at her two opponents, and they in turn attacked with powerful Spiritual Attacks of their own.

      Fay thought she was doing okay for herself. While these two had a clear advantage, she had not lost yet, but just as she was thinking this, another trill cry erupted from above her. It was the lightning elemental bird. She only had time to feel a moment of surprise before the creature burst into lightning, turning into a literal bolt that attempted to slam into her. She barely managed to dodge by erupting into flames and reforming several meters away. However, even though she had dodged, she still felt like she had been shocked.

      With a grimace, Fay eyed the trio of elemental birds that were now fully focused on her. It looked like they had no intention of letting her off.

      Hurry up, Lin. I can’t keep holding them off forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lin quickly emerged from the ground after reaching the Imperial Royal Palace’s main entrance. It had not taken more than a few seconds to reach. When she turned her head, she could see Fay fighting against the light elemental bird. She didn’t know where the others were, but Lin knew she had to hurry.

      Throwing open the doors without ceremony, Lin used her earth element to locate the Spiritual Signature belonging to Empress Hilda. She was not inside of the entrance hall. Lin slithered swiftly through the corridors and eventually reached the war council room, located on the first floor.

      “Empress Mother!” Lin shouted as she swung the door wide. “We have an emergency!”

      “Yes, I know,” Empress Hilda said.

      The empress was standing with her husbands and several captains of the Nevarian Spiritualists and commanders of the Imperial Royal Guard. It looked like they were pouring over a map on the table and discussing plans.

      “The city is being attacked by powerful elemental birds,” Lin said, gesturing toward the outside. “This princess believes they are SS-Rank Demon Beasts that Eryk fought once before. He mentioned them to this princess and her sisters. If they are what this princess believes they are, then we cannot win. We need to begin evacuating the civilians through the Warp Gates!”

      “Are you suggesting we abandon the city?!” one of the commanders all but snarled at her.

      Lin didn’t know this man, but that was not surprising since she didn’t pay attention to who was in the Imperial Royal Guard. He had ruddy red hair, green eyes, and a face covered in freckles. She judged him to be somewhere in his forties. He had only reached the Second State of Spiritualism.

      “Buildings can be rebuilt. Lives cannot,” Lin said, her eyes on Empress Hilda. “We need to evacuate.”

      “Yes, you are correct,” Empress Hilda agreed.

      “Your Majesty!” the commander shouted. “Surely you cannot be serious?!”

      “I am completely serious,” Empress Hilda said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      The commander’s face scrunched up. He looked like he was going to say something he would regret, but then Valence stepped forward and silenced the man with a glare.

      “Our empress has spoken. Who are you to question her?”

      The man’s face turned red, but he said nothing.

      “Dante, Reiner, I want you two to take charge of the Nevarian Spiritualists. Tell them to link up with the Nevarian Braves and begin helping the civilians evacuate,” Empress Hilda commanded, then looked at Hellen Brynhild and the other Nevarian Spiritualist captains. “Go with them.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty!”

      Dante and Reiner took the other four captains and quickly left the room. Lin hoped they were going to gather their forces. The Nevarian Spiritualists consisted of around 230,000 Spiritualists, making them the largest force in Nevaria

      “Commander Treu, I want you and the members of the Imperial Royal Guard to work with me. While the Nevarian Spiritualists hook up with the Nevarian Braves, we are traveling to the noble district. There are not as many nobles as there are commoners, so our smaller group will help them evacuate.”

      The man, who Lin now knew was Commander Treu, looked very put out, but then he released a weary sigh, snapped off a salute, and said, “If that is your wish, Your Majesty.”

      “It is.” Empress Hilda nodded once before turning to Lin. “What will you be doing, Lin?”

      “This princess is going to help Fay distract the elemental birds. She cannot leave her sister to fight off such powerful foes on her own,” Lin said, determination shining in her eyes.
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      Fay was beginning to think these Demon Beasts had reached a state above the Fourth State of Spiritualism. She had fought against S-rank Demon Beasts before. Their powers were incredible, allowing them to control and absorb their element just like she could, but they did not have the raw power or fine control these elemental birds possessed.

      A giant stake rose from the ground and tried to skewer her. Fay swerved and avoided being struck, but then the stake bent and warped to follow her movements. It chased after her at speeds that broke the sound barrier. To make matters worse, several spheres of light harassed her, darting at her from all sides. They were not as powerful as the light bird’s previous attacks, but as one of them struck her in the back, she could not help but hiss as pain seared through her fire body.

      Flipping her body around, she twisted about as the stake came at her, just barely avoiding being skewered. The stake tried to change direction, but it had to loop around. She used that single moment to speed toward the base, which looked like the trunk of a massive tree. Her body transformed into a disc shape that spun. With her full power and speed, she sliced through the trunk-shaped base.

      She learned early on that once the earth left the ground, the earth bird could not control its element anymore, which was why the projectiles it launched didn’t track her. To keep its element under its control, the bird’s attacks had to remain attached to the earth. This was reminiscent of Lin's own powers, and fortunately for Fay, she had plenty of experience sparring her sister.

      The earthen stake crumbled away. Yet while this did get rid of one danger, it did not remove all of them.

      The light and lightning birds swooped down from above. One launched a condensed beam of light, while the other transformed into a sparking bolt of lightning. Fay was able to avoid the light attack, but the lightning bird slammed into her body, shoving who knew how much lightning into her.

      Before the pain could become too much, Fay combusted, exploding in all directions. She didn’t rely on fire to counteract the effects of lightning but heat. Heat came from speeding up atoms and could, to an extent, provide resistance to lightning. This was more typical in the cases of metal. However, because her body was currently composed of the fire element, she could create a similar effect.

      As she and the lightning bird soared through the sky, Fay raised her hand and slammed it into the creature’s beak. Because it was made of lightning, the beak did not shatter, but it did explode into bolts of electricity. The lightning bird shrieked as her attack disrupted its form, and Fay used that opportunity to fire a condensed beam of fire straight into its body. The beam speared through its head, punching a hole through it and disrupting its form. While the bird did reform because it was composed of an element instead of flesh and blood, it was forced to transform back into its original body.

      Fay did not have time to celebrate her success as several projectiles made of light appeared from behind the lightning bird. The light bird had used the lightning bird’s bulky body to hide its attack, and because of how fast light traveled, she was unable to react in time to dodge. All she could do was cross her arms.

      The attacks that slammed into Fay caused her fiery body to burst apart. Her left arm disappeared. Her right leg evaporated. A large hole appeared in her torso. Despite being made of flames, she still felt pain, and the feeling of losing her limbs hurt.

      Fay channeled her Spiritual Power and regrew her limbs, but she didn’t have time to do much else as the earth bird manipulated the metal element inside of the ground. A large metal spike shot from the earth. She dodged—only to realize that the bird’s intent was not to attack her. The lightning bird screeched as it fired lightning at the metal spike, causing the element to travel through the metal, disappear into the ground, and attack her from behind as it erupted from another spike that had emerged while she wasn’t looking.

      Fay was only just able to dodge the attack. It struck a building not far from her.

      “Mooom!!!”

      She was about to turn and deal with the nearest bird, but then a loud and familiar voice echoed to her, causing her head to swivel. Her son and his two friends were standing right underneath the building that had been struck by lightning! What was he doing here?!

      Fay didn’t hesitate to swoop down. The lightning exploded against the building. Rubble detonated in all directions and the building began collapsing. Her son could only stare in horror as the debris descended, threatening to bury him and his two friends.

      Fire erupted from Fay in several projectiles that exploded against the falling debris, destroying it before Raul, Leif, and Jaina could get squashed. She landed on the ground, transformed into her human form, and rushed toward the kids. The elemental birds saw this as their chance. They fired their elements at her and the kids, earth erupted from the ground. Lightning arced toward them through the sky, and a beam of light tore across the space.

      “Get behind me!!!” Fay shouted as she turned to face the incoming attacks.

      Her son and his friends did as she ordered, and Fay spread her arms wide before erupting once more. She transformed her entire body into a dome of fire, sealing the kids off from the outside world. She carefully controlled her flames too. Despite the heat emitting from her body, she did not let it affect the children, who couldn’t even feel it.

      The earth rumbled as it struck the dome and melted. The lightning glanced off the dome and struck a building several meters away. Only the beam of light tore through the dome. Fay wanted to scream as the beam shot toward the children, but then a black wall appeared in front of Raul, Leif, and Jaina. The light beam slammed into the wall, which rippled but held strong.

      “That was close, wasn’t it?”

      Fay turned back into a human as Lin emerged from the ground near her feet. The Lamia’s body looked like it was composed of dirt, but there was a black pattern spread across her body. Unlike Kari, who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for light, Lin had not reached it for darkness. She could not afford to go into closed-door training like her big sister.

      “You’re late,” Fay said with a smile.

      Lin rubbed the back of her head. “Sorry. I got held up. But I’m here now.”

      “Mom… Aunty Lin,” Raul said.

      “If our situation wasn’t so dire, I would lecture you,” Fay said with a sigh. “But we don’t have the time for that.”

      Lin nodded. “We do not. Fay, escort these three to the Warp Gate at our headquarters. This princess will cover your retreat.”

      Fay wanted to argue, but she understood that now was not the time. They could not afford to waste time arguing.

      “All right. Be careful. These birds are strong.”

      “This princess is aware.”

      “Follow me, you three. We’re leaving.”

      Perhaps it was because of the danger they were in, or maybe because they had almost died, but all three kids listened to her. They began running toward the Nevarian Braves headquarters.

      The elemental birds were not about to let this happen. All three of them screeched and attacked. The earth rumbled, lightning filled the sky, and several light projectiles flew through the airspace.

      Lin stopped them.

      She slammed her tail into the ground, disrupting the earth bird’s control of the earth. Then she slammed her tail into it again, creating a large pillar made of metal, which caused the lightning to curve and strike it instead of them. As the lightning became grounded, Lin manipulated the earth element to create a thick wall that was at least sixty meters tall and thirty wide. Darkness became overlaid with earth. The light projectiles slammed into it and harmlessly dissipated.

      “This princess is your opponent now!” Fay heard Lin shout.

      Fay was worried about her sister, but the earth element was the sturdiest among the elements. Its greatest power lay in defense, and Lin knew how to manipulate it better than anyone else she knew. While she didn’t think Lin could win, she knew that her sister could hold out long enough for her to return.

      When Fay arrived at the Nevarian Braves headquarters, it was to find the area outside filled with people lined up and being escorted in by members of her sect. Several people in the armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist would arrive with groups of people, direct them to line up, and leave them to the Nevarian Braves who escorted them inside to travel through the two Warp Gates.

      “Hey, Big Sister!”

      Fay turned at the shout and found Catalyna running over to her. Geirolf was also present, but he was working alongside Mykkel and Earland to keep everyone calm and orderly.

      “Catalyna!” Fay pushed Raul, Leif, and Jaina forward as the woman stopped in front of her. “I’d like you to escort these three through the Warp Gate, please.”

      “Huh?” Catalyna stopped short. “Are you not going through yourself?”

      Fay shook her head. “I cannot. Lin is currently fighting those elemental birds, but she will eventually be overwhelmed. However, she and I will stand a fighting chance if we work together. Even if we cannot defeat them, we can at least buy everyone enough time to escape through the Warp Gate.”

      Catalyna’s face scrunched up like she had a lot to say, but then it cleared. She nodded once as her gaze hardened.

      “I understand. Please leave your son, my sister, and their friend to me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Mom?”

      Before Fay could turn around, she found her son gazing at her with a complex expression, half-pleading, half-concerned. She felt her heart tremble at the sight. How she wanted to go with him through that gate, to be with him in case something went wrong, but she knew that was not her task here.

      “Raul.” She placed her hands on her son’s shoulders. “Do not look so worried. You know how strong Lin and I are. We will not lose so easily. What’s more, I am certain Eryk will know what’s happening and come soon. We must hold out until he can arrive and help deal with this. You know how strong your father is.”

      “Father is very strong,” Raul agreed with a nod. He hesitated for a moment, his face tearing up. “You promise… to come back?”

      Fay removed one hand from his shoulder and held out her pinky. “I promise.”

      Seeing this, Raul reached out and curled his pinky around hers. Fay felt an intense burst of emotions as they locked pinkies. She felt determination surge through her like a blazing inferno. No matter what it took, she would return to her son’s side.

      ***

      Lin had never fought against someone who could control the earth like her before, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. This stupid earth elemental bird was clashing against her, trying to wrest control of the earth from her like she was doing to it. It had become a battle of wills now. She pitted her will against it in a bid for control over their element.

      When two Spiritualists of equal power wielded the same element, the one with the stronger will always emerged victorious. Lin believed she was quite fortunate. Her will was like the earth, stubborn and immovable, and she had motivation to push herself even further. She needed to protect her family. This stupid bird had no such motivation.

      A loud screech echoed around Lin as she forced the bird out of the ground. She could no longer feel its presence. Emerging out of the earth until just her torso was visible, Lin locked onto the earth, light, and lightning birds with a fierce glare.

      “How dare you attack this princess’s home! You creatures are seeking death!”

      Lin had no idea if these birds understood her, but they must have gotten the gist of her words, for their enraged screeches echoed down to her. The light and lightning birds attacked with their respective elements. As the lightning came down like rain, Lin absorbed the Spiritual Power of the earth and manipulated the metal located beneath the surface, erecting several grounding poles that attracted all the lightning. Now all she needed to do was deal with the light element.

      Raising her hand, Lin channeled darkness through her palms and created a triangle-shaped barrier. The light slammed into the barrier, split apart, and slammed into the ground on either side of her. It was terribly loud and bright. An explosion of energy blinded Lin, who was forced to close her eyes as the two explosions buffeted her body. She quickly merged with the earth before the damage to her body could grow more extensive.

      Traveling through the earth, Lin emerged several dozen meters from her previous location. The trio of birds had not spotted her yet. She used that to her advantage, creating a thick spear that was six meters long and curled like a drill near the front. With a grunt, Lin threw the spear at the light bird, which was closer to her than the others. Sadly, it sensed her attack and dodged to the side.

      Lin clicked her tongue.

      The battle between Lin and the elemental birds became one of attrition. Lightning could not harm Lin so long as she was merged with the earth, but she needed to utilize the darkness element to defend against the light attacks. Sadly, she had not reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the darkness element. If she had, this battle would not have been so hard.

      Because the earth was everywhere, Lin had a very distinct advantage over the lightning bird, which did not have any lightning it could absorb. Lin had an unlimited supply of Spiritual Power that she could absorb from the earth. Of course, the light elemental bird was capable of absorbing light, so it had a similar advantage.

      Lightning slammed into Lin’s body but was quickly grounded. Lin focused only on the light elemental attacks, which came at her in the form of multiple projectiles. She raised her hands and fired several dozen earth projectiles that were coated in darkness. As her projectiles slammed into the light ones, they erupted into a powerful detonation of light and dark energies that created spatial cracks in the sky.

      While Lin was doing her best to defend against the light bird, she had completely forgotten about the earth bird. It wasn’t until she felt her control over the earth slipping that she realized it had merged back with the earth and was trying to wrest control from her.

      “NO!”

      Lin tried to defend against it, but the light bird attacked again, causing her concentration to slip. She was forced out of the earth. Searing pain slammed into her skull. She lay on the ground, completely defenseless as the light beam soared toward her.

      She thought this would be the end, but then a blazing spear of fire slammed into the beam. The light beam didn’t explode, but it did curve away from Lin and strike a building a couple dozen meters away. As the shockwave from the explosion washed over her, the flaming spear landed on the ground and shifted back into a human form. Long red hair. Pale skin. A toned body clad in white and blue. It was Fay.

      “This princess is glad you got here.” Lin clambered back up and slithered over to her sister. “She doesn’t know how much longer she would have lasted.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I arrived when I did.” Fay smiled briefly, but then her gaze hardened as she looked at the birds flapping away in the sky. “Lin, think you can defeat that earth bird?”

      “This princess is positive she can win if she’s only fighting one of them,” Lin said.

      “Then I will hold these two off until you can defeat it,” Fay said before her body once more erupted into flames.
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      Lin quickly merged back with the earth and felt out the earth bird’s presence. She wondered if she should give the damn thing a name, but she also didn’t think it was worth the effort since it would be a dead bird soon enough.

      The earth bird was not hard to feel out. When you entered the Fourth State of Spiritualism and merged with your element, anyone who had also reached the Fourth State of the same element could feel you whenever you merged. All Lin had to do was feel the earth surrounding her.

      The hard part was kicking the bird out.

      Lin extended her will into the earth, grabbed hold of it, molded it, and transformed it into a spear that she threw into the will of her opponent. She felt more than heard the loud cry of pain from her enemy. Then an attack even more vicious than her own hit her mind. It felt like a billion earthen needles stabbing into her head. However, if there was one thing she learned about her element, it was that the earth endured, and she would become like the earth.

      The attack faded from her mind, the feeling of needles disappearing. Once she finished enduring, Lin went on the attack, imagining two large walls closing in on her opponent’s mind and squishing its will between them. The earth bird resisted. Any living creature would resist this feeling, but Lin imposed her will upon her enemy to keep him in place.

      She could feel the earth bird grow panicked, hear the squawk in her mind, and she was not about to let it escape. Lin pushed further. The walls closed in. Her mental wall of earth was breaking the will of her opponent, and since this was a battle of wills to control the earth, all the mental feedback the earth bird felt was transmitted into physical pain.

      The earth bird finally couldn’t take the attack. With a squawk, it rushed out of the earth, erupting from the ground like magma flowing out of a volcano.

      Lin grinned.

      She didn’t relent and took direct control of the earth now that her opponent was gone. Her Spiritual Power surged even as she absorbed more from her surroundings, and she molded it to her will, creating a massive hand that emerged from the ground and latched onto the earth bird’s left leg.

      “Kweeehhhh?!”

      The bird’s startled screech soon became a scream of agony as another hand erupted from the ground, grabbed its other leg, and pulled. It struggled as the hands pulled it back to the ground. The hurried flaps of its wings caused several gusts, but this bird had no control over wind. It could only manipulate the earth.

      While it was startled at first, the earth bird soon seemed to remember that it also had control over the earth. The stone hands crumbled away as it overwrote her will with its own. Lin clicked her tongue, mentally since she was disembodied just then, but then she launched a fist that slammed into the bird’s underside. Another startled and pained cry escaped its mouth. She had been hoping it would pierce the creature’s chest, but the bird had transformed its body into the earth element. Striking its chest now was like trying to punch a mountain’s worth of dirt compressed into a one-meter space.

      If Lin wasn’t merged into the earth right now, she would have growled. Instead, her Spiritual Power exploded as ten stone hands rose from the surface and attacked the earth bird. The Demon Beast squawked as numerous hands attempted to grab it. For a creature with an earth element, it was awfully good at flying. She wondered about that. Why in the nine realms would a bird with an earth element be able to fly? Wouldn’t it make more sense if it was a flightless bird like those chickens she loved to eat?

      Well. Whatever.

      Because all of the civilians had been evacuated, Lin did not hesitate to pull more Spiritual Power from the earth, using it to create everything from giant hands to earth spears that shot from the ground. She even decided to go all out and create a massive serpent made of stone.

      The serpent was close to twenty meters in length. She had based its design off Muhammad’s massive snake form. That old man had been a wimp, but she liked the idea of being a gigantic snake. Since she couldn’t transform into one yet because she didn’t know how, she had decided to simply create one out of the earth.

      Her serpent opened its mouth wide, clamped down on the earth bird’s body while it was distracted dodging her stone hands, and attempted to slowly crush it in its mouth. She had created a row of sharp teeth by condensing several tons of stone into tiny teeth half a meter large. Despite the strength of her serpent’s teeth, however, it was not the earth bird who found its body being punctured. It was her serpent’s teeth that shattered to pieces.

      Once free, the earth bird kicked her serpent in the mouth. Lin didn’t think it would do much, but then her serpent’s head shattered to pieces. She would have howled in outrage as her now headless serpent broke apart, but she had neither the time nor the mouth.

      Because she couldn’t afford to let her opponent have even a moment to itself, Lin continued to attack it with spears and stone hands, but she also used this time to think.

      This wasn’t working.

      She had to do something else.

      The biggest problem she was running into was that this creature’s control over the earth element was just as good as her own. All things being equal, their strength was about even. She was only able to kick it out because her will was stronger. That meant using the earth was not going to cut it. She needed to think of something else.

      But what…?

      As Lin was thinking about that, she thought about what kind of powers her species had. Lamia had control over three elements: earth, darkness, and poison, which was a combination of the earth and darkness elements. She hadn’t used poison in a long time, but maybe that would work. It was worth a shot.

      Lin kept up her assault, but now she created two stone serpents instead of just one. This time, however, she made their teeth using the poison element. She didn’t have eyes right now, so she couldn’t see it, but she knew that her two serpents had acidic green teeth. The poisonous hissing sensation ran through the earth and into her mind.

      Fifteen more stone hands erupted from the ground and grabbed at the earth bird, who tried its best to dodge. Lin did not worry about actually grabbing it. She hid her serpents behind two large buildings and corralled the bird toward them. Once the bird was in position, she commanded her serpents to attack.

      “KWWEEEHHH?!”

      Lin could have done a victory dance as her serpents’ teeth sank into the flesh of the earth bird. It tried to harden its body with the earth element, to make it tougher than stone, but her poison had a highly acidic property that melted through even the toughest materials. Stone. Metal. Because poison was made from the earth and darkness elements, there was very little that could withstand it.

      Blood gushed from the earth bird and splattered on the ground. Lin directed her serpents to drag the earth bird back down, where she impaled it upon several hundred spikes covered in poison. The creature shrieked again, but its pained cries were growing weaker as it lost more and more blood, until it eventually could only whimper and occasionally shudder. Lin waited several seconds longer. She waited until she could feel its life ebb completely. Once she was sure it was dead, she removed her will from the earth and emerged from the ground.

      Lin had been inside of the ground for the entire battle, so she hadn’t actually been able to see what happened, but now that she was out in the open, she could see how much destruction their fight had caused. Buildings lay in ruins, the ground was ruptured with chasm-sized cracks, and several large piles of dirt lay strewn everywhere. It looked like the sandbox of a deranged child.

      “This princess… did not mean to cause so much damage.” Lin scratched the back of her head. “Empress Mother won’t ask her to pay for all the damages, will she? No, no. Surely not. This princess was only doing what she had to do. Yes. That bird would have destroyed even more of the city if this princess didn’t stop it. Empress Mother will definitely commend this princess for a job well done. Probable. Maybe. She hopes.”

      As Lin did her best to prop her flagging confidence, a loud cry echoed around her, directing Lin’s attention away from her worries and toward the battle taking place in the skies above. A bright ball of flame was attacking a pair of birds who could control lightning and light respectively… and it was losing. Even as she watched, the ball of flame was struck by a powerful beam of light that sent it hurtling toward the ground.

      “Now isn’t the time to get caught up in my own worries!” Lin smacked her cheeks. “Hold on, Fay! This princess is coming!”
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      Fay grunted as she pried her body from the crater it made when she received a tail smack from the lightning bird. Her flames flickered briefly before going out. She had been fighting on full-blast nonstop for the past however long she’d been locked in combat with these two. She honestly didn’t know how much time had gone by. It could have been minutes or even hours.

      Summoning an Advanced Spiritual Recovery Pill and popping it into her mouth, Fay sighed in relief as the medicinal strength gushed down her throat, settled in her stomach, and instantly restored all of her Spiritual Power.

      These pills were something she made for Eryk. They were the strongest recovery pills she had been able to create using the Rainbow Life Chrysanthemum and Nine-Colored Phoenix Tailbone. Because of the scarcity of the ingredients, she had only been able to make two dozen. She had received a small bit of each ingredient from Catherine in exchange for several lost alchemy recipes. She, her husband, and her sisters had four pills each.

      In short, she needed to be very careful when using them.

      With her Spiritual Powers recovered, Fay once more erupted with Spiritual Power and fire. She shot into the air and soared straight at the lightning bird.

      Her opponent was not stupid. It saw her coming. She was hard to miss.

      A powerful bolt of lightning erupted from its body, flying toward her as it took the shape of a phoenix. Fay supposed she could call this technique that it was using Lightning Phoenix. In either event, since Fay could not afford to back off, she charged forward. Spiritual Power circulated through her body, heating up the flames and making them change from vibrant orange to intense blue and then pure white.

      She slammed into the Lightning Pheonix and then burst right through it. She didn’t even stop as she increased her speed by shooting fire from her hands and feet.

      The lightning bird squawked in surprise, but that transformed into a squeal of pain when she struck the creature with all her considerable power.

      All the other times she struck this creature, it had managed to fend her off by creating lightning armor around its body. This time, when her attack struck, it did not do that. Maybe it didn’t have time, or maybe it didn’t have enough Spiritual Power. Fay didn’t care. Her flame projectile of a body blasted straight through it, opening a gaping hole in its chest and back that she could see through. There was no blood. The wound had been completely cauterized. However, her attack had destroyed its heart.

      Fay released her body from the Fourth State of Spiritualism, breathing deeply and heavily as she watched the lightning bird descend from the sky. Sparks and arcs of lightning erupted from its dying body. It made her think of an ember. It flared very briefly before dying. She thought it was kind of beautiful, but it was also a little sad, though she still couldn’t find it in herself to feel sympathetic toward this beast after what it had done to her home.

      The lightning surrounding the creature died by the time its cooling corpse struck the ground. Fay sighed in relief, then remembered she had been fighting another enemy. Why hadn’t it attacked? She turned around in search of the light bird and discovered that it was being attacked by several giant serpents and multiple massive hands.

      “Lin…”

      Fay’s determination hardened as she realized her sister had finished off her enemy and was now keeping the last one occupied. No wonder she had been able to defeat this thing without interference. She felt a burst of gratitude.

      At the moment, the light bird was creating intense beams of light that sheared through the hands and serpents with ease. It also attacked the ground, but Lin was merged with the earth, her conscience buried so deep that Fay had doubts about whether such an attack could do her harm. In either event, she could not just stand there and let her sister do all the work.

      Bursting into flames once more, Fay shot into the sky, higher and higher, the air pushing against her body. She didn’t stop until the air became so thin that her flames threatened to go out.

      From so high up, Nevaria looked like nothing more than a speck. She could see everything from up here. The Demon Beast Mountain Range and its vastness, the ocean that was even bigger than the continent she lived on, and the stars high above her head. She felt so small this high up.

      But now wasn’t the time to let herself become distracted by her own smallness.

      With determination blazing like an inferno inside of her, Fay shot down feet first, back toward the ground. The friction of her flaming body striking the atmosphere caused the air around her to burst. White and red flames mixed to create a spectacular sight. A tail like the end of a comet trailed above her head as Nevaria came closer and closer.

      She could see the light bird now. It was still fighting against Lin and her stone attacks. Hands made of granite grabbed at it. Earth spikes jutted from the city floor to skewer the creature, though it constantly flitted away. It disappeared and reappeared seemingly at random, though she knew it was simply moving at the speed of light.

      It hadn’t noticed her yet.

      Good.

      While Lin seemed to have little luck in attacking it, she did an excellent job of keeping it distracted. Fay watched its movements, memorizing how it moved, and predicted her next attack to coincide with when and where it would appear.

      Just as she expected, the light bird seemed to teleport away from an attacking stone hand, appearing within a burst of light and opening its mouth to shear through the offending limb with a beam of light. That was when Fay struck. Her body slammed into the bird’s back like a meteorite.

      This creature must have been a lot sturdier than the lightning beast because she didn’t blow a hole through it. Her heels dug into the bird’s back, the sound of snapping echoing ominously loudly around her, and then the bird was launched toward the ground—right into a poison-coated spear that Lin summoned. Whether her sister knew what was about to happen or whether she had just gotten lucky was unknown. Either way, the spear pierced the bird’s chest and went straight through its back.

      Fay landed on the ground and transformed back into flesh and blood. She almost stumbled. While she still had plenty of Spiritual Power thanks to her Advanced Spiritual Recovery Pill, the battle had been physically and mentally taxing. With a sigh, she popped a few Mental Recovery Pills and Physical Stamina Pills into her mouth, chewing on them and swallowing as Lin emerged from the ground beside her.

      “We did it,” Lin said with a grin.

      “We did,” Fay admitted with a smile.

      “You were really strong,” Lin added. “This princess has always been jealous of how strong you are, but now she understands that your strength is completely earned. You are much stronger than this princess is.”

      Fay shook her head. “I think in terms of combat, I might be a little better than you, but you have a lot more Spiritual Power than I do. You also have the advantage of an element that exists everywhere. The only place where I’d become invincible was if I fought inside of a volcano or something.”

      “Heh heh heh. You think so?”

      Fay almost rolled her eyes when Lin rubbed the back of her head and tried to act bashful. This Lamia didn’t have a bashful bone in her body.

      “I never expected there would be two more people aside from the inexperienced god child who could defeat my thralls,” a voice suddenly said. It was an odd voice. It sounded like there were two people speaking at once. This voice was both light and dark, divine and devilish. It sent a chill down Fay’s spine.

      Fay looked up to discover a luminous being floating in the air, clad in a white robe, and possessing a beautiful visage that seemed to combine the best feminine and masculine traits. His hair was long and silver. It descended from his head like an effervescent waterfall. A pair of long and pointed ears emerged from either side of his head, parting his hair. He didn’t wear any shoes. His bare feet looked like delicate crystals.

      And yet…

      For however beautiful this man was, something about him intensely disturbed Fay. The white of this man’s eyes was instead black, and the blackness surrounded blood red irises filled with malevolence, as if the intent to cause harm and death was physically manifested within them. Not a ripple appeared around his body. Fay couldn’t even sense a speck of Spiritual Power, but that only made her more wary.

      “Who in the nine realms are you?!” Lin demanded.

      Fay wanted to tell her sister to shut up, but her body was held in place by some indescribable fear.

      “I suppose introductions are in order.” The man tilted his head. “You may call me the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.”

      Fay sucked in a breath. This was the man Eryk told them about, the one who killed Kari in his previous life, who set a good man on the path of revenge, and who was responsible for all her husband’s suffering. In some ways, Fay was grateful to this man. It was because of him that Eryk had gone back in time, met her, and they fell in love… but she still hated him for what he had done to the man she loved.

      “And what do you want with us?” asked Fay.

      “I sensed the god child’s presence here,” the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm said, staring at her with a frown marring his lips. “I have been searching for him all this time, traveling across dimensions and space to find him. I finally found a trace of his presence here and came to this tiny city. Lo and behold, I did not discover the god child, but I did find you two. I can sense the god child on you. His presence permeates you both. I can only assume that you are his women.” A cruel smile appeared on his lips. “I wonder if I can lure the god child to me by killing the two of you.”

      Fay did not know what this man was talking about. God child? Was he referring to Eryk? She knew that Eryk was not completely human, but she did not think he was a god or the child of one either.

      She shook her head.

      It didn’t really matter.

      This man was her enemy.

      “This princess doesn’t know anything about a god child, but she does know you greatly hurt her husband.” Lin slithered forward and glared up at the floating man. “You made him feel incredible pain, hurt him physically and emotionally, and so this princess is going to break your body and make you beg for mercy. She’s gonna smash you flat!”

      “Oh? A Lamia who has reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for earth and the Third State for darkness.” The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm observed Lin with bloody eyes. “You are quite strong for one so young, but you have a long way to go before you can pose a challenge to me. Your predecessor, the first Queen Medusa, had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with earth, darkness, and poison, and she had even managed to touch the concept of Death. Perhaps if you were as strong as her, I would feel threatened. However, you are just a frog in a well. You look up from the well and think the sky you see is all that exists, but do not worry. I will help you understand just how small you and your friend really are before I kill you.”

      “The only one who is going to die is you!” Lin shouted.

      She slammed her tail into the ground. The earth bulged like it was a balloon being filled with gas. Several projectiles were spat out of the bulge and shot toward the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, but they never reached him. A dark void of swirling energy opened in front of him. The projectiles flew into the void and disappeared.

      “You cannot defeat me like that,” he said.

      “Then how about like this?” asked Fay as she appeared behind the man in a Flash Step.

      Her foot was already ignited with flames as she raised it above her head and prepared to swing it down, but just before she could, her instincts screamed at her. She yelped and backed off just as a void opened up where she had been floating. She skidded backward across the sky and stared in shock at the nebula-like blackness seconds before it vanished.

      “You have good instincts,” a voice said behind her. “But instincts are not enough to defeat me.”

      Fay did not bother turning around. She shot forward to get away from the person behind her, but something slammed into her back before she could move far. Screams of agony tore from her throat as she felt her spine snap like a brittle twig. The world around her became a blur as the pain caused her vision to fade.

      When Fay came to, it was to find herself lying in a crater. She blinked several times. Her entire body hurt. Every centimeter of her was in pain. She would have likened it to being pierced by thousands of spears coated in acid.

      It took more effort than it should have, but she managed to summon and pop a Healing Pill into her mouth. She sighed as the healing medicine fixed her internal injuries and clotted her blood. It wasn’t enough, however, and so she popped another Healing Pill into her mouth. This time she felt more of her injuries heal up. Her ruptured lung fixed itself. The broken bones reformed. Even her snapped spinal cord fixed itself with a hissing sound. Steam rose from her body as the clotted injuries sealed up completely, leaving behind healthy pink skin.

      “Oh? So you are still alive?”

      Fay turned her head at the voice and discovered, much to her horror, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm standing not far away. It wasn’t his presence that made her feel horror. It was Lin. The Lamia’s body had been torn in half. Her snake lower half was lying on the ground, twitching and writhing like it was still alive, while her upper half was lying limp in an expanding pool of blood. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was standing over her with a cold look in his eyes.
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      Kari, Siv, and I finally crested the Demon Beast Mountain Range that surrounded Nevaria. From the moment we appeared over the hill, the two of us were able to see what had happened to our city. I was beyond horrified. My stomach churned, my heart felt like it had stopped, and an intense sense of fear caused the blood running through me to run cold.

      “Eryk… those creatures…”

      “Yeah.” I nodded once, even as my eyes locked onto what Kari had seen. “Those are the divine elemental birds that the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm attacked me with in my last life. I wonder why there are only three of them…”

      “Those are… Sovereign Birds?” Siv tilted her head.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “They look like the birds Mother told me about when she read me stories,” Siv said. “They are called Sovereign Birds. They are divine sovereigns who live on Ljosalfheim. Mother said they are guardian deities of the Ljósálfar.”

      This was my first time hearing about this, but no matter how interesting Siv’s lesson might be, we didn’t have time to concern ourselves with this knowledge. We needed to help Nevaria during its time of need.

      We raced down from the mountain top. The signs of destruction became more evident as we got closer. Many of the buildings near the western and northern districts had been destroyed, there were large craters littering the ground, and several large mounds of rubble that looked like someone had been manipulating the earth. I could also see several massive scorch marks, chasms, and several kilometer-long trenches that cut through the city.

      Kari’s face was pale as she looked at the devastation, and I wondered if she was remembering what happened in our previous life during the Demon Beast Invasion of Nevaria. The damage back then had been pretty bad too. I think it was worse this time, though. At least back then, most of the buildings had been left standing.

      Before I could ask if she was all right, Kari gasped, and I turned my head when I realized she’d seen something.

      What I saw made my blood boil.

      Standing inside of a large crater was a man I would recognize anywhere, a man I dreamed about killing, the man who had taken my wife and daughter from me in my past life. His otherworldly beauty didn’t faze me. The darkness wafting from his skin did nothing to me. However, the way he was holding Fay by the neck, choking the life out of her, pissed me off. If that wasn’t enough, I then spotted Lin lying several meters away, her body split in half, blood and entrails gushing from her wounds.

      While my blood was boiling, my heart felt cold.

      “Kari!”

      Kari didn’t respond with words. Her body transformed into a human-shaped beam of light and she disappeared, moving at the speed of light, so fast even I could not keep track of her. Everything happened so fast after that. Blood erupted from the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm’s arm as it was severed at the elbow. The man didn’t scream as he stared at the stump in surprise. Kari used that time to catch Fay before she could hit the ground, then flashed toward me.

      I landed beside Lin’s upper half a moment later and quickly picked her up. I didn’t care that blood was getting all over my clothes as I held her close. Lin’s body was cold, but I could feel the last bit of life in her. She was still here. Her heart still beat. I still had a chance to save her.

      I summoned the Immortal Phoenix Pill from my storage ring. It was about the size of a very large marble, was mostly red in color, but featured several blue phoenix shapes scattered across it. This was the most powerful healing pill in the world. It was so powerful that it could even bring someone back from the brink of death, but the downside was it could only be used once on an individual. The ingredients became ineffective after that first time.

      I popped the pill into my mouth, chewed, then pressed my lips to Lin’s. I did not hesitate to push the medicinal liquid into her mouth. She couldn’t swallow, so I massaged her throat to help it go down.

      Steam began hissing from Lin’s body as the many wounds covering her sealed shut, leaving behind healthy dark skin. That was the easy part. Lin’s body jerked as a pained groan escaped her lips. I held her tight as she began to thrash around, smacking me in the face, hitting me with everything she had. Yet for however strong Lin normally was, she was quite weak now. Her attacks did nothing to me.

      Bubbles appeared on the ragged and frayed edges of her lower half. It looked like the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had torn her body in half with his bare hands. I would pay him back for that. For now, however, I merely held on and watched as a white tail bone sprouted from Lin’s torso. It was not a human tailbone. It looked more like a spinal cord that traveled past her back. Muscles began growing over the bone as it grew longer and longer, not stopping until it was six or seven meters long. After the muscles covered every inch of her tail, scales grew over it. At long last, Lin was completely healed.

      “I have finally found you, god child.”

      I wanted to make sure Lin was going to be okay, but the voice that spoke to me, which sounded like two people were speaking at the same time, did not grant me the chance. Gently setting Lin on the ground, I moved to stand protectively in front of her and glared at the person I hated more than anyone else in this entire world.

      “It’s been a long time, Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm… or should I call you Führer?” I paused and narrowed my eyes. “Or would Sekbeist Overlord be better?”

      “So you figured out who I really am.” The Sekbeist Overlord chuckled. “It seems you have been quite busy these past several years, but you are not the only one. I have traveled across multiple dimensions, acquiring more knowledge and power. I even managed to finally suppress the poor soul who attempted to seal me away.” His expression darkened as he glared at me. “I was even able to finally figure out what you are, god child.”

      God child was a new one for me. The last time he and I met, he had called me a half-blood, which was what most of the Sekbeists called me.

      “Indeed, I had assumed you were a half-blood since you lived in this lower realm, but I have since uncovered the truth… though I have no intention of telling you.” The Sekbeist Overlord grinned as if he could read my mind. I noticed immediately that the arm Kari had cut off was completely healed. “There is no fun in letting my enemy know something that won’t bring him despair.”

      As the Sekbeist Overlord spoke, Kari, Fay, and Siv came to stand beside me. All of them looked like they were ready for combat, even Siv who did not like fighting. They knew who this man was since I had told them. He was my most hated enemy, the man I wanted revenge against more than anyone else. He was my goal. My endgame was to end him.

      However, there were some things that were more important than revenge.

      “I want you three to take Lin and leave Nevaria,” I said. “Take a Warp Gate to the Northern Plains.”

      “Absolutely not,” Kari said.

      “Kari…”

      “I am not leaving you.” Kari did not look at me, still glaring at the man calmly standing several feet away. “Do not forget that Kayli was also my daughter. This man killed her, killed me, and made you suffer for who knows how many years. If I cannot help you get revenge on him, then I’m not fit to be your wife.”

      “I also… want to help,” Siv admitted, and she actually did look at me. “I do not like fighting… but I am strong. I can help.”

      I wanted to argue with them, to tell them there was no need for them to join me in what might be death, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to convince them, just as I knew we had no time to argue.

      With a sigh, I looked at Fay. I kept one eye on the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, but he did nothing, merely grinned as though watching something amusing.

      “Please take Lin and head to Midgard.”

      Fay’s expression shifted into one of reticence, and I knew she also wanted to remain here and fight beside me. She also knew that someone had to get Lin out of there. This battle was going to be destructive, and an unconscious woman would not survive. We would not be able to protect her from the battle that was to come. What’s more, she would be nothing but a liability. We also had to consider our son. I assumed he was already in Midgard. Someone needed to watch after him, just in case, and she knew this.

      “Promise me you will return,” Fay said.

      I smiled. “I promise.”

      “That goes for you two as well.” Fay looked at Kari and Siv.

      “I do not plan on dying here,” Kari stated with confidence.

      “Me neither,” Siv added.

      Fay sighed, though whether in relief or frustration I did not know, picked up Lin, and used the Flash Step to disappear. I hoped she was traveling toward the Nevarian Braves headquarters.

      The Sekbeist Overlord did not stop Fay from leaving. I wondered if it was arrogance or wariness that kept him from trying to go after them. Regardless, his eyes did not leave us as he shifted his gaze from me to Kari.

      “I remember you. Back when I did not have complete control over this body, you were among the many who died by my hands.”

      “And I remember you,” Kari stated as she extended her hand, a ranseur made of light appearing before her. She grabbed it, twirled the weapon around her body, and pointed the bladed end at him. “You are the one who killed my child. I will see you dead for what you have done.”

      “Hmph. You are welcome to try.” His gaze finally shifted away from Kari and locked onto Siv, who stiffened. “Ah. I did not expect to see a Drakvarian here. You are quite powerful for one so young, but it seems you have not unlocked your full potential. You can only control the wind element right now.” He shook his head and chuckled. “How sad. You three will never be able to defeat me with the power you have now.”

      I could tell this man was not bluffing. The sense I got from him was that he had grown far stronger than the last time we fought, but I was still confident that we could win. He was not the only one who had grown stronger.

      “I would like to hear you say that after I kick your face in,” I said as Spiritual Power exploded from my body.

      Since this was a battle against the greatest enemy I had ever faced, I held nothing back. Multiple elements erupted from my body like a geyser. Lightning. Water. Wind. Fire. Earth. Light. Darkness. The seven elements, the so-called lower-level concepts, swirled around my body before I took them back in. I exerted my will and compressed them inside of myself, becoming one with them.

      There were no outward changes as I compressed every element inside of myself. This was different from when I used the Third or even Fourth State of Spiritualism. The first stage was called Lightning-Water Body, which was what I used during my battle against Gudbrand and the Drage Family elders. This was the next logical step.

      Heavenly Elemental Body.

      It was my ultimate trump card.

      Standing beside me, Kari and Lin also erupted with Spiritual Power.

      Kari’s body transformed into a being of light, so luminous that looking directly at her could sear a person’s vision. This was my first time seeing her activate the ultimate power people who attained the Fourth State of Spiritualism can use. It was far different from our previous life when she had only been at the Third State. The power coming from her was nearly ten times greater than back then.

      Siv’s transformation was even more impressive. Loud snapping sounds echoed from her body as she grew larger. Her hands and feet became clawed and covered in glistening silvery green scales, her limbs became thick and strong, her tail grew from two meters to nearly twelve, and her body shifted from human to something reptilian. Siv let out a dragon’s roar as her face shifted from that of a human’s to a reptilian muzzle covered in scales. Her leathery lips peeled back to reveal sharp teeth. Rhomboidal green eyes retained the soft look I knew so well. Siv’s dragon form was magnificent, beautiful and elegant and full of power.

      The Great Overlord—no, the Sekbeist Overlord did not stop us from transforming. He crossed his arms and smiled. There was a look of excitement in his eyes, a gleam that I vaguely recognized as battle lust. It galled me to think that this man was looking forward to our fight. All I wanted was to kill him.

      “You seem pretty confident in your victory,” I said as I stepped forward.

      “But of course.” The Sekbeist Overlord uncrossed his arms and let them fall to his sides. “You might have attained great mastery over lower-level concepts, but I have finally managed to attain complete mastery over two high-level concepts—the two highest level concepts.”

      As he spoke, light and dark energies erupted from his body. The ground beneath his feet began vanishing as the dark power ate away at it, like it was erasing the ground’s very existence. However, the white energy seemed to restore the ground back to its original appearance.

      “The powers of the void and the powers of creation. Negation and Creation. What a magnificent combination.” The Sekbeist Overlord held up his hands. The right hand was suddenly covered in dark energy, while the left became covered in white energy. “No other being in this universe can use two such opposing powers. Even without my original body and heart, I am far stronger now than I have ever been. Once I leave this mudball behind, I will be able to return home and destroy all those who opposed me. Yama won’t stand a chance against me now! I will crush that arrogant god beneath my heel!”

      I had no idea what this man was talking about, but I didn’t care. I could figure everything else out later. All I wanted to do right now was kill this man.

      Spatial cracks appeared around my body as I moved so fast it looked like I had teleported. I was standing right next to the Sekbeist Overlord before he could even blink. My foe seemed neither surprised nor shocked, however, and as I launched my fist at his face, he merely grinned and lifted a hand.

      He caught my fist like it was nothing.

      “What?”

      Before I could figure out how he had caught my fist, I felt something powerful slam into my gut. I would have screamed, but I could not even draw breath. It felt like his kick had broken through my rib cage and crushed my spine.

      His attack would have blown me back, but he had a fierce grip on my hand, and he kept hold of me as he reared his other fist back. The dark energy of the void gathered in his hand. I could tell he was going to try and kill me in a single blow.

      Once again, his arm was cut off at the elbow, and this time I was able to see how it reformed within seconds. The white Spiritual Power was able to completely reform his limb within less than a second. Fortunately, less than a second was all I needed.

      Swinging my left hand upward, I channeled the light element into a fierce blade that extended from my limb and severed the hand gripping me. The water element circulated through my body as I leapt back, healing my internal injuries quickly, though not as fast as the Sekbeist Overlord regrew his hand.

      At that moment, a loud roar echoed all around us as Siv appeared from above. Wind gathered together near her crown-shaped horns. The swirling mass rotated faster and faster, forming an intense spinning ball that released a bell-like shriek, which she launched moments later.

      Kari and I leapt back even further so we wouldn’t be caught up in the technique. I expected the attack to tear into the Sekbeist Overlord, but that was not what happened.

      The Sekbeist Overlord raised his hand and a black nebula of swirling and ominous energy appeared before him. Siv’s attack struck the nebula, entered it, and disappeared.

      “What did he do?!” Kari shouted.

      I could not answer her. The nebula transformed into a spinning disc of darkness that flew at me and Kari. I knew instinctively that this was not an attack we could block, so I grabbed Kari and disappeared within a Flash Step. However, just as I reappeared, the Sekbeist Overlord appeared before us.

      I only had enough time to push Kari out of the way before I was kicked in the chest. The attack broke through my body, hardened by the earth, and sent me hurtling to the ground. Earth exploded around me as the ground collapsed and formed a massive crater. While it hurt, it was not as bad as that first attack, and I leapt to my feet as the water element healed all my injuries.

      Leaping out of the crater, I found Kari and Siv simultaneously attacking the Sekbeist Overlord from two different directions. A spear of wind flew toward him from the front, while Kari created a massive ranseur that was at least ten meters long and threw it at his back. Neither attack reached him. The Sekbeist Overlord raised his hands and created two nebulas that intercepted the attacks.

      That’s the void. I still don’t understand it, but it basically erases all it touches. I’m not sure how we can deal with that power…

      Despite my uncertainty, I appeared in front of him just before Kari’s and Siv’s attacks disappeared. The Sekbeist Overlord’s eyes finally widened, but I paid it no mind as I combined fire and wind into my fist. The wind fed the fire, turning the orange flames into a brilliant white. Then I slammed my fist into his chest and released all that Spiritual Power in a single burst.

      The results impressed even me.

      An explosion so powerful that even I was pushed back erupted. I skidded along the ground as a white nova of energy erupted between me and the Sekbeist Overlord. I had to shut my eyes to avoid being blinded. A loud rumbling echoed in my ears and the ground shook so fiercely it felt like everything was falling apart. Debris pelted my body, but I was using the earth element to make myself more durable.

      The light died down. I opened my eyes and found myself staring in awe at the gigantic crater in front of me. I couldn’t judge its size, but it must have been at least 100 meters across. Nothing was left in this area, and even the buildings that had been in the vicinity were gone. Was this caused by my attack?

      Siv and Kari landed beside me.

      “Did that kill him?” asked Kari.

      I would have answered, but someone else spoke before I could even open my mouth.

      “What do you think?”

      Spinning around, I discovered the Sekbeist Overlord standing behind us, his clothes torn but his body pristine. There were a few scratches and cuts, but those healed up almost before I could even notice them. However, while his body had not sustained any visible damage, his expression was ugly.

      “I did not expect that you would be able to combine low-level concepts to create such a powerful attack. It looks like I have greatly underestimated you once again. Prepare yourself, god child. You and your companions will suffer greatly for this affront.”

      Not giving any of us a chance to even move, the Sekbeist Overlord’s body erupted with darkness. It was not the darkness element. It was the void, the power of Negation that I was only now beginning to understand was the most terrifying power I’d ever seen.

      Our enemy suddenly disappeared.

      I only had time to register that.

      Pain. Pain eroded my body as this power ate into me. The darkness expanded into my chest and stomach, eating away at me. However, the two screams beside me gave me the strength to push it back. My wives were in danger. I grabbed their hands and leapt back, away from the Sekbeist Overlord. While the pain left, phantom twinges of agony still raced through my body, though even now I was using the water element to heal.

      My wives were not so lucky. They could not use the water element, but I circulated it through their bodies, which were a wreck. Whatever this void was, it had eaten into their chests, exposing their muscles and rib cages. Healing this required me to channel more Spiritual Power than I would have liked, but I couldn’t afford to be stingy.

      Sadly, I only had enough time to heal them before the Sekbeist Overlord appeared in front of us. I let them go and leapt forward to attack, creating a two-meter Dragon’s Tail Ruler made from all seven elements and swinging it down like I was going to crush his head. The Sekbeist Overlord merely raised a hand, caught the weapon, and channeled the void. The dark energy erupted from his hand and ate away at it. Barely a second passed before my weapon was gone.

      “I told you that your power is nowhere near enough to defeat me,” The Sekbeist Overlord exclaimed. “Let me show you what someone who has mastered the highest-tier concepts can do.”

      I used the Flash Step to put some distance between us, but the area around me seemed to distort as the Sekbeist Overlord appeared right before me. I couldn’t figure out what happened. This wasn’t speed. It was like he had simply transported himself from one place to another in an instant. He was even faster than Kari when she transformed into light.

      The void once more gathered in his hand as he thrust it forward. I had no time to dodge. It was so fast that I couldn’t use the Flash Step. I only had time for a basic counter.

      I bit back a scream of pain as I met his fist with my own. The void was eating into my hand, but I channeled all seven elements into my fist, causing it to glow a brilliant rainbow color that forced the void back. For a brief moment, I thought I might be able to fight against this vile power. It was only for a moment, however. The void soon overpowered my own, and I screamed in agony as my hand was consumed.

      “Fool.” The Sekbeist Overlord sneered. “Low-level concepts cannot compete with a high-level concept. Let me show you your folly.”

      I was certain the Sekbeist Overlord was about to kill me, but I was saved once again when something tore through my enemy’s chest. The Sekbeist Overlord grunted in shock as he looked down. What had emerged from his chest was actually the bladed end of a golden ranseur, a weapon I was intimately familiar with.

      “Get away from my husband,” Kari snarled behind the Sekbeist Overlord as she twisted the weapon, widening the wound in the Sekbeist Overlord’s chest.

      With an enraged howl, the Sekbeist Overlord destroyed the weapon with the void, spun around, and backhanded Kari. The attack was so powerful and vicious that my wife was lifted off her feet and plowed into a building several hundred meters away. I watched in rage as the building collapsed, but a roar from above made me leap back. Siv swooped down and slammed a giant clawed hand infused with cutting winds onto the Sekbeist Overlord, smashing him flat and tearing apart his body.

      Or so I thought.

      Siv released an agonized wail as her entire limb suddenly disappeared. I couldn’t explain what happened. It was like a dark flame had erupted from beneath her, transformed into a massive jaw, and devoured her arm. Blood spewed from the stump and splattered against the ground. Meanwhile, the Sekbeist Overlord glared at Siv, rage flashing in his eyes.

      I could tell he wanted to kill my wife, but I would not let him. I appeared in front of him long before he could attack and slammed several powerful punches into his torso. A loud bang like gunpowder exploding echoed in my ear. Dents formed on the Sekbeist Overlord’s body as my fists caved in his ribs, but they healed instantly. Even so, I kept this up—until the Sekbeist Overlord recovered and hit me with a punch so powerful my world went black.
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      Fay emerged from the Warp Gate to find several of her fellow Nevarian Braves waiting on the other side. She recognized Ingrid and Bjark. Both of them smiled in relief when she came out, though their expressions paled when they saw the unconscious Lin in her arms. The Lamia lay limp, her tail dragging along the ground behind Fay.

      “Is she all right?” asked Bjark.

      “What happened?” asked Ingrid.

      “We fought a very powerful opponent,” Fay said, shaking as she remembered the battle against the Great Overlord of—no, she supposed it would be more appropriate to call that creature the Sekbeist Overlord now. Taking a shuddering breath, she continued. “Lin and I nearly died, but Eryk, Kari, and Siv arrived just in time to save us.”

      Bjark and Ingrid looked at each other.

      “I thought Master Eryk and the others had gone off somewhere,” Bjark said carefully.

      “He had. I do not how they appeared in Nevaria again, but it is only thanks to them that Lin and I are alive.” She glanced back at the Warp Gate. “They are currently fighting against that monster even as we speak.”

      She didn’t even know if she could call her fight against the Sekbeist Overlord a battle. He had demolished her in less than a second. She had blinked and the battle was over. Never in her life had she fought such an overwhelmingly strong opponent.

      Fay looked away from the Warp Gate after another moment. She feared that the longer she looked at it, the stronger her desire to return and help her family would be.

      I can’t. As much as I want to, I can’t go back.

      Eryk had been right. Someone needed to take Lin away. She would have been a liability. And someone needed to maintain order amongst the sect and the civilians who had been transported to Midgard. She could not help the people here. What’s more… should the worst come to pass, then someone needed to survive and look after Raul. The idea of Eryk and her sisters dying made Fay’s stomach churn, but she recognized that at least one of them needed to remain alive for their son.

      “How is everyone?” asked Fay as she headed out of the Warp Room and into the hallway.

      There were a lot of people standing around in this hall, most of them were the displaced people of Nevaria. Families were huddled together. Children were crying. Parents were doing their best to console their frightened kids. Meanwhile, the Nevarian Braves, Nevarian Spiritualists, and Imperial Royal Guard were doing their best to help move these people out of the hall and into some accommodations.

      “Everyone is… well, they are alive,” Ingrid said with an uncertain smile. “Given what happened, I believe all of us are fortunate to have our lives.”

      “Where is Empress Hilda?” asked Fay with a nod.

      “She is currently speaking with the Council of Six,” Bjark said. “I do not know what exactly is happening, but the Battling Valkyries, Paladin Sect, and Midgard Spiritual Knights are on the first floor. Our branch office isn’t large enough to hold everyone from Nevaria, so they are in the process of escorting everyone to temporary shelters until a more permanent solution can be found.”

      Fay nodded as she passed a small family of four. The father was bleeding from a wound on his forehead, but he was refusing to have it healed until the water Spiritualist finished healing his wife, who was suffering from a nasty gash on her torso. Both of their kids, two boys, were silently shedding tears as their mother’s and father’s blood dripped onto the tiled floor.

      “Where is Raul?” Fay asked.

      “I was wondering when you’d ask about him.” Ingrid smiled softly. “You’ve trained your son very well. He’s currently working alongside the Alchemist Association to distribute pills to those in need. I do not know where he is right now, but we told him to remain at the branch office until you arrive.”

      “Thank you,” Fay said softly.

      “You must be exhausted,” Bjark added as he finally noticed the sag of her shoulders.

      “You should get some rest, Big Sister,” Ingrid said. “Leave this matter to us for now.”

      Fay wanted to argue, but she was far too tired. It was only now, after her fight had ended, that she realized how much Spiritual Power and physical energy she had exhausted during her two battles. She had fought against several giant birds who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism and then nearly died in her fight against the Sekbeist Overlord. She was honestly surprised she had the strength to carry Lin.

      Ingrid helped Fay get to her family’s private chamber, carrying Lin’s tail so it wouldn’t smack against anybody as they traveled up to the last floor. Their living quarters looked the same as always. Fay and Ingrid traveled into her family’s bedroom and set Lin on the bed. Her body was covered in blood, but she didn’t have the strength to clean the Lamia off. Once Ingrid left, she collapsed onto the bed with her sister and passed out.

      “MOM!”

      It felt like only a minute passed before Fay was jerked awake by someone shouting her name. She jolted upright and looked around. Her vision was unfocused and blurry, so she could only make out vague shapes. As she noticed the shifting colors sharpening, her son leaped onto the bed and wrapped his arms around her waist.

      “Mom! You’re back! You’re okay! I am so glad!”

      Seeing her son lying with his face buried in her chest, shedding tears as he hugged her for all he was worth, caused Fay to feel a little better. She ran her fingers through his hair, every bit as red as her own. But as time passed, Fay became distinctly aware of the aches and pains her own body felt. The consecutive battles she fought had taken a greater toll on her than she had realized.

      “Ingrid tells me you were very good and have been helping the Alchemist Association distribute pills,” Fay said softly.

      “Of course.” Raul pulled back and wiped at his eyes before smiling at her. “I am yours and Father’s son, after all. If I couldn’t at least do this much, I wouldn’t be worthy of calling myself your child.”

      Fay thought her heart might melt at those words. Her son was only eight years old, but he was growing into a fine young man. He would become a great man when he grew up.

      “Is Aunty Lin okay?” asked Raul.

      Looking over at the still sleeping Lamia, Fay reached out and brushed the woman’s bangs away from her face. Lin shifted but didn’t wake up. Her heart constricted for a moment as she remembered what happened to Lin, how she had almost died after being ripped in half. If it wasn’t for Eryk and the Immortal Phoenix Pill…

      She shook her head and smiled at Raul. “Aunty Lin is fine. She’s just tired because of how tough our fight was.”

      “But you beat them, right? Those evil bird Demon Beasts?”

      “We did…”

      Fay hesitated as to what she should say now. Should she tell him that she and Lin almost died because an even stronger enemy arrived? He would learn about it eventually. There was no way she could keep this hidden.

      She didn’t want to scare her son, however, and so Fay decided to only focus on the battle against the elemental bird Demon Beasts. Seeing Raul’s admiring face and shining eyes as she recounted the battle eased the pain in her chest. Even so, she wondered how Eryk, Kari, and Siv were doing. They were still fighting against the Sekbeist Overlord to grant her and Lin time to escape. Would they be able to defeat him?

      Fay tried her best to dispel those negative thoughts. Of course, her husband and sisters would win. Eryk and Kari had been training so hard for this very moment. She needed to believe in them.

      Just as her story was winding down, Lin stirred. She and Raul only had a moment to look in the Lamia’s direction before the dark-skinned beauty shot up from the bed, startling them both.

      “This princess wasn’t sleeping on the job, she swears!”

      Fay snorted when Lin screamed. The Lamia blinked several times, looked around, and spotted Fay and Raul.

      “Fay… Raul… what’s going on…?” She trailed off as her eyes widened. “W-where is that strange man we were fighting?! What happened?! The last thing I remember was…”

      Lin reached down to where her skin shifted into scales and shuddered, undoubtedly remembering when the Sekbeist Overlord had torn her tail from her torso.

      “We’re alive,” Fay said. “Thanks to Eryk.”

      “Darling?” Lin asked.

      “Mom?” Raul looked at her with an obvious question in his eyes.

      Fay sighed and, since it had come to this, explained what happened. She told Raul about the mysterious man who had appeared. Since he knew that his father had traveled back in time, she didn’t bother hiding anything from him. When she got to how Eryk, Kari, and Siv had arrived and saved them and were even now fighting against the Sekbeist Overlord, Lin stood up.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Fay said, grabbing Lin’s wrist.

      “Let go, Fay. This princess has to help her husband.” Lin’s voice was a dangerous hiss.

      “Do not think you are the only one who wants to help Eryk.” Fay frowned. “I want to help him just as much as you do, but we cannot. Our job is to look after Raul and help the refugees. Eryk is the one who asked this of us.”

      “But… we can’t just…”

      Lin’s scrunched up face and the conflicted expression matched how Fay felt perfectly. She wanted to help her husband and sisters fight against that monster, but she also understood that someone had to be here, to help the refugees and look after their son, and they were the ones who had these tasks thrust upon them.

      “Mom. Aunty,” Raul said in a small voice.

      Lin and Fay glanced at Raul at the same time, then at each other. Understanding passed between them. As reluctant as they were, this was where they were needed most.

      “Let’s see how the refugees are doing,” Fay said, standing up as she released Lin’s arm. “If it looks like we aren’t needed… it should be okay if we at least let you go back to Nevaria.”

      “Fay?” Lin asked.

      Fay gave Lin a pained smile. “Someone… has to remain here.”

      Lin’s eyes teared up. “Fay…”

      It happened just as they made this decision. Ingrid burst through the door, her face pale, body shaking as a cold sweat ran down her neck.

      “B-Big Sister! It’s horrible!”

      “What? What is it?” asked Fay.

      “Th-the Warp Gate was destroyed!”

      “WHAT?!”

      Fay and Lin shouted at the same time, but they didn’t hear the woman’s answer, or if she even did answer, as they were already leaving the room. They traveled quickly to the Warp Room, where they discovered something shocking.

      The Warp Gate was no more.

      Chunks of rubble lay strewn against the ground. She recognized them as pieces of the Warp Gate. Some pieces were simply lying on the floor, but others had become embedded into the walls, floor, and even the ceiling. It looked like a massive explosion had blasted the Warp Gate apart.

      “What… happened…?” asked Fay, voice hollow.

      Ingrid, who had followed them, spoke in a small voice. “W-we don’t know. I was just coming back from my rounds when I heard an explosion. I rushed into the Warp Room and… well… I found it like this.”

      Fay reached up and clutched at her chest as she stared at the remains of the Warp Gate. She didn’t know what happened, couldn’t possibly understand how something like this sturdy gate had been destroyed, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened to her family.
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      Siv was not sure how long she had been out. The pain from her arm being devoured by the void had torn her mind asunder and caused her to lose consciousness. When she came to, the world was blurry, her body felt like lead, and her arm was still missing. It was a struggle just to move. Siv whimpered as tears leaked from her eyes, but she somehow managed to summon an Immortal Phoenix Pill and pop it into her mouth.

      Bliss flooded her veins the moment the pill’s medicinal strength entered her body, though it didn’t last long as the pain of regrowing her missing limb hit her like a lightning bolt. She gnashed her teeth together and tried not to cry. Her clawed hands and feet scraped against the ground, digging out gouges in the earth before she flopped onto her back.

      “Haaaah… haaaaah… haaaaah…”

      The pain faded after her arm grew back. She sat up and tested out her new limb, which fortunately did not feel any different from her old limb. She clenched and unclenched her fingers for a moment, watching to see if there was anything wrong with them, then nodded when she determined they were just fine.

      Just as Siv was about to stand up, something slammed into her body, making her cry out, but it wasn’t an attack like she suspected at first. Force winds ripped into her. A loud rumbling echoed from close by. It was the sound of an explosion.

      Siv looked up to find Eryk and Kari, battered, bloody, and covered in wounds, but still fighting against the Sekbeist Overlord. Eryk was missing his left arm. He had somehow created a fake arm out of lightning and water. Kari was, fortunately, not missing any limbs, but her entire front was covered in blood.

      Eryk’s face was ferocious and terrifying as he thrust out his lightning-water hand, which exploded into action, elongating as it turned into something that looked like a dragon’s claw. It slammed into the Sekbeist Overlord. It did not do any damage. Siv blinked hard when a black nebula swirled into existence in front of the Sekbeist Overlord and consumed the arm. It was the same power that had devoured her own arm.

      As Siv focused on that power, she felt something pull against her, like there was a tug on her mind.

      This power was similar to the creatures that had attacked her home. It also made her think of the power her mom wielded when she fought against them. She remembered… when the battle happened… her mother, she had… used some strange power. It wasn’t wind. What… what was it?

      Siv gripped her head as something inside of her expanded. She continued watching the fight as Kari created a massive spear of golden light and threw it at the Sekbeist Overlord. Black tears appeared in the sky as the light spear traveled at a speed she could not follow. The Sekbeist Overlord had already created his shield, but this attack struck the ground instead, exploding outward and forcing him back. The nebula could consume a lot of the Spiritual Power, but quite a bit slipped past and hit him.

      Her eyes were more focused on the tears.

      “That is… Space…”

      Space consisted of the normal three dimensions in which matter and energy existed and the eleventh dimension that existed within the third dimensional space. The theory behind spatial manipulation was to use one’s Spiritual Power to manipulate the eleventh dimension, using it to create, shape, and manipulate physical aspects of space within an area of one’s choosing.

      Siv snapped out of her fugue when the Sekbeist Overlord suddenly appeared before Eryk and kicked him so hard that his body seemed to explode. She was about to scream in shock, but then Eryk’s body became lightning that wrapped around the Sekbeist Overlord. In the meantime, Kari appeared before him within a flash of light, thrust out her spear, and impaled him through the chest—or so Siv thought.

      “Nice try.”

      Before Kari could escape, a black beam of energy punched through her shoulder. She barely had time to scream before the Sekbeist Overlord kicked her toward the ground. She would have slammed into it, but Eryk suddenly appeared on the ground to catch her. He set Kari down, then attacked the Sekbeist with reckless abandon, firing lightning, water, light, fire, wind, and even darkness to give Kari a chance to consume several pills meant to replenish her Spiritual Power and heal her wounds.

      The Sekbeist Overlord snarled in anger as he created another black shield that consumed Eryk’s attacks.

      “I grow tired of your futile struggling!”

      A small sphere of darkness gathered between the Sekbeist Overlord’s hands, appearing innocuous at first glance, harmless almost. Siv knew otherwise.

      The Sekbeist Overlord waited until Eryk’s attacks were finished, then threw the void sphere at him. Of course, Eryk was not stupid. He used the Lightning Step to get out of the way. The sphere slammed into the ground, and the ground disappeared entirely. All that remained was a perfectly formed hole.

      Appearing to grow frustrated, the Sekbeist Overlord raised his hands. Several hundred similar spheres appeared in the sky above him. They only remained there for a split second, and then they were descending toward Eryk and Kari like rain. The two did their best to avoid the attacks, making liberal use of their respective Flash Steps, but the rain covered a vast amount of space.

      Kari was the first to be struck. A void sphere struck her left thigh and punched a hole clean through her. The pain was enough that Kari transformed from a being of light to one of flesh and blood. Two more spheres punctured through her body—one through her torso and another through her shoulder.

      Eryk screamed and used the Flash Step to appear where Kari had fallen. He unleashed all the Spiritual Power he had. Every element within his arsenal combined to form a protective barrier around him and Kari, but it was no use. The void spheres were created from a concept far above the elements. Each sphere punched a hole clean through it. The barrier disappeared, and Siv gasped when she saw how many bloody holes had been punched through her husband.

      Kari seemed relatively okay; there were still the holes in her shoulder and thigh, but somehow, Eryk appeared to have stopped any attack from reaching her.

      The holes in Eryk’s body soon began healing, but it was far slower than normal. He usually healed almost instantly. Either he was running low on Spiritual Power or the void was difficult to heal from.

      The Sekbeist Overlord was still floating in the air as he glared down at Eryk and Kari. His face was a rictus of anger.

      “You have been a thorn in my side for far too long. This next attack will finish you.”

      Siv did not know what he meant, but then the area around Eryk and Kari became distorted with black flames, trapping them within a realm of fire. Their screams echoed in Siv’s ears. She gritted her teeth as she struggled to stand up. She couldn’t give up here. She had to save them! But how?! How?! None of their attacks had done anything so far! The only way to defeat this man was to use a higher-level concept! Like… like…

      Like Space.

      At that moment, Siv felt the tug on her mind again, and she understood that this was the concept she had been comprehending before. The Concept of Space. She still didn’t get everything, but she understood the basics, at least enough to help out her family. The dragons had been teaching her in secret. Her original goal was to surprise Eryk once she gained true understanding, but that was no longer possible.

      Siv raised a hand and clenched it into a fist. At that moment, the area around Eryk and Kari became calm. The black flames vanished. It was so sudden that neither they nor the Sekbeist Overlord could figure out what happened.

      Their enemy understood first.

      “The Concept of Space?! Impossible!”

      He hit the nail on the head. Siv had used the Concept of Space to warp the void flames to another location, somewhere they wouldn’t harm anyone.

      Perhaps it was because he was so surprised, but the Sekbeist Overlord didn’t seem to realize it was Siv who’d used that power. He created a spear with jagged edges, so large it was about the size of a building, and then he tossed it at Eryk and Kari, who were too exhausted to move.

      Space around Siv distorted, and quite suddenly, she was no longer standing several dozen feet away but right in front of her husband and sister.

      “S-Siv?” Eryk said in shock.

      “Please leave this to me,” Siv said as she raised her hand.

      Once again manipulating space, Siv sliced out her hand, and where her hand moved, a large tear was cut. If she had to describe it, she would have said it looked like what happened when you cut open a bag. A white crack had appeared in front of her. The void spear flew into the crack and disappeared, then Siv manipulated space to create another crack right behind the Sekbeist Overlord. The void spear appeared behind him. A scream tore from the Sekbeist Overlord’s mouth as the spear pierced his body.

      Siv dropped to her knees, hands pressed against the ground, shoulders and chest heaving as she tried to fight off the exhaustion she suddenly felt. It was like all the energy had been sucked from her body, leaving her dry and tired.

      “S-Siv?! Are you okay?!”

      While Siv was happy to hear so much worry in Eryk’s voice, she knew that he couldn’t afford to waste time worrying over her.

      “Now is… your chance…” She lifted her head and looked at Eryk, stopping him in his tracks as she begged him with her eyes. “He will recover in a moment… you have to attack… now!”

      Eryk was clearly still confused, but he was also an experienced warrior. He nodded once, summoned several different colored pills, and shoved them into his mouth. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed everything. Then he once more erupted with Spiritual Power so intense tears in space or maybe dimension appeared around him. They were black tears unlike her white ones, so she assumed these were dimensional tears rather than spatial tears.

      In the next moment, Eryk was gone. Siv looked up at the Sekbeist Overlord. The man was now gripping the void spear impaled through his back, harsh shadows cast upon his feminine face as he howled in rage while ripping his own weapon from his body. He heaved a deep breath before shifting his glare over to her. Siv did not enjoy violence, but she was pleased to see the gaping hole in his torso was healing far more slowly than his other injuries.

      “A Drakvarian discovering the Concept of Space in the middle of a battle?! How utterly ridiculous! How illogical! I will destroy you for turning my own attack against me!!”

      The Sekbeist Overlord really did look like he was going to murder her, but right as he was about to attack, Eryk appeared behind him. A massive weapon shaped like the Dragon’s Tail Ruler he had become famous for using during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament was gripped firmly within his hand. It was a multi-hued creation, shining like a rainbow. Overlaying this weapon were several odd distortions that cut through this dimension.

      “The only one who will be destroyed here is you!!!”

      With a roar almost like that of an enraged Drakvar, Eryk swung his weapon with all his might, a black tear opening up where his weapon sliced through. The Sekbeist Overlord was so surprised he froze for a single instant. That instant was all Eryk needed. His weapon slammed into the Sekbeist Overlord and tore through his body, ripping him in half.

      “D-damn it! If I die… then I am taking all of you with me!!!”

      As the two bloody body parts sailed through the air, an intense ripple of Spiritual Power sucked in everything around the Sekbeist Overlord. Siv only had an instant to realize what was happening. There was no time to tell Eryk or Kari behind her. All she could do was act.

      Despite her exhaustion, Siv raised her hands and poured whatever Spiritual Power she could dredge up into her technique. She did not have enough Spiritual Power to transport the Sekbeist Overlord to another space, so instead, she manipulated the space around her, Eryk, and Kari. She made the space around them go out of phase with the rest of the world.

      It was her hope that this would protect them, but then an explosion of void energy erupted from the Sekbeist Overlord’s torso, slammed into the small spaces she had created, and destroyed the spatial barrier like it was made of glass. As the powers of the void tore into her and Kari, Siv realized she still didn’t have a strong enough grasp on the Concept of Space to protect them like she had wanted.

      She had been naive.

      Because she still wanted to protect her family, Siv hugged Kari close and used the last bit of Spiritual Power she possessed to wrap them inside of a tiny bubble. She wanted to also reach out to Eryk and protect him. However, the moment she attempted to find him through their bond, her mind overloaded with exhaustion, and she descended into darkness.
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            Where is This?

          

        

      

    

    
      Lin sat behind a desk, tail thumping against the floor in a steady rhythm as she read the latest report regarding the Nevarian refugees. Thanks to Empress Mother, several large housing units were being built in place of the mansion that had once belonged to the now defunct Inceflors Family. That mansion had gone unused since Kari and Fay demolished the family.

      Along with the report was a request for financial aid. The people of Nevaria had been transported to the Northern Plains with nothing but the clothes on their back. They had nothing, so they would need money to survive until they could become integrated into Midgard or travel elsewhere to seek employment. Empress Mother wanted 1.4 billion valis. That was a large number.

      Lin frowned as she quickly brought up her company’s financial situation from memory. With their main base of operations now gone, the Nevarian Braves had taken a huge hit and could no longer earn the money they used to, but they still had their Capistrana office and were continuing to make a relatively large amount. At present, the Nevarian Braves had 10.5 billion saved up. That wasn’t including the 60.2 billion valis they earned from Kari’s storage rings, which even now were selling like hot cakes.

      “We can easily afford to pay for them,” Lin murmured to herself. “The problem is not the money but what to do after all this.”

      Ever since the battle five months ago, Lin had been acting as the head of the Nevarian Braves in place of Eryk, who had yet to return from Nevaria with Lin’s sisters. She always acted as his assistant when he was working. Lin knew more about the Nevarian Braves and their various operations than anyone else, so having her become the nominal head only made sense.

      Once she was done reading the report, Lin took out a sheet of parchment, some ink, and a quill, which she used to begin writing her own missive stating that the Nevarian Braves would help the Nevaria refugees by providing monetary aid. She disliked how everything had to be written out. However, Big Sister Kari had drilled the importance of contracts into her head. Most of the people in their sect were also from Nevaria anyway. She was sure there wasn’t a single person among them who didn’t want to help out.

      Finished writing the missive, Lin leaned back, stretched her arms above her head, and groaned.

      “Ugh… sitting behind a desk to read and write reports all day was not what this princess signed up for when she married Darling.”

      Fortunately, this was the last of the paperwork she needed to complete, so Lin set the parchment in the completed pile, stood up, and slithered around the desk. Felman would come by at some point and sort all the paperwork. She could leave it to him.

      Lin exited the office and moved down the hall. Several people she passed greeted her, and she nodded in return, but her focus was on where she was going. After traveling down to the first floor, Lin exited the back door and entered the training courtyard. There she found the two people she was looking for.

      “Keep your guard up. Don’t let your guard down just because you think you have the upper hand. You might be stronger than Jaina, but she’s faster than you.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Fay was standing off to one side, instructing Raul and Jaina as the two sparred. Raul was dressed in a white sparring outfit—loose pants that were easy to move in, a white sleeveless shirt, and boots. Jaina was wearing something similar, but her shirt was long-sleeved. The two of them were facing off in one of the sparring rings.

      As Lin slithered over to Fay’s side, she watched Raul launch a powerful punch that would have probably knocked the block off even an older Spiritualist. Jaina, however, slipped right around it, bending her body back before she grabbed the offending limb and tried to throw Raul off balance. Fortunately, Raul had been trained by Eryk and knew how to avoid being thrown. He moved with the throw, flipped around, and landed on his feet.

      “Lin.” Fay greeted her with a smile. “Are you done with all the paperwork?”

      “This princess just finished,” Lin said. “How’s the training going?”

      “Well enough.” Fay furrowed her brow as she watched Raul. “His movements have gotten sloppy. I think almost dying has made him hesitant—not that I blame him. Raul is still so young. If possible, I would have preferred he never face a situation like that.”

      Fay was, of course, referring to when Raul, Leif, and Jaina had nearly been killed during the attack by those elemental birds. That sort of event was emotionally and mentally scarring for anybody, nevermind a child.

      “This princess is positive he will be fine eventually,” Lin said. “Raul just needs to come to terms with everything.”

      “I hope you are right.”

      Lin watched alongside Fay as Raul and Jaina continued to spar, but most of her focus was on her own thoughts. She had so many questions. Why hadn’t Eryk, Kari, and Siv returned? Where were they? Were they injured? Was that why they weren’t coming back? She wanted to know the answers to these questions so badly her stomach knotted when she thought about it.

      Many a time she had been tempted to abandon her duties here. She wanted to know about her family. However, she couldn’t shirk her responsibilities. Eryk and Kari would definitely scold her if she did.

      Felman walked onto the training ground sometime later. He spotted them and walked over.

      “Lady Lin, Lady Fay. Alexis has arrived and is asking to speak with you two. She is waiting in your office.”

      “Understood. This princess and Fay will go see her,” Lin said.

      “Raul. Jaina. That’s enough for now. Go and wash up for dinner,” Fay said to her son and his friend.

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “Okay, teacher!”

      As Raul and Jaina went off to the baths, Lin and Fay traveled back to the office, where they discovered Alexis Mutig sitting on one of two couches. She was sipping some tea that Felman must have provided her. As Lin slithered over to the other couch with Fay, she studied the woman sitting with a slumped posture.

      “It is good to see that you have returned, Alexis. You look tired,” Lin said.

      Alexis looked up with a wry smile. There were bags under her eyes and a somewhat haggard expression on her face.

      “Of course, I am tired,” she replied. “I just traveled from Midgard to Nevaria and back to Midgard, and then I was forced to attend several meetings with the Council of Six and Hilda. I’ve barely slept the past two months because I’ve been so busy.”

      Alexis had been tasked by the Council of Six to discover what became of Nevaria two months ago. She was one of the only people aside from Fay and Lin who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism and therefore one of the few people who could travel to Nevaria quickly.

      Normally, Lin or Fay would have been the ones to travel to Nevaria, but they were needed to take care of the refugees. Alexis was an important member of the Council of Six. Even so, her presence wasn’t necessary for the council to continue running.

      “What did you find?” asked Fay.

      Before Alexis could answer them, a young woman with brown hair and eyes, a pale face with pink lips, and a womanly figure adorned in a maid outfit wandered into the office. She was pushing a trolley in front of her. Jessie Vanderburg was a woman who had been among the first people to join the Nevarian Braves as a maid. She’d been a nervous wreck back when they first hired her, but now she was their head maid.

      Jessie did not say anything as she went about setting out more plates and tea cups, and pouring their tea. She must have sensed the tension in the room. Once she was finished, she bowed to the three of them and pushed her trolley out.

      With Jessie finally gone, Alexis was free to answer Fay’s question.

      “What I found was a giant crater.” Alexis set her cup on the small plate, leaned back, and crossed her arms. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it. The sight reminds me of a place far to the east of Midgard where a shooting star fell. What few buildings remained were toppled over, and everything had been pushed away from the crater like they’d been struck by a powerful explosion.”

      “What about Darling, Big Sis, and Siv?” asked Lin, biting her lip as she leaned forward.

      Alexis sighed and shook her head. “I didn’t see any trace of them.” She hesitated. “It is quite possible they are dead.”

      “Do not say that!” Lin stood up and slammed her hands onto the coffee table, the tea cups rattling and spilling several drops of their contents. “Do not dare tell this princess that her family is dead! They are not!”

      “Lin…”

      Alexis looked sympathetic as she gazed at the Lamia, but Lin was having none of it.

      “Darling is the strongest Spiritualist in the entire world! Big Sis is the only person this princess knows who has reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism without the use of alchemy pills! Siv is a Drakvarian! Unless this princess sees their bodies, she refuses to believe they are dead! This princess knows they are alive! She knows it!”

      Alexis and even Fay were taken aback by the fire in Lin’s words, the heat blazing in her eyes, but while Alexis remained sitting there with a stunned look on her face, Fay smiled and addressed the much older woman who resembled a teen even younger than them.

      “Lin is right. I know Eryk, Kari, and Siv were up against a powerful enemy, but I do not believe they are dead. I think we should have faith in their ability to survive.”

      Lin had proven that Eryk was alive. The ruin arrays on her chest and Fay’s chest were still there. She didn’t think the mark would remain if Eryk died since it was connected to him.

      “Well… I do not wish to believe they are dead either.” Alexis sighed. She perked up a moment later. “Oh, I did discover something that you might be interested in.”

      Holding out her hand, the storage ring on her index finger glowed before she summoned another ring. She set the summoned storage ring on the desk. Lin and Fay looked at it curiously.

      “What is it?” asked Lin.

      “This storage ring contains a Warp Gate,” Alexis said. “I discovered it during my survey of Nevaria’s remains.” She tilted her head. “It was located underground far below the surface, which somehow survived whatever turned Nevaria into a smoking crater.”

      “A Warp Gate,” Fay murmured.

      “Ah!” Lin’s eyes lit up. “Could it be the Warp Gate that was underneath the Imperial Royal Palace? Eryk once told this princess that it was a Warp Gate that led to another realm!”

      Fay and Lin were, of course, aware of the other eight realms that existed in this world. Alexis also knew of them, but she was more skeptical about their existence. She had not believed Eryk when he told her about the eight other realms.

      “Do you think it’s possible they ended up in another realm?” asked Fay.

      “That must be it.” Lin nodded several times, a confident look on her face. “This princess is positive they must have somehow been sent to another realm. That’s the only way to explain why they haven’t arrived in Midgard yet.”

      Alexis looked like she wanted to say something. In fact, her mouth was even opening to speak, but Lin silenced her with a glare. No matter what Alexis or anyone else said, Lin refused to believe her husband and sisters could be dead. She would never believe it.

      They have to be alive. They just have to be.
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      I sucked in a deep breath as life returned to me. My mind felt like it was emerging from a world of darkness, like I was swimming through muck, trying to claw my way to the surface. Everything was murky. Exhaustion permeated every inch of my body. I could not feel my left arm. To make matters worse, I had no idea what I’d been doing before now. There was something important I was forgetting. Something… something…

      

      “D-damn it! If I die… then I am taking all of you with me!!!”

      

      I opened my eyes with a startled gasp and sat up, but the moment I did, nausea struck me harder than an earth dragon slamming head first into my chest. I rolled over and vomited all the contents in my stomach. Even after I threw everything up, my dry heaving didn’t stop for a long time. I didn’t know why, but I felt sick.

      A moment passed before I recovered. When I did, I sat back up and raised my left arm to—I blinked when I realized I couldn’t feel my left arm. I felt nothing. Nothing at all. Looking down, all that greeted me was a stump near my shoulder. My left arm was completely gone. I reached out and touched the edges of my shoulder. The bleeding had long since stopped and the flesh had healed over, but the arm was no longer there.

      Despite discovering my arm was missing, I did not panic. I remembered my fight against the Sekbeist Overlord. He had used the void to devour my arm. I’d been able to use the water element to heal the stump, but regrowing an arm was beyond me. Since I couldn’t travel around like this without both arms, I concentrated my Spiritual Power into my stump, mixing the water and lightning elements, and then watched as a fake arm emerged. It was light blue and semi-translucent.

      Before doing anything else, I tested my new arm to make sure it was in working order, clenching and unclenching my fingers. It felt weird. I could feel my limb moving, feel my fingers as I moved them, but it felt like they didn’t belong to me.

      It would have to do for now.

      Because I wanted to find out where I was, I stood up and finally took a good look at my surroundings. Trees even bigger than the ones surrounding the Morkdypt Ravine greeted my eyes. I looked up and couldn’t see the canopy. A tangle of twisted branches disappeared high above my head, blocking out the light, yet I could somehow see just fine. This, I realized, was because of the strange plants growing from the ground and trees. They were glowing with the same color as sunlight.

      As I became more aware of my surroundings, a number of unusual scents drifted to me on the wind; the dirt smelled, different than I was used to, spicier like cinnamon. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it made me want to sneeze.

      A cool breeze drifted across my bare torso, and I realized I was wearing nothing but torn pants. My storage ring had sadly been located on my left hand, so unfortunately, I could not summon a new outfit.

      Finally looking at the ground upon which I was treading, I laid eyes on something not far away, something that made my heart grow cold. It was a body. I walked up to the body, which had been torn in half by my last attack. The Sekbeist Overlord—or rather, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm who’d been possessed by the Sekbeist Overlord’s mind—was lying on his stomach, his entrails spilling out of his torn lower half. A puddle of coagulated blood was underneath him. The scent of his rotting flesh made my nose wrinkle as I looked into his sightless eyes.

      He was dead.

      I didn’t know how to feel.

      For decades now, decades before I returned to the past, I had thought about nothing but killing this man. He had consumed my thoughts. Even after I was sent back in time, I always kept thoughts of this man in my mind. My hatred for him knew no limits. I could not count the number of times I had dreamed of getting my revenge on this man. And now he was dead. It felt like half of my life no longer had a purpose.
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I took a deep breath. I could not think this way. Now that the threat this man represented was gone, I could focus on other things like being a good husband for Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv, and being a good father for Raul. And the Sekbeist were still a threat even if the Sekbeist Overlord was gone. I couldn’t forget that the Sekbeist Overlord had been split into eight either. We had only killed a hand and his mind.

      Releasing all the air from my lungs, I turned away from the Sekbeist Overlord and began walking. I needed to find Kari and Siv. I didn’t know where I was, but if I was here, then my wives must be here as well, surely.
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      I wasn’t sure how long I walked for, what direction I was walking in, or what I’d find when I finished walking. Where was I? What was this place? I had traveled all across the continent and never seen anything like this place before.

      I studied the trees. They weren’t just bigger than any tree I knew of. They were made from something completely different from standard trees. Their bark was tough and durable. It felt more like metal than bark. The strange plants growing from them vaguely reminded me of mushrooms. Several flowers sprouted from the ground and between the trees. While some were small, most of them were bigger than I was.

      It must have been hours since I’d begun walking, but no matter where I looked, I couldn’t find any trace of Kari or Siv. When I reached out to them through the connection we had, I could feel they were alive. That was it, however. I couldn’t feel anything else. All I knew was they were alive because the connection was still alive.

      The trees eventually opened up to reveal a placid lake that was bigger than any lake I’d ever seen. I couldn’t judge its size because I couldn’t see the other side. It must have been several kilometers large at least. As I stared at the crystal-clear water reflecting light off its surface, I discovered that I was incredibly thirsty. How long had it been since I drank water?

      I knelt before the lake and looked at the small pebbles beneath the water. A feeling of caution entered me. While contaminants wouldn’t be enough to kill me, I couldn’t afford to get sick either. That was why I reached out with my Spiritual Power to manipulate the water, purifying it as I drew some to me.

      A stream of water emerged from the surface like a long tendril and traveled toward my mouth. The moment the water hit my tongue and traveled down my throat, I felt refreshed. I drank more greedily, drawing up more water with my Spiritual Power.

      I only noticed the danger when a powerful eruption of Spiritual Power so strong it was on par with the Sovereign Birds washed over me.

      No. It was even stronger than the Sovereign Birds.

      I only had a moment to leap into the air before the water exploded into several tendrils, which attacked me without relent. Forced to dodge, I spun through the air as more tendrils joined the first dozen. It wasn’t long before hundreds of water tendrils were trying to pierce through my body.

      Gritting my teeth, I reached out with my own control over the water element and tried to wrest control from whatever was attacking me. In a battle where two people used the same element, the one with the stronger will always wins, and I was confident that my will was stronger than whatever was attacking me.

      That was why I became shocked when nothing happened. I tried again. Still nothing.

      Distracted as I was by the shock of my inability to wrest control over the water from my attacker, I completely missed one of the tendrils until it had wrapped around my leg. Since water didn’t work for me, I used lightning. However, the lightning element merely skittered over the surface and did nothing. This water had no impurities for which my lightning element could affect it.

      Pain exploded in my shoulder as something punched a hole clean through it. I bit back my scream of pain and surged Spiritual Power through my body, activating the Third State of Spiritualism for light. My body transformed into the light element. I broke my body into light particles and reformed myself several meters away. Once I was free, I turned around, attempting to flee.

      And that was when it emerged from the lake.

      Standing on eight massive legs, with a carapace that was as wide as it was long, and featuring a gleaming red shell protecting its body, this Demon Beast looked like a giant crustacean. As it stood there on the water, it snapped its massive claws at me in what I perceived as anger. It looked like it was picking a fight.

      I had no intention of fighting this thing. I tried to leave. It wouldn’t let me.

      A wall of water rose from the surface of the lake and created a dome that trapped me inside of the lake with it. I found myself shocked to discover that my body was feeling sluggish. It felt like I was wading through mud. What kind of technique was this? I’d never seen anything like it before!

      “Damn it…”

      It was clear that this Demon Beast was at least SS-Rank, but I thought it might be even stronger than that. There was something odd about how it used the water element. I could not help but feel like it was using more than just water to overpower my water manipulation abilities. However, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what, and this creature was not going to give me time to think up an answer.

      Several geysers of steaming hot water burst from the surface of the lake. I continued to utilize the light element to move faster than I could with water or lightning. This would drain my Spiritual Power more quickly, but it wasn’t like I could do anything less. The water geysers were so hot that I could feel the fine hairs on my arms getting singed. I didn’t doubt that this water would melt the skin off my bones if I let it touch me.

      I thought I was doing a good job of dodging, but then something powerful slammed into my back. My concentration slipped and I transformed back into a human. I screamed as I felt the skin on my back burn away. This crab was using the concept of vibration to make the water hot enough to boil flesh. My vision began going black. Oh no. I was losing consciousness.

      Knowing that I needed to do something, I channeled all seven elements through my body. It hurt. My body had been badly damaged during my fight with the Sekbeist Overlord, and even though I had physically recovered with the water element, there was still a sequela left over, but I didn’t have a choice. I activated my ultimate trump card, which still didn’t have a name.

      With every element increasing my powers several fold, I shot toward the crustacean, determined to kill this thing before it could kill me. The giant Demon Beast snapped at me with its pincers, but it was too big and unwieldy to hit me with those. I slipped between its snapping claws and extended my fist.

      Spiritual Power gathered as I created a drill-shaped spike on the edge of my fist, making it two times larger than myself, and then began to spin. I struck the crustacean hard. While this creature’s carapace was hard, the drill shape and my intense rotation broke through the creature’s hard body. I felt a moment of disgust as I entered its squishy and wet insides, but then I burst out the other end. The drill in my hand disappeared as my Spiritual Power ran dry. I slammed into the ground several meters from the shore, rolled painfully across the ground, and eventually came to a stop on my back.

      “Ha… ack… ha…!”

      I tried to breath, but I couldn’t seem to draw a proper breath and could only cough. After struggling for several seconds, I raised my head and looked at the giant crustacean Demon Beast, which was even now falling back into the lake, kicking up a massive wave that looked like it would swallow me whole if I didn’t leave now.

      Gnashing my teeth together and tasting blood on my lips, I struggled to my feet and limped away from the lake, traveling back into the trees.
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      I had long since lost count of the passage of time since coming to this forest. It could have been days. It could have been months. It could have been years. When every second you drew breath was a struggle to survive, it was easy to lose track of concepts like time. Matters were not helped by my inability to see the sun.

      The strange plants and moss that lit this forest never faded or grew dim, and since they maintained the same amount of light constantly, it felt like it was always daytime. That certainly did not help me keep track of time.

      The first thing I learned about this forest was that it was filled with danger beyond anything I had ever faced save the Sekbeist Overlord. Even the most terrifying Demon Beasts in the Demon Beast Mountain Range were nothing compared to the monsters lurking within this mass of trees, roots, and glowing plant life. The weakest among these creatures was as strong as the Sovereign Birds, while the strongest had already reached the Fifth State of Spiritualism, which required one to understand the higher-level concepts of Life, Death, Dimension, Time, Space, Creation, and Negation.

      Living in this place had been hell at first. There were so many Demon Beasts stronger than me that I had no choice but to run away, to flee like Kari and I had done during the Demon Beast Invasion in my last life. Back then, I had relied on Kari for emotional support and survival.

      There was no one I could rely on this time.

      It was humiliating to be forced to flee for my life. I felt like all of the training I had done, the hardships I had gone through to achieve my current power, had been for nothing. While I knew this wasn’t true, my thoughts had taken a downward spiral since coming here. I had trouble removing these depressing thoughts for several days.

      But I also knew that staying depressed wouldn’t help.

      After days of running and hiding, I decided to begin training. I could not rely on anyone else. Nobody would be there to save me in my time of need. The only person I could rely on was myself, and so, I aimed to become strong enough that even these fearsome monsters would become nothing more than my dinner.

      I wanted to become the predator.

      At the moment, I was stalking through the forest. My arm was still missing; it would not grow back, but I had made a better replacement than my original lightning-water arm. I used the earth element to create the arm, the water element to make it flexible, and the lightning element to attach the arm to my nerve endings. It moved just like my original, though it still felt slightly awkward. Unnatural was the word I would have used. This arm felt like it did not belong to me.

      It was still a good arm. I had been able to make it after reaching the Fourth State with every element. The training I had undergone to reach the Fourth State with all the elements had been grueling. Not only had I trained until I was vomiting blood, but I nearly died fighting against Demon Beasts much stronger than myself.

      There were many ways to train the elements, I had learned. Meditating, obviously. However, there was also simply using the element. The more you used an element, the more in tune you became with it. Using the element to fight monsters stronger than me forced me to gain a greater understand of those elements, lest I be killed. How long did it take to reach the Fourth State with every element? I didn’t know. Since I had no idea how much time had passed since arriving in this strange world, I did not know how long it had taken me to achieve my current level of power.

      The prey that I was stalking was a large deer. By large, I meant it was three times bigger than myself. This deer was covered in bright brown fur that had a glossy sheen, possessed massive horns with jagged edges, and had glowing crimson eyes that glared at everything. It clomped through the forest, leaving deep imprints in the soil. Its tail swished back and forth as it turned its head, cautiously searching for potential predators.

      This deer was one of the weakest Demon Beasts in this forest, having only reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the earth element, and therefore it was one of the easiest monsters for me to kill. That did not mean I could underestimate it. While it hadn’t reached the Fourth State with any other element, it did have a minor affinity for wind. Those antlers on its head could detect even the most minute of changes in the wind. It would flee if it sensed me.

      I kept my breathing still as I traveled above the Demon Beast. The branches were so twisted and interconnected that it was easy to walk from one tree branch to another. I was also manipulating the wind element to surround myself in a vacuum that made it impossible to detect me. Since I had reached a higher state than it, the deer could not sense me, and I had every intention of keeping it that way.

      The deer passed underneath a large tree root that formed a massive archway, causing me to lose sight of it, but I didn’t need my eyes to track its presence. Just like the Demon Beast, I had learned how to connect myself to the wind to sense everything around me. It was a skill that had served me well in this hellish forest.

      Sneaking ahead of the deer, I floated down to the archway and waited until my prey passed through. Once it appeared, I burst into action, manipulating the air currents to trap it in place, transforming into a beam of light, and appearing before the startled creature. I swung my arm, which transformed into a seven-meter scythe, and cleaved off the creature’s head. It was over in a second.

      Dinner would soon be served.

      I manipulated the wind again to keep the Demon Beast from falling to the forest floor. This thing was massive. If it struck the ground, it would create a small quake that would draw any other Demon Beasts in the vicinity here. I acted quickly to lift the carcass off the ground and drain the blood, which I purified into water and forced to evaporate using the middle concept of vibration. I even went one step further and created a vacuum to destroy the scent of blood so no Demon Beasts would pick up on it.

      Now came the salvaging job.

      The first thing I did was cut out its monster core. It was a large brown sphere about the size of my torso located within its chest. I had no idea how valuable this thing was, but I had learned that these cores contained incredibly pure earth elemental Spiritual Power that I could absorb. It did not bolster my own power. However, if I ever ran low, I could replenish my reserves with this.

      Next came skinning the creature. Its fur was soft and fluffy, and I could use it to create clothes or bedding. My current garb was, in fact, a basic shirt, pants, and boots that I had created from the hide of these deer Demon Beasts. Attached to the shirt was a simple blue chest plate made of segmented scales from a water dragon Demon Beast that I had killed close to my current home. I had also fashioned shin guards, vambraces, and shoulder pauldrons. It was highly resistant to the fire, water, and lightning elements.

      Once the creature was skinned, I began creating precise cuts into its body, separating the cuts of meat that were edible from those that were inedible. Some parts of this deer were just too tough to eat. The most delicious parts were the hindquarters, backstraps, shanks, and ribs. I also had a fondness for the liver. The shoulder was also decent, but it had too much fat and gristle for my taste.

      I took all the parts I had salvaged, including the horns and bones, and traveled back to my home. It was located several dozen kilometers from my hunting ground, located high in the trees. I flew to get there, landed on a branch that could fit seven people standing with their arms spread out, and pressed my hand against the tree.

      These trees were made from a combination of wood mixed with spirit iron. This was not the actual name for the substance, but a name I came up with myself. I had no clue what it was actually called; the metallic alloy was similar to iron, but it was far more durable and had been infused with Spiritual Power.

      These trees were made from a combination of elements; earth represented their solid structure, water as it was essential for transporting nutrients, light because they relied on photosynthesis to acquire nutrients, and darkness that anchored the roots beneath the soil. I didn’t know if all trees were made from this complex elemental composition. This insight was something I had only picked up after coming here and achieving the Fourth State with every element.

      As I splayed my fingers against the bark, I manipulated the earth element, opening a hole inside that I could travel through.

      The inside of this tree looked just like a cylindrical room. Because these trees were so big, the room had a radius of about fifty meters, or so I calculated. It was literally the size of a small mansion. In the center of this room was a round table that I had created by manipulating the elements of this tree. A single chair made from the bones of deer and covered in deer fur surrounded the table. Off to one side was my bed, which was also made from deer bones, fur, and the feathers of a bird Demon Beast I had killed a while back. There were no decorations, but I did have a leather rug made from a bear Demon Beast that I killed when I ran afoul of the creature.

      A solid thunking sound echoed around me as I walked across the floor, stopping near my makeshift oven. Like the table, it had been created from the tree itself. A pot situated on a tripod sat in the middle of this oven/fireplace. There was a small vent that led out of the tree to keep smoke from clogging the room. I didn’t have anything flammable, but with a snap of my fingers, a fire sprang into existence.

      I began making my meal, filling the pot with water taken from moisture in the air, adding in some herbs I discovered through trial and error. It had taken a long time, but I had eventually figured out which plants were edible and which weren’t. This undertaking involved getting so poisoned several times that even my fabled ability to purify my body with water had served little purpose other than keeping me alive.

      Remembering that horrible time still made me shudder. That was another incident where I had vomited blood. I had gotten so sick that sometimes I would start hallucinating. Several times I thought I had seen my wives. One time, the poison had caused such horrible hallucinations that I had followed an illusion of my wives into a den full of powerful wolf Demon Beasts that had reached the Fifth State of Spiritualism with the Concept of Death.

      I had nearly died back then.

      I was honestly surprised I managed to survive the encounter.

      What I made was a basic stew with deer meat as the base and several root vegetables that I sliced up into small chunks. I had a lot of meat still, but I kept it inside of a chest made from ironwood. Ironwood was the name I gave the wood these trees were made of. The chest was under careful control with my Spiritual Powers. I locked everything inside of it in something similar to stasis like Kari’s storage rings, though I was not using runes but my own Spiritual Powers to do so. I simply manipulated the elements inside of the meat to keep it fresh.

      Dinner was soon ready, and I was sitting at the table and eating from a bowl made from the same material as my armor, which now lay discarded on the floor near my bed.

      As I ate, my thoughts wandered, as always, to my wives and son. I knew they were still alive. Their presence through my connection to them was still going strong. I could feel them. However, the feeling was so faint that I sometimes wondered if this wasn’t just phantom sensations from when they were alive. Maybe they were already dead and I didn’t know it? A shudder traveled through my body as coldness pierced my chest.

      I shook my head.

      I had to believe they were alive.

      I would find them.
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      My life had become something of a routine. At night, I would train my Spiritualism, attempting to understand the higher-level concepts. On Miðgarðr, I might have been the strongest Spiritualist in the world, but in this place, I was weak, one of the lowest creatures on the food chain. If I wanted to survive and find my wives, I needed to become stronger.

      There were a few concepts I believed I was close to understanding—namely the concepts of Life and Death. This was different from the Concepts of Creation and Negation that the Sekbeist Overlord had been using. The Concept of Creation allowed people to create something from nothing. Negation allowed people to annihilate anything that was created. The Concept of Life was the ability to manipulate life, while the Concept of Death was the antithesis of life. Having lived in this forest where life and death go hand in hand, I had begun to understand these concepts through my own struggle for survival.

      While I meditated at night, I moved during the day. I traveled across the trees, avoided predators, and found a new location where I could make a temporary shelter within a tree. Then I hunted, made dinner, meditated throughout the night, and repeated the process all over again.

      It was a banal existence.

      I was getting stronger, but I was also lonely.

      A gaping hole remained in my chest, a place that had once been filled with love but had now become a void. Without my wives and son around to fill that hole, it was left to fester.

      My loneliness manifested in strange ways. I would sometimes see illusions of my family. I would talk to them, and they would respond back. Those times brought me joy. Even if I knew, logically, that they weren’t real, I didn’t care. Nobody else was here to make fun of me anyway.

      I wound up using the elements to recreate my family whenever I traveled to a new location. The earth element could recreate their bodies, the water element made their bodies feel real, and the light element could make them look real. I couldn’t give them skin, but with the light element, I could create illusions that made it look like they had skin, that made their eyes gleam with the same light the real ones had.

      Since I experienced illusions of my family anyway, I decided I would talk to these recreations as if they were my family. I imagined what kind of conversations we could have. It was fun, and I felt less lonely.

      There was a point where I had been tempted to sleep with my recreations. I even tried to, but I couldn’t get it up. I guess a part of me realized these weren’t the real thing. For as real as I could make them look, they were not my wives, just dolls with no soul.

      Oddly enough, my sex drive had not taken a nosedive while coming here. I would have thought I’d have no desire for sex since my wives weren’t with me, but I was actually hornier now than I ever had been. It was weird. I couldn’t get it up when I tried to sleep with those dolls, but I would get erections at the most random of times.

      I once read a biology book that explained the human’s desire to reproduce. When your life was in danger, the human instinct to sire offspring became exceedingly strong. It was a survival trait. This instinct wasn’t directly influenced by conscious thoughts of danger or morality but was a constant underpinning of humanity’s biological drive. I believed the reason I had such a strong libido was due to my heightened desire to leave behind a legacy. In the event of my death, I wanted there to be proof that I existed, and since I had no idea if my wives and son were still alive, that desire had become magnified.

      It was a real problem. I disliked getting erect at random times and having to use my hand, but that was all I could do in this situation.

      As I began understanding the Concepts of Life and Death, I learned how to manipulate the elements that composed them. I could prevent myself from dying by controlling my own life. No matter how mangled my body became, how mutilated I got, so long as I had Spiritual Power, I could manipulate my life force to prevent myself from dying. I could also do the same to others. I had experimented on some of the Demon Beasts I defeated here in this forest.

      I could also create life. Of course, I could not create life from nothing, which I believed was a power only someone who understood the Concept of Creation could do, but I could create life from an already existing life. I didn’t really have much use for this ability, but I would occasionally create a creature resembling a human out of ironwood and talk to them.

      I had actually used this ability while recreating my family. It was an upgraded version of the dolls I had made with the six lower-level concepts. I would tell them about my training, my day, what I hunted, and what I ate. It didn’t matter what I talked about, so long as I kept myself talking. Anything to keep the loneliness at bay.

      The Concept of Death was the opposite of that. By manipulating this concept, I could decide, determine, and manipulate the cause of someone’s death. For example, I could decide that a deer Demon Beast would die when it passed underneath a root via the root collapsing from decay. I could also manipulate the concept around myself to defy death. A good example of this was when I got eaten by a worm Demon Beast that traveled underground. Despite being eaten and covered in its acidic fluids, I was able to manipulate death to prevent myself from being dissolved and cut my way out.

      Of course, being eaten by a worm was painful. My body had been melting off in some parts. I was fortunate all my remaining limbs were still intact. Most of what had been melted was my flesh, which I restored using the Concept of Life.

      Unfortunately, while I understood these two concepts enough to use them, there were times when they did not work. When I was fighting against a Demon Beast that had a greater understanding of these concepts, or understood another high-level concept, they could prevent me from activating my own powers. Despite this, I continued to train, reaching an even greater understanding during the night.

      Finally, the time came when I believed I was ready to test my powers against a creature that I would have never considered taking on when I first arrived here.
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      I journeyed through the forest without rest. I no longer needed to sleep. I wasn’t sure how many days or months I had gone without sleeping, but I no longer felt tired. This was one of the benefits for having understood the Concept of Life.

      My journey took me across the vast forest, until I reached a large mountain, one so large I could not see the peaks. The brilliant blue sky above greeted my eyes. It was not the first time I had seen the sky, but it was a rarity within the forest. Nothing grew on this barren mountain, which looked like a vision of death amidst the verdant life surrounding it.

      Flying up the mountain was not a difficult feat, and I eventually reached an area that was created by several folds within the mountain. It looked like multiple plates had collided to create folding layers. Several meters against these odd layers was a massive cave even bigger than the trees I had been using to sleep in.

      Something I noticed about this realm was that everything was stupidly large. The trees were the size of mountains, and this mountain was the size of a country. I didn’t understand how anything could be so big. What realm was this? I at first thought it might have been the realm of giants, but I had not seen anything to confirm this. I had also heard from the Dweorg that Demon Beasts of the Third Realm had not reached the Fifth State of Spiritualism with anything.

      I landed on the ground and walked up to the cave, remaining cautious as I peered inside, though I frowned when I saw nothing there. According to my studies of the surroundings and tracing my query for so long, this was where my current prey made its home. Was it out? I didn’t think so since it only went out at night and came back to sleep during the day. It should have been here.

      As this thought passed through my head, the loud flapping of wings behind me made me turn around. Intense Spiritual Pressure pushed down on my body, making it feel like gravity had increased, but I counteracted it with my own Spiritual Powers. I quickly took off into the sky. Not even a second after I did, a powerful cone of eight multi-colored rays of light slammed into the mountain.

      The power unleashed by the simple backlash of this attack slammed into me and threw me away like a ragdoll. I exploded with Spiritual Power to keep myself from sailing off, locking myself into place even as I closed my eyes to avoid being blinded by the light. When the light behind my eyelids died, I opened them again.

      The mountain was gone.

      A crater was all that remained.

      That, and the Demon Beast flying several meters away.

      I called this Demon Beast the Great Prismatic Wyrm. Its body was shaped similarly to a dragon, but it was longer and thicker, lacking the elegance of a dragon’s powerful form. It had front and hind legs and four massive wings on its back, which it flapped to create incredible updrafts of wind. The long tail behind it was about the size of the trees I had been living in. Every time that tail swung, it caused the air to distort as if it was cutting through time and space.

      While this creature lacked the elegant form of a dragon, its body was composed of beautiful prismatic scales that captured and reflected sunlight. I thought it was gaudy. One would think that a creature would prefer to blend in with their environment more to avoid combat, but if there was anything I had learned while tracking this creature, it was that this Demon Beast was the king of this forest—or at least this neck of the forest.

      The Great Prismatic Wyrm roared at me, but I did not let its imposing power hold me back. I snarled back at the creature as I raised my earthen left hand and created a Dragon’s Tail Ruler sixteen times the size of my body. This ruler contained seven different colors. White. Red. Green. Blue. Yellow. Brown. Black. They were the seven elements. Then I overlayed my weapon with the Concept of Death, which gave it a translucent, crystalline sheen.

      The color wasn’t exactly something I’d expected from such a grim concept.

      With a grunt, I swung my weapon down, letting it tear through the sky. Black cracks formed where it left. These were dimensional tears. It was like my weapon was ripping apart this dimension, though I had no understanding of the Concept of Dimension.

      The Great Prismatic Wyrm was not about to just let me attack it. Releasing a loud roar, it fired off a multi-colored blast of Spiritual Power at my Dragon’s Tail Ruler. The eight colors of its attack were mixed with strange distortions that made it appear out of phase with this world, and when it slammed into my weapon, the explosion that went up caused the very space around the impact to rip apart. Strange distortions appeared within the air. I thought I saw odd creatures within those distortions. Cracks raced across the sky, then shattered to reveal a blood red sky before the tapestry of reality healed over.

      I was pushed further back, but then I locked myself in place, transformed into light, and appeared before the Demon Beast as it was trying to stabilize its flight. It didn’t notice me at first. I used that to my advantage, creating a much smaller Dragon’s Tail Ruler as I flew near its stomach and swung my weapon.

      An agonized and angry roar echoed from the Great Prismatic Wyrm as I cut into its hard scales. The scales were very durable, very tough. I was only able to cut maybe half a meter into them before my weapon was stopped. Even pushing more Spiritual Power into the death energy overlaying my weapon did not help, which meant this creature’s understanding over a high-level concept was probably higher than my own.

      I flew back as strange crystal fragments appeared around my body, then exploded into particles of light. The space where I’d been had been shattered. I recognized that as a form of spatial manipulation. The Great Prismatic Wyrm had a good understanding of the Concept of Space. As I was grimacing at the close call, my foe suddenly seemed to phase out of existence.

      My instincts screamed at me. I dismissed my weapon and channeled life energy through my body, my Spiritual Power churning as I manipulated the essence of my own life, and not a moment too soon. A powerful cone of energy slammed into me. My scream was lost to the howling of Spiritual Power as I was pushed back, the powerful attack attempting to erode my own defenses.

      Muscles screaming as I struggled to move, I placed one hand on the energy attack, reared my other hand back, and threw it forward. The sound of my fist meeting the prismatic breath attack echoed like a detonation in my ears.

      I had overlayed my fist with death energy. My attack eroded the prismatic breath, killing it. I shot off as the attack died, spun around to face the Great Prismatic Wyrm, and fired off several death beams. The translucent attacks struck its body. None of the attacks looked like they caused any damage, but the Demon Beast’s howl let me know otherwise.

      While I attacked with death from one side, I manipulated the earth small wyrms out of dirt, then infused them with water and life to animate them. I then packed each wyrm full of death energy and sent them on up. They latched onto the Great Prismatic Wyrm. It tried to throw them off, but it was too busy defending against my other attacks, and so it had no defense available when they exploded.

      A smile appeared on my face as the Great Prismatic Wyrm’s legs were blasted off its body. It howled and spasmed in midair, completely distracted by the pain it felt. I swooped in while it was distracted, created a twenty-meter-long Dragon’s Tail Ruler, and plunged my weapon into the Great Prismatic Wyrm’s heart. The wyrm was big. A normal sized ruler would never reach its heart, so my weapon had to be just as massive.

      Before I could celebrate my success, something powerful smacked me away. I flew down, striking the ground so hard my entire body felt like it had become a bruise. It was fortunate that I’d had the foresight to harden my body with the earth element and overlay it all with the death element so I could properly defy death. As I pried myself out of the ground, I looked up in time to see my query falling head first to the ground. It struck the earth hard enough to cause everything to rumble.

      I walked up to the creature, now dead. It really was massive. If I stood near its head, I would not be able to see more than halfway across its body. It must have been at least half the size of a city in the first realm. That was ridiculous. Why did it even need such a big body anyway?

      As I stared at the prismatic scales that glistened in the light even after death, I wondered how I could skin this creature. Those scales were tough. Even my most powerful attack had only managed to cut into them a bit. It had taken the incredible force from my thrusting motion combined with the most powerful weapon I could create to cut through them. It would make a very powerful armor, but that was only if I could remove them.

      Since I had already opened one incision when I impaled this creature through the chest, I floated up to the cut, created two large earth hands around my limbs, and pried its chest further open. Inside of a cavity past its ribs was a large monster core. This one contained eight colors like its hide. Even though I hadn’t touched it yet, I could sense the vast Spiritual Power inside of it. Not only was it filled to bursting with power, but the Concept of Space emitted from it, making me wonder if I could absorb this Spiritual Power to understand the Concept of Space.

      The Concept of Space was still something that I didn’t understand. It was beyond me. How could anyone manipulate space? What was space to begin with? It was a much harder concept to learn about than Life and Death, which consequently made me think these high-level concepts might have their own classification system.

      Too bad there was no one who could teach me.

      I was preparing to reach inside and grab the giant orb, but then I sensed two presences even more powerful than this wyrm approach. My body froze. It wasn’t for long, however, and I quickly hid myself underneath one of this creature’s massive wings. Hunkering down, I closed my eyes and extended my perceptions into the wind, creating an accurate sonar vision of everything around me within a 360-degree view. It was a lot like looking at the world from a bird’s eye view.

      Two beings had appeared from within the forest. They were tall, but they weren’t that much taller than myself. Their bodies were covered in dark gray skin that was close to obsidian. Strange glowing red marks ran along their bodies, which had spiky outcroppings on their knees, elbows, and shoulders. The one on the left had a crown of thorns jutting from his head. The other one only had two horns, but they sloped backward in a curve that ended in sharp points.

      I felt my breathing stop. An image appeared in my mind of a man calling himself Dunherr. These two might have looked slightly different, but I would never fail to recognize what these two were.

      They were Sekbeist Lords.
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      Panic raced through me as I realized what kind of situation I was in, what had strolled onto my battleground. My heart was hammering in my chest. I had not met another Sekbeist Lord since my battle with Dunherr, but I remembered his words perfectly. I specifically remembered him telling me that he and his two compatriots were the weakest among their brethren.

      Killing Dunherr had been simple since he had already used up so much Spiritual Power battling against Siv and Kari, and he didn’t even see me coming, but I at least recognized his power. If I had fought him under conditions less favorable to myself, there was no telling how our fight would have turned out, and now I was being confronted by Sekbeist Lords who clearly had far more power than I did.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      However, I knew I needed to avoid a battle with them if at all possible.

      While I was hiding myself behind the wing of the Great Prismatic Wyrm, the Sekbeist Lords were approaching. Their footsteps echoed in my ear. It was a dull thud that rang out like a war drum. As they came closer, I could even catch their conversation.

      “Hmph. So this is what caused such a commotion. I thought for sure we’d run into one of the Guddomelig, but it was just a stupid wyrm.”

      “A single baby Prismatic Wyrm cannot cause this much damage by itself. Take a look at those wounds. Someone who can use the Concept of Death must have fought against this beast.”

      “Huh? I don’t see anyone here, but yeah, I guess someone had to have killed it. Could it be members of the God Race?” A sound like flesh slapping flesh echoed from beyond the wing. “If it was one of those blasted Guddomelig, maybe I’ll finally be able to get my pound of flesh on those damn cowards!”

      The first thing that shocked me was when one of the Sekbeist Lord’s commented on how this was a baby. Seriously? This massive creature was just a child? What would the size and power of an adult Prismatic Wyrm be then? However, while that was indeed shocking, what I focused on more was their mention of the Guddomelig, the so-called God Race, the greatest of the Nine Great Races.

      “I don’t think it was the Guddomelig. Whoever killed this Demon Beast clearly doesn’t have a strong grasp on the Concept of Death. My guess is they only recently gained an understanding of this concept.”

      Well, I couldn’t argue with them there.

      “What in Yama’s name are you talking about, Durmuz? The God Race are the only ones capable of living in this realm aside from us. Who else could have done this?”

      Given what they were saying, I judged that the realm I’d found myself in was Gudeverdenen—the realm of the gods. That was interesting. It gave me a lot of information that I didn’t have before, and it caused several pieces that I’d had but didn’t know what to do with to click into place. Now a lot of things I’d always wondered about myself made sense.

      But if I wanted to make use of this information, the first thing I needed to do was escape from here.

      I decided to use the earth element to travel through the earth. I had already reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for it, so merging with the earth would be easy for me.

      “The person hiding behind that wing over there,” someone said before I could leave. I could only assume it was that Durmuz guy.

      I felt like my entire body had become frozen under a lake of ice after those words were spoken, but if I was the kind of guy who froze up when shocked, I would never have survived to this day. Yet even as I began merging with the earth, the Prismatic Wyrm corpse was blasted off the ground, sent soaring into the air, and crashed several dozen meters away, leaving me completely exposed.

      The two Sekbeist Lords looked exactly how I’d seen them when I was using the wind element to create a sonar image. They stared at my half-buried body, one in shock, the other with an inquisitive gleam. Before I could even decide on what to do, the one on the right pointed at me.

      “It’s a god child! It’s really a god child!”

      And that was my cue to leave.

      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going? You think we’re gonna let you run?”

      I didn’t know what direction I was heading in, but it didn’t matter. I manipulated the earth and threw up several thousand spikes where the Sekbeist Lords were standing. The spikes didn’t hit anything. Both Sekbeist Lords’ presences disappeared, so I could only assume they were airborne.

      I didn’t care. I took off, first traveling deep beneath the earth’s surface, then heading away from my current location. It was my hope that they wouldn’t be able to track me since I had become one with the earth.

      Time meant nothing as I raced through the ground, traveling further and further. I wasn’t using my own Spiritual Power to move but the earth itself. The Fourth State of Spiritualism allowed me to manipulate the element in its raw form.

      I must not have been careful enough. In my haste to escape from the Sekbeist Lords, another problem came to me when an Earth Wyrm wrested my control over the earth and tried to swallow me whole. Its gaping maw appeared before me and made an attempt to clamp down. I gathered death energy before it could take a bite out of me, released it in a spear through the ground, and impaled the creature through the head.

      That should have been the end of it, but the blood from the carcass must have drawn more of them to me, for I felt the presence of multiple Earth Wyrms closing in.

      Knowing better than to remain in this place, I traveled back up, bursting out of the ground before attempting to erase my presence. That was when something struck me. Hard. A pained gasp resounded in my ear as whatever hit me drilled into my side. Blood sprayed from my body as I was sent tumbling across the ground, struck a tree, and caused a massive dent to appear within it. These were ironwood trees, so one could imagine the force with which I had been hit. It felt like my spine had shattered.

      I did not let myself remain idle.

      Water flowed through my body, healing my wounds, and I overlayed that power with life energy. So long as I had Spiritual Power, I would not die. That did not mean I couldn’t feel pain.

      “Hey now. I said ‘don’t run,’ didn’t I?” the Sekbeist Lord whose name I didn’t know appeared in front of me. I didn’t know where his friend, Durmuz, was, but I didn’t really care.

      Swinging my arm, I unleashed a crescent blade of death energy at the Sekbeist Lord. He blocked it. I didn’t know what concept he used, but the air around his fist rippled as he punched my attack, deflecting it into one of the large ironwood trees. The tree struck withered around that area, though these trees were too hardy to be felled by such a weak attack. I didn’t stick around. Even as the tree decayed, I fired off several more attacks. Light. Fire. Darkness. Lightning. The four most powerful attack elements in my arsenal struck the Sekbeist Lord and exploded as I made my escape.

      Since going underground was a no-go, I took to the skies, transforming my body into a beam of light energy. The world around me passed in a blur. I was careful not to strike any of the trees during my flight. Even light could not move through these, which I learned the hard way when I bounced head first off one when I first reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for light.

      I didn’t get far before an intense Spiritual Pressure slammed into me from above. It was such an overbearing feeling that my body began sinking in the sky like a boat full of holes sank in the water. Gnashing my teeth together, I increased the output of Spiritual Power I was releasing to counteract the effects and effected evasive maneuvers, but then I suddenly found myself locked in place.

      It was an odd thing. The world around me was still moving. A breeze blew through the forest, small critters scurried along the floor, and plants swayed to and fro, but I could not move. My entire body had become locked into place. It was like… like…

      Like I had been frozen in time.

      In desperation, I channeled Spiritual Power through my body, trying to break free from this mysterious power that held me. I might as well have not even bothered. Even a novice at higher-level concepts like me could tell that the person locking me in time like this had a far greater understanding than I did. The only thing I couldn’t figure out was if I was locked using the Concept of Time or Space.

      As I was struggling against the lock, two people appeared before me. It was Durmuz and the other Sekbeist Lord. While Durmuz appeared relatively calm, the other one was grinning from ear to ear.

      “You’re a slippery bastard, aren’t ya? I didn’t think you’d be much of a threat because you only just began understanding higher-level concepts, but it seems you’ve got quite a few tricks up your sleeve.”

      I wanted to answer him, to say something witty and sarcastic, but I couldn’t even move my mouth. I couldn’t even glare. Every centimeter of my body was frozen solid.

      “I wonder what a god child is doing here,” Durmuz murmured as he tilted his head at me. He appeared confused, but the way he looked at me made me feel like a piece of fine art put on display. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      “Who cares? Let’s just kill him.”

      Those words made me feel tense, but Durmuz didn’t seem to agree with his companion. He sent a glare at the other man, who took a few hasty steps back and raised his hands as if to placate the other man. This told me enough. Durmuz was the stronger of the two, and he was most likely the one who had locked me in place like this.

      “Whoa. Ease up on the glare there, will ya? I didn’t say anything weird, you know. We have been at war with the Guddomelig for centuries now. What’s wrong with killing one of their own?”

      “Zugarod… are you telling me you do not find it strange that a young god child is wandering around the Demonic Forest alone?” asked Durmuz. I was glad to finally have a name for the other Sekbeist Lord. Not that this changed my situation.

      “Well… I mean, yeah, sure. I find it weird, but does it really matter?” asked Zugarod, scratching the nape of his neck. “He’s here, he’s an enemy, so we should kill him.”

      Durmuz sighed as if he found Zugarod’s one-track mind tiring. “It is indeed as you say. Killing him is a matter of course.”

      “Then—” began Zugarod, looking hopeful.

      But Durmuz silenced him with a glare. “However, before we kill him, we must learn everything we can. Information is half the battle in war. For all we know, he could have been sent here as sacrificial bait, and the moment we kill him, it could activate a trap that would kill us.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Zugarod said, now looking at Durmuz like he was stupid. “You think those soft, weak-hearted Guddomelig would sacrifice one of their own?”

      “All I’m saying is we shouldn’t dismiss the possibility.” Durmuz shrugged. “After all, they sacrificed their eight Great Overlords to seal our king. If they can sacrifice their strongest, they can certainly sacrifice their weakest.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Point.”

      I didn’t particularly like being called their weakest, but seeing how I had only just learned to use higher-level concepts recently, it wasn’t like I could disagree. This was under the assumption every Guddomelig could use higher-level concepts of course. And there was also the fact that I couldn’t talk. It would be hard to argue without the ability to even speak.

      Since I couldn’t move anyway, I listened to everything they said, committing it to memory. This was one of the few times I’d heard the Sekbeist Lords talk. It would be valuable information, provided I could get out of this alive.

      The two Sekbeist Lords turned to me. The one called Durmuz waved his hand at my face, and I suddenly found myself able to breathe again. I released a heavy gasp as I realized even my lungs had been frozen. Hacking and coughing, I tried to recover my breath, but then Zugarod fiercely gripped my hair and yanked my head back.

      “All right. Time for you to talk. What were you doing out here? Is this a trap to lure me and Durmuz to our doom? Answer us!”

      I gritted my teeth as this man demanded answers to questions I didn’t have answers to. More than confusion at this man’s words, I felt anger at his treatment of me. Even in my previous life, I had never found myself in a situation like this, where I was the one being interrogated. It left a sour taste in my mouth.

      That was why I channeled Spiritual Power into my mouth, superheated my saliva, and spit in his right eye.

      “GAAA!!! MY EYE! IT BURNS! IT BURNS IT BURNS! FUCK! WHY DOES SPIT HURT SO DAMN MUCH?!!”

      I had not held back when I spit into his eye. Aside from superheating my saliva to the point where it was several hundred degrees Celsius, I had added metal particles into it with the earth element and combined it with lightning. This person might have been an all-powerful Sekbeist Lord at the Fifth State of Spiritualism. However, no one would be able to recover from having their eye destroyed with what amounted to an acidic lightning lugee.

      Zugarod pressed one hand into his eye as if attempting to dig it out with his palm and glared at me through his remaining good eye.

      “You are going to get it! I don’t care anymore! You are dead!”

      Zugarod was ten seconds from turning me into a corpse. Dark flames gathered in his free hand, which took the shape of a black sword. Unlike the swords wielded and created by the Sekbeist Warlords, this weapon was refined if brutal in appearance. There was an overlaying distortion that caused it to slice through space with even the littlest movement. Yes, this was not the element of darkness but the power of the void.

      “Stop,” Durmuz ordered.

      “Don’t try to stop me, Durmuz,” Zugarod said in a dark voice.

      “What happened is your own fault,” Durmuz replied calmly. “You should have let me conduct this interrogation in the first place. You are too impatient and don’t know how to ask the right questions. Back down, or I will make you back down.”

      A struggle took place on Zugarod’s face. I could tell from how these two acted that Durmuz had a higher level of authority than Zugarod, though I was not sure how much higher, and I didn’t know what their position was among the Sekbeist Lords. There was a lot that I didn’t know. It had been a long time since I felt this ignorant about the world around me.

      “F-fine. I’ll back off… for now.” Zugarod turned to glare at Durmuz. “But once you finish interrogating him, I will be the one who kills him.”

      “That is fair,” Durmuz agreed. “Now stand aside.”

      Zugarod grumbled as he stalked away from us, walking over to a tree that he leaned against while crossing his arms.

      Now it was just me and Durmuz.

      “I believe I should introduce myself before we begin.” Durmuz placed a hand against his chest and bowed lightly. It was an oddly polite gesture. “My name is Durmuz. I am a battalion commander within the Sekbeist Army. And what is your name?”

      Durmuz stared at me like he was expecting an answer, but I wasn’t sure if I should name myself. I had done interrogations before. If there was one thing I knew, it was that the moment the interrogee gave the interrogator an answer, they had already opened the door to get more answers.

      “Not going to name yourself?” Durmuz asked. When I remained silent, he nodded. “Very well.”

      He seemed awfully calm, and I was tempted to break that calm by snapping at him, but before I could speak, a terrible scream ripped from my throat as every fiber in my body felt like it was being torn apart. None of the pain I had felt before compared to this. It was like every muscle within my body was being slowly dunked in a vat of boiling lava. Agony flared within me, so intense my mind even tried to shut down, but the pain brought me right back. I wanted to squirm and struggle, but my body was still locked into place.

      “Haaaa… uuugh… haaaaaah…”

      The pain ended as abruptly as it began. My head sagged as I struggled to stay awake. Darkness was creeping at the edge of my vision. I couldn’t understand what had happened, but as my body came back from the brink, I realized my insides were a mess. With a grimace, I activated my Spiritual Power and repaired the damage with the water element.

      Durmuz hummed. “It seems while you only have a basic understanding of high-level concepts, you are very well versed in the seven main elements. How odd. As a god child, you should have a stronger grasp of at least one high-level concept, but all I can sense from you is a basic understanding of Life, Death, and… Space? No, though I sense spatial energy on you, you have no real understanding of it.”

      “What… are you talking about?” I asked. I only realized my mistake after I’d already spoken, when I saw the smile that appeared on Durmuz’s face.

      “I see.” He nodded once. “It seems you do not come from Ásgarðr. That is interesting. Ásgarðr is the last bastion of your kind, so there is nowhere else you could be from… unless you were born in one of the lower realms. That would explain why you have such a high grasp on the seven main elements and not high-level concepts. If I had to guess, I would say you are from Miðgarðr.”

      “Wait!” Zugarod interrupted in shock. “Are you for real?! This god child came from Miðgarðr?!”

      “I believe so,” Durmuz replied.

      “But… the realms have been sealed off from each other,” Zugarod exclaimed, waving his arms for emphasis. “We’ve been trying to reach Miðgarðr for over a 1,000 years now with no luck! How did this god child break through the spatial barrier when he doesn’t even understand the Concept of Space?!”

      “I do not know, but I intend to find out.”

      Durmuz stared at me, and I glared right back, not backing down despite my disadvantageous position.

      “We will take him with us,” Durmuz said at last, turning away from me.

      “Wha… you can’t be serious!” Zugarod shouted.

      “Of course, I am serious,” Durmuz said. “This child somehow managed to break through the spatial seal separating the nine realms. I intend to slowly pry that information out of him. We will take him with us, and I will break his mind and body until he tells me what I want to know.”

      This was quite possibly the worst situation I had ever been in. I’d realized when I first arrived here that I was powerless, but being caught so easily by these two made me understand this fact even better. I had no power here. The Fourth State of Spiritualism was nothing to these people. Even the small bit of understanding I had gleaned about the Concepts of Life and Death was not enough to be of help.

      “Let’s go,” Durmuz said at last.

      Durmuz made to leave, and while Zugarod looked reluctant to leave me alive, he complied with the man’s orders. This was it. If I wanted to escape from these two, I needed to do it now. But I couldn’t. No matter how much Spiritual Power I circulated through my body, none of it did anything. I couldn’t even bring my Spiritual Aura outside of my body because of this time lock I’d been placed in.

      Time…

      What was time anyway? I remembered reading a few books that told stories about people traveling to the past like I had, but none of them ever explained what it was.

      I focused on the time lock keeping my body frozen. I could feel the Spiritual Power wrapping around my body like threads of adamantium, and I tried to understand those threads.

      Just before I could begin trying to understand what time was, something shot out from the forest and slammed into Zugarod. The Sekbeist Lord was blasted off his feet. He flew back, slammed through a tree, the trunk of which snapped like a twig, and then plowed through several more trees. I was shocked. Those trees were stronger than most metals. However, Durmuz suddenly became alert. He raised his hands as a projectile flew at him. The projectile stopped, and I could see it for what it was.

      At first glance, it looked like a light arrow, but I noticed how the arrow itself distorted as it quivered in place. Space itself seemed to warp around it. Those were spatial distortions.

      I didn’t get much of a chance to study the projectile before Durmuz crushed it. That was about all he could do, however, because several hundred more arrows flew down at him from above. He didn’t try to block these attacks. He leapt back several times. The spatial arrows struck the ground, then disappeared into the floor, or that was what I thought. I became shocked when those same arrows suddenly appeared behind Durmuz and tried to strike him in the back.

      It looked like the arrows would hit, but before they could, Durmuz’s entire body became distorted, and then he disappeared. All of this happened very fast. It felt like I had missed something. I blinked several times and discovered that Durmuz was now standing several meters to the left of his previous location.

      “Is that you, Fray? Why don’t you come on out?” Durmuz said.

      Nothing seemed to happen at first, but then the space several meters in front of me distorted. White tears appeared within the fabric of reality, creating a portal of sorts, through which a woman stepped out of.

      I had met many beautiful women throughout my life. My wives, my friend Erica, my mother-in-law, and many other people. I had always believed that among the women I knew, my wives were the most beautiful.

      My belief might have just been shattered.

      The woman standing before me now was bewitching. Golden blonde hair colored like the sun traveled in a straight line down her back. Two long bangs framed a face that was youthful yet mature. She had vibrant green eyes, a small and cute nose, lush pink lips, and small dimples on her cheeks. Despite how young she appeared, she radiated power and authority as though she had been born to be a ruler.

      Dressed in a resplendent white robe with a gold cord tied around her waist, the woman’s ample chest was perfectly visible through her outfit. Her robes did not have sleeves, leaving her slender arms bare. They didn’t look very strong. However, I could somehow sense the power within them. She wore no shoes. Her bare feet touched upon the ground. Meanwhile, the cord around her waist helped accentuate her magnificent bust to hip ratio.

      Despite how dangerous this situation was, I could not help but be in awe.
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“I had been wondering what I would find when I sensed those strange spatial fluctuations, but to think it was you, Durmuz,” the woman said, her voice lilting like a beautiful harp. Only the hard edge, sharper than any sword, let me know this was not a woman to be crossed. “I had not realized you had comprehended the Concept of Space. Did you decide to switch from Time to Space?”

      “You are mistaken.” Durmuz looked calm, but I thought I saw some sweat trickle down his scalp as he faced this woman. “I’m not the cause of those spatial fluctuations you felt.”

      The woman… Fray… furrowed her brow at him, but then she caught sight of me out of the corner of her eye and turned her head. Our eyes locked. I couldn’t explain what I felt at that moment, but a jolt traveled through my spine. I sensed familiarity in this woman. Somehow, someway that was beyond my comprehension, I knew who this woman was… and yet I also didn’t.

      While I was trying to understand this feeling, Fray’s eyes widened as she stared at me. Then, to my great surprise, tears sprang to her eyes. If I wasn’t currently locked in time, I would have said something, but all I could do was stare back.

      “It’s… you…” she murmured.

      “Oh?” Durmuz looked keenly interested in her reaction. “Do you, perhaps, know this god child?”

      As if remembering that her enemy was before her, Fray’s face twisted into a scowl so ferocious even I was taken aback. She turned to Durmuz, held out her hand, and created a bow of white Spiritual Power. I somehow understood that this was spatial energy. She was manipulating space to create this bow.

      “If you do not release that child right now, I swear on my father’s name that I will eradicate you from the nine realms,” Fray threatened.

      But Durmuz only smiled. “You threaten to erase me, but we are already fighting in a war of extermination. Your threat means nothing to me. I am taking this god child back. Since you expressed such interest in him, I am even more curious to pry out his secrets.”

      I had no idea what was happening. I was so confused. But even through my confusion, I understood one thing. The woman known as Fray was undoubtedly an ally, while Durmuz was my enemy, and really, that was all I needed to know.
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      The battle started off without warning. Before I even knew what was happening, several hundred arrows were fired from Fray’s bow. However, they didn’t shoot forward like normal arrows. They disappeared, then reappeared around Durmuz and flew at him from every conceivable angle. I understood she was manipulating space somehow, but it was so much more refined than the dragon’s I had seen manipulate it that I struggled to comprehend what was happening.

      Durmuz wasn’t there anymore.

      The Sekbeist Lord appeared in the sky above, the arrows striking into each other instead of him, detonating not with an explosion but with a warping of space. The atmosphere shattered. Cracks appeared in the sky and forest floor, spreading out like a spider’s web before returning to its original state. For a moment, I thought I had glimpsed a starry night sky within those cracks.

      By that point, Durmuz had already raised his hand and locked Fray inside of what appeared to be an invisible box. The woman’s body was completely frozen in time. Durmuz slowly clenched his hand into a fist, and as if his fist was the cue, the box shrank until it was close to crushing Fray—and then Fray herself disappeared within a portal and stepped out standing several meters to Durmuz’s left.

      All this had happened within a few seconds of each other. The space arrows, the time cage, everything.

      So this was a high-level battle? It was terrifying.

      I couldn’t stop myself from feeling infinitesimally small as I watched these two beings fight. They were so far above me, so much more powerful than I that I could hardly wrap my head around what I was seeing. This was what high-level concepts could do in the hands of people who had mastered them. It felt almost silly to be proud of what I had accomplished now.

      Fray disappeared once more, vanishing within a portal. I searched around to see where she would reappear, but that did not happen. What happened instead was the entire area around Durmuz collapsed. It was hard to explain with words. The space around him bent, warped, fractured, and then tore apart. What appeared beyond the vast tears looked like a vast and starry sky.

      A powerful sucking force came from the tear. Even I could feel it, and I was several dozen meters away from Durmuz, who was struggling not to let himself be sucked up. His teeth were gnashed together as his entire body became warped. It reminded me of what happened when rubber was stretched. With what appeared to be great effort, he raised his hand toward the tear, and then everything around it stopped.

      He had sealed the spatial tear in time.

      Before he could celebrate his success, Durmuz was struck several times by spatial arrows. The first one slammed into his chest. It did not penetrate his hardened skin, which had black energy wafting from it, but the second one struck the same place and went through, punching a hole in the Spiritual Power. I realized absently that the overlay protecting him was actually the void… so void energy, I guess.

      Black blood splashed from the wound. Durmuz grunted as the arrow that pierced his skin suddenly transformed into another spatial tear. Once more his body became warped as if the spatial tear was trying to suck him up, but then he stopped time once more, moved outside of the spatial tear’s force, and then something stunning happened.

      His entire body was restored, becoming pristine as if nothing had happened. It was so fast that it beat out anything I could do with the water element. One moment his chest had a bloody cavity in it, and the next, it was completely healed. This was not mere healing. He had reversed time on his own body to before he had received the wound.

      The two continued to battle, trading techniques that defied logic, bending laws and concepts that I had only touched the surface of.

      Fray seemed more powerful than Durmuz. Her arrows contained more than the Concept of Space, I soon realized when one arrow struck Durmuz and made his body shatter into a million black fragments. Dimensional and spatial fluctuations burst through the sky. I thought that would be the end of it, but then everything was sucked back in, restoring the fabrics of reality and returning Durmuz to his original body once again. However, he was breathing heavily this time.

      “I see you have become even stronger than the last time we fought,” Durmuz muttered with a cough. Blood trickled down his mouth. I see. While he had restored most of his wounds, it seemed there were some internal injuries he wasn’t able to fix.

      “Do not speak to me,” Fray said, releasing several more arrows that sailed forward with unerring accuracy.

      Durmuz tried to stop the arrows in time, but they disappeared within portals before he could, reappeared behind him, and struck his back too quickly for him to do anything. He released a howl and power exploded from his body. The black and insatiable power of the void covered him and consumed the arrows. When the void pulled back, Durmuz glared at Fray, his breathing even more labored than before.

      Hope surged within me as I saw Fray’s unflappable expression as she calmly knocked back another spatial arrow. It seemed obvious to me that this woman was far stronger than Durmuz. I did not think she and I were enemies, so I had hope that she could emerge from this battle victorious.

      Those hopes were dashed when the other Sekbeist Lord—Zugarod—appeared beside me and placed a black sword made from jagged edges that looked like teeth at my throat.

      “Hey! I don’t know what’s going on right now, but this child is important to you, right?” he asked, staring up at Fray with a grin. “If you don’t want me to cut this boy, you had better do as I say and stop fighting.”

      Fray’s face became so frightening I thought she might attack Zugarod anyway, but then the Spiritual Power around her dissipated just a little.

      “If you lay so much as a hand on that child, I will send you into space,” she said, her voice so sharp it cut my ears. The hatred coming from her was almost palpable. It made me wonder what sort of relationship I had with this woman. What was I to her?

      Regardless of our relationship, I understood that this situation was not good. They were at a stalemate. I did not believe Fray would let these Sekbeist Lords take me when she knew all that awaited me was torture and death, but she also couldn’t risk attacking them carelessly because she didn’t want to see me die.

      Neither side moved at first. Durmuz and Zugarod had her in a stalemate right now, but that could change the moment they created an opening. However, someone had to do something soon.

      I decided I would be the one to do it.

      While the battle had been going on above, I hadn’t just been locked in time. My body might have been frozen, but my mind was working perfectly, and I used my mind to analyze the Concept of Time that surrounded me. This prison, for lack of a better word, was made up of multiple threads that gathered together and wrapped around me like chains. It was not locking me in time so much as locking the space around me in time. If I could unravel those chains, even just a little, then I could do something.

      I had been working to that end, carefully infusing my Spiritual Power into one of the chains. There was no way I could wrest control of this technique from Durmuz, but with my Spiritual Power seeping into the chains near my chest, I was able to unlock more of my Spiritual Power, which had been partially sealed thanks to the time around me being frozen.

      Durmuz was the first to notice what I was doing. He probably felt it when the chains weakened. His eyes went wide as he gawked at me.

      “He’s comprehending the Concept of Time?! Zugarod! Kill him now!!”

      Zugarod seemed confused. “Wha… kill him? But didn’t you want to take him alive?”

      “Nevermind what I said before! Just kill him before it’s too late!”

      “It’s already too late,” I interrupted their conversation.

      The chains around my chest had weakened, creating cracks in Durmuz’s technique, and I quickly externalized all my Spiritual Power. It erupted underneath Zugarod, a giant spike composed of the earth and overlaid with death energy.

      To his credit, Zugarod was very quick to act. He leapt away and cut the spike with his void sword. However, while the spike was indeed destroyed, he had been forced to move away from me, which allowed Fray to warp to my location. The moment she appeared at my side, she created a black knife that somehow sliced through the chains binding me.

      I landed on my feet as Zugarod rejoined Durmuz in the sky. Because of the situation, I did not look at the woman beside me as I glared up at the two Sekbeist Lords, who seemed to have realized the situation had turned against them.

      “Sorry, Durmuz. Looks like I underestimated that brat.”

      Durmuz sighed as Zugarod rubbed the back of his head, but his eyes had yet to leave Fray’s face as the woman once more aimed her spatial bow at him. This time, however, it looked like the bow had been upgraded. Black markings covered it. I realized they were runes, though I had no idea what they did.

      “I will deal with you later,” Durmuz muttered. Then he spoke in a louder voice, addressing the woman next to me. “I see you really have improved. Even among the Sekbeist Lords, only a few of us can combine two high-level concepts like that. If the two of us fought you right now, we might not win.”

      Fray did not speak. It seemed she had no intention of bantering with her enemy as she released a black and white arrow that seemed to shatter reality around it. Durmuz screamed as he launched a black sphere from between his palms. It struck the arrow. The two forces clashed in the center, tearing each other apart and eroding the atmosphere around it. Perhaps the oddest thing was how this battle of powers didn’t extend past a certain point. What formed in the sky was a strange black ball from which Spiritual Power lashed out like destructive waves. Several of the trees that I had assumed were invincible disintegrated when the arches of energy struck them.

      “This will not be the last time you and I meet, god child,” Durmuz’s voice echoed around us. “I imagine we will meet each other again eventually, and next time, I will make sure to kill you.”

      I extended my senses in all directions but couldn’t feel any presence aside from mine and this woman’s. Fray also seemed on the alert just in case there was a surprise attack coming, but she eventually relaxed after several seconds.

      Then she turned to me.

      I suddenly felt extraordinarily self-conscious as the woman stared at me. I wanted to say something, but no matter how many times I opened my mouth, nothing would come out. All I could do was look at this woman as she stared at me like I was a ghost.

      “Uh…” Finally, I was unable to stand the silence. “Thank you for rescuing me, Miss… Fray?”

      My words snapped the woman out of her daze. However, rather than speak, what happened was she began crying. Tears streamed from her eyes. Panic surged through me for a moment, but I didn’t get the chance to say anything, because that was the moment she lifted her hands and placed them on my cheeks. Her hands were warm, and soft, and felt familiar. I could have sworn I had felt something like this before, but I knew that was impossible. No one had ever touched me quite like this.

      “It’s… really you…” she said in a soul-rending whisper that made me want to cry for some reason. “You’re… really here…”

      “Uh… do I…”

      “Know you” was what I had been about to say. I never got the chance. Without warning, Fray pulled me into an embrace. My already frozen body locked up further, my mind skidded to a halt, and every nerve in my body became hypersensitive as I felt her hug right down to my core. What was this? Why was she crying? Why was I crying? I didn’t understand anything, but in that moment, I felt a desire to hug this woman even though I was certain I didn’t know her.

      I did not hug her, however.

      I didn’t know this woman, after all.

      But I didn’t stop her from hugging me.

      Standing there in the embrace of a woman shedding tears into my hair, I felt more confused than I ever had before.
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      I wasn’t really sure how long I stood in this crying woman’s embrace, but I felt like it was at least a few hours. Several times I wondered if I should say something. Yet I never did. For whatever reason, I could not bring myself to speak as Fray cried.

      She fortunately did stop. Eventually.

      “I’m sorry,” Fray said, taking a few steps back as she wiped her eyes. “I did not mean to put on such a terrible display. You must think me a very odd woman.”

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged as if that would let me shrug off what happened. “I’m not bothered, and I don’t think you’re odd, but… um… may I ask what that was all about…?”

      I believed my request was perfectly reasonable. Some random lady just cried all over my head. My hair was still wet, though a little application of the water element let me evaporate all that in seconds.

      “I… would rather not say…” Fray clasped her hands together so tight her already white knuckles turned veiny. “I… I am sorry… it’s not that… I don’t want to… it’s just…”

      Taking a deep breath, I decided not to pursue this matter for now. I would later because it seemed like this was something semi-important. However, there were far more important issues right now.

      “That’s fine.” Fray visibly relaxed. “Anyway, my name is Eryk. Eryk Veiger.”

      “Fray Vanir,” Fray introduced herself.

      “You are… a Guddomelig, right? One of the God Race?”

      “Yes, as are you.”

      “So, I am a Guddomelig.”

      I had always wondered what I was. Ever since my first meeting with the Sekbeist, I had known I was not fully human. Everyone called me a half-breed. I assumed that meant I was half-human and half-something else, but it seemed we had all been incorrect.

      “When I began fighting the Sekbeist, they always called me half-breed,” I said, a question in my statement.

      “You are not a half-breed. I can only assume they believed you were because you were in a different realm. The Dweorgs sealed off the nine realms from each other over 1,000 years ago, so the chances of a Guddomelig being within any realm aside from Gudeverdenen, Vindenket, and maybe Ljosalfheim is quite slim. Which realm did you come from?”

      “Miðgarðr.”

      Fray nodded at my answer like she had expected this. “The Guddomelig have long since left Miðgarðr. Not one of us has stepped foot in that realm since the Great War 1,000 years ago.”

      “So how do you explain me?” I asked.

      “If I had to guess… I would say your mother or father must have been on Miðgarðr before the realms were sealed and sent you into the future.” Fray paused as her eyes watered again, though she quickly wiped them and continued. “It is quite possible to send someone into the future, though doing so normally requires a great sacrifice.” I pondered her words for a bit, but I was not able to ask any questions as she continued speaking. “In any case, I believe we should leave this place. Since the Sekbeist know you and I are here, they will come back to search the area. I am strong, but I do not want to fight against a battalion of those monsters.”

      I agreed to leave with her, but there was something I needed to do first.

      “Wait! Before that, I need to go salvage the Great Prismatic Wyrm I killed!”

      Fray looked confused, though she didn’t say anything against it and merely followed me as I led her to where I had killed the Great Prismatic Wyrm. It was fortunately still there. No one and nothing had tampered with it. I sighed in relief.

      “Um… that’s not a Great Prismatic Wyrm,” Fray replied hesitantly.

      “It’s not?” I asked.

      Fray shook her head. “It’s a Lesser Prismatic Wyrm. They are a weaker sub-species variant. Great Prismatic Wyrms are usually 100 kilometers in length, but this one is only twenty. Give it another 1,000 years, and I imagine this would have evolved into a Great Prismatic Wyrm, but…”

      “Ugh… so this thing really is just a baby.”

      That was disheartening, but I tried not to let myself get too depressed and got to work. These scales were still sturdy and could probably make good armor, and the claws, teeth, and bones would make excellent weapons. If I could bring these back to Miðgarðr with me, I was sure the Dweorgs could make some amazing weapons and armor.

      Fray said nothing as she watched me take everything apart. By the time I was done, the carcass had been stripped clean. I dissolved the meat with death energy because I couldn’t figure out a use for it. Now the only problem was…

      “How am I going to transport all this?” I asked myself.

      There was a lot. At a guess, there were several ton’s worth of scales, bones, teeth, and claws separated before me.

      “I can help you with that,” Fray said, stepping towards me.

      “You can? How?”

      “Like this.”

      With a smile, Fray waved her hand, and the area around the parts I’d salvaged became distorted. I blinked once and everything disappeared. Vanished. I wanted to rub my eyes to see if I was seeing things right, but I didn’t, instead turning toward Fray.

      “That… you just used the Concept of Dimension, right?”

      “That’s right.” Fray looked happy for some reason. “What I did was create my own dimension—you can think of it as a pocket space—and then I stored everything inside of it. This is just a simple application of the Concept of Dimension. Once you’ve mastered this concept, it is even possible to travel between different dimensions.”

      I remembered the Sekbeist Overlord talking about how he had traveled to different dimensions. This woman seemed quite knowledgeable. Maybe this would be my chance to finally learn about high-level concepts from someone who had mastered them. I was tired of floundering around on my own.

      I needed to get stronger.
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      It was nice having someone to finally speak with. I’d been talking to the dolls I made for so long that I’d almost forgotten what it was like to have someone who would respond back to me.

      Fray was incredibly kind and very informative, answering whatever questions I asked, and I had a lot of questions. Most of them revolved around high-level concepts. I wanted to know more, to expand my knowledge so I could become stronger. Her battle against Durmuz had shown me how weak I still was.

      “You might have noticed this already since you’ve begun comprehending high-level concepts, but some concepts are more complex than others,” Fray was saying. “We divide concepts into simple and complex. The Concepts of Life and Death are simple concepts. If you’ve attained full understanding of the seven main elements, then it won’t be too hard to understand Life and Death. The complex concepts are Dimension, Time, Space, Void, and Creation. These are harder to understand because they have no connection to the seven main elements, so you cannot use your previous knowledge to understand them.”

      At the moment, we were flying through the Demonic Forest on our way to a place called Ásgarðr—the capital of the Guddomelig and one of their last bastions. Fray described it as a wondrous place that was several times the size of this forest. I found that a little hard to believe. This forest was huge.

      “I see.” I rubbed my chin. “That does explain why I was able to comprehend Life and Death so easily, and why I’m having trouble with the others.”

      Fray’s smile was amused. “You say you are having trouble, but during the battle, you were able to begin comprehending the Concept of Time just by coming into contact with it. There are very few people who can do that.”

      I rubbed the back of my head, feeling my cheeks heat up at the compliment. I didn’t know why. However, I felt embarrassed being complimented by this woman. Embarrassed, but also happy.

      We continued traveling for a number of hours, but we eventually stopped because Fray said it was getting dark. That made me a little confused. Actually, now that I was thinking about it, why couldn’t she just warp us there. Her wry smile when I asked this made me flush. Just a little.

      “It is very difficult to bend space and warp from one point to another,” Fray explained as we sat down. “It requires connecting two separate spaces together. This first requires a lot of concentration since you have to imagine the place you are warping to. Most people can only warp to places they can see with their eyes. While I can warp across vast distances, it requires a lot of Spiritual Power, and it would take even more Spiritual Power if I warped another person with me.”

      In other words, it wasn’t feasible to warp two people across however many hundreds of thousands of kilometers we’d need to cross to reach Ásgarðr.

      “I understand,” I said. “Well, that’s fine. Anyway, let’s set up camp.”

      “Very well. I will catch us some food,” Fray said. “I won’t go far though. Just in case.”

      “That’s fine.”

      Since I was no longer worried about running into Demon Beasts, I tapped my foot against the ground and created a dome-shaped building out of the earth. I didn’t like the shape, so I manipulated it until the dome looked like an actual building. It was only one story. When I entered, I found this place had no rooms. It was just a large and open space. That was fine.

      I channeled Spiritual Power into the ground and a square depression formed in the center. It was about half a meter wide and twelve centimeters deep. Then I tapped my foot three more times and created three human-shaped golems. They didn’t have any faces, but they didn’t need any as I infused them with life energy to animate them. Each one was already born with an order to follow. I left one to stand guard outside and the others to gather herbs, while I created a grill from the earth above the firepit.

      Fray returned a few minutes later with several deer Demon Beasts in hand. I soon learned they were called Bull Deer. Each one was the equivalent to a SS-rank Demon Beast back on Midgard, but they were still a little on the weaker side, closer to an S-rank than a true SS-rank.

      “Not many people have mastered the concept of life to the point where they can mix it with the seven elements like you have,” she said. “I am very impressed.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Fray had already skinned and bled the Bull Deer, so all that was left was to cook it. After slicing it up into a variety of cuts, I ground up the herbs, rubbed them over the meat, and then placed them on the grill as I used my Spiritual Power to create a fire so they would cook. All of this was done under the watchful eye of Fray.

      “May I ask… about your life on Miðgarðr?” she asked carefully.

      I was a little hesitant to tell this woman more about me when she wasn’t willing to tell me about our connection, but I realized if I wanted to get anything out of her, then I’d have to be the one who extended the olive branch. Besides, she had already provided me with a lot of information regarding high-level concepts. The least I could do was share some of the more harmless information.

      We ate dinner as I told Fray about myself. I told her a bit about my life as a child, but I honestly couldn’t remember my childhood very well. That happened when you had essentially lived two lives. Instead, I focused on what I had done in this timeline, telling her about my sect, my wives, and my son. I probably spent more time talking about my wives and son than I did my sect.

      Fray looked amused. “To think you’re so young and you already have four wives. You’re quite the lady killer. Just like…”

      “Just like who?” I asked when she paused.

      “It’s… no one.” Fray’s lips trembled for a moment as she struggled with something, then changed the subject. “Anyway, it sounds like you’ve been doing a lot. I’m a little shocked that there are still Sekbeists on Miðgarðr, though. When the Dweorg sealed off the nine realms, we had made sure to clean out all the Sekbeist we could from your realm.”

      “But not the other nine realms?” I asked.

      “It can’t be helped.” Fray shrugged. “The Sekbeist are numerous. Their slaves, in particular, breed very quickly. Within Gudeverdenen alone, they have an army of maybe 20 billion Sekbeist slaves.”

      I sucked in a breath. “That is… a lot.”

      Back on Miðgarðr, the biggest army of Sekbeist we had faced was maybe 200,000. That was the army that had invaded Vahn in my past life. There had not been a force that big since I came back to the past—unless I was willing to count the Sekbeist/Demon Beast army that marched on Nevaria. I wasn’t.

      “We have done our best to make sure the Sekbeist cannot travel beyond our realm, though I know they have invaded Útgarðar, Ljósálfar, and Vindenket.” Fray picked at the food on her plate with a fork crafted from metal I’d found in the earth. “We were unable to destroy some of the Warp Gates in time. They’ve since made the bases with those Warp Gates their home. We fortunately did manage to destroy every Warp Gate leading to Miðgarðr.”

      “Because the Great Overlords are sealed there?” I asked.

      Fray almost dropped her fork in shock. “How did you know?”

      “It wasn’t that hard to figure out.” I took a bit of my deer shank, savoring the juicy bite as it melted on my tongue. “I’ve already fought Ask and Führer. They were both overtaken by the parts of the Sekbeist Overlord sealed inside of them. Ask led an invasion of Sekbeist slaves and Demon Beasts on Nevaria, and Führer attacked my home not long ago. It was actually my battle with him that caused me to end up in this place.”

      “I see.” Fray’s eyes widened. “Your battle must have been incredibly vicious for it to tear through the boundaries between realms. Long ago, it was possible for higher-level beings like us to traverse the nine realms with ease. Ever since the nine realms were separated by the Dweorg, travel should have become impossible. There is also a chance that the seals are weakening. I will need to speak about this with Tor—oh. He’s our current leader. He is among the strongest of the God Race and has been our protector for the last 1,000 years.”

      We spoke for a few more hours as our dinner digested. I created several cups and served purified water that I drew in from the atmosphere. I’d been doing this for so long now that creating everything I needed from the earth had become as natural as breathing. That made me wonder how long I’d been out here. I really didn’t know, but I was scared to discover that years had passed. What if it had been over a century and I just didn’t realize it? Would my wives even remember me?

      “Do you think my wives are here?” I asked as we lay down to get some sleep. The golems would alert me if anything attacked.

      “I do not believe so,” Fray said after a moment. “You said that… Kari and Siv, right? You said they were together when Führer—no, when the Sekbeist Overlord—overloaded his body and tried to destroy you with him. Since Siv is a Drakvarian, she and Kari were likely transported to Vindenket.”

      “And do you think I can go there?” I asked.

      “Let’s wait until we arrive at Ásgarðr before talking about this.”

      I sighed, but there really was no point in discussing this now, so I shelved the discussion. Closing my eyes, the tension I’d been feeling ever since the Sekbeist Lords attacked me suddenly drained from my body, and I fell into a deep sleep.
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      When Fray told me that Ásgarðr was bigger than the Demonic Forest, I had not believed her. Those feelings lasted until we stepped up to a massive rainbow-colored bridge.

      The bridge itself was several kilometers long and wide enough that a battalion of several hundred troops could march across it while standing shoulder to shoulder with room left over. It was made out of some sort of multi-colored glass. And beyond the bridge was a massive city so large it left me stunned.

      The city was enclosed on all sides by walls and massive towers. Each tower was bigger than the seven towers in Midgard, which housed the Six Great Sects and the Midgard Spiritual Knights. I’d even go so far as to say those towers paled in comparison to the size and majesty of these goliaths. They were like massive arms reaching into the sky, soaring past the clouds that covered this world. I could not even see their tops.

      “W-wow…”

      “It is a very impressive sight,” Fray said at my side, also looking at the city. “I rarely ever get to see Ásgarðr from this side these days.”

      “Because of the Sekbeists?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Fray’s smile turned a little sad, though it left a moment later. “Let us go. I’m sure my absence has been noticed by now, so there might be a bit of a panic.”

      Fray had left the sanctity of this massive city because she had sensed a ripple in space, which just happened to be my arrival on this world. She had gone to investigate. However, she hadn’t told anyone that she would be leaving. If she had noticed my arrival, then the Sekbeists would have noticed too, which was true. Durmuz and Zugarod had appeared in the Demonic Forest searching for the cause of the ripple like she had. It just so happened they found me first.

      It had taken us several months to reach this place. That just went to show me how large this realm was. I could have traveled from Midgard to Nevaria in less than a week, but it had taken many times longer to traverse this land.

      I was curious to know what sort of position Fray had, but I was sure I’d figure it out eventually, so I didn’t ask any questions as we stepped onto the bridge. I realized only after beginning to walk across it that this bridge was not made from glass. The material was far too solid and didn’t give the same sensation. It felt more like I was walking across stone. The issue with that was I could see through it. I was curious, tempted to ask about this bridge’s construction, but I somehow didn’t think Fray would know about that.

      “The Sekbeists have made life in Gudeverdenen much harder,” Fray continued. “Ásgarðr is safe not only because our city is fortified against intrusion but also because we are surrounded by several large expanses of land that are dangerous to traverse like the Demonic Forest. The rest of our world is not so lucky. Every day, we get word of a new city, town, or village falling to their overwhelming numbers.”

      “I am kind of surprised members of the God Race can fall like that,” I admitted. “I thought all of you were super strong.”

      “If only that were the case,” Fray sighed softly. “Have you not realized yet that we Guddomelig do not all understand high-level concepts? Our race is born with naturally long life spans and a greater understanding of the elements and concepts that govern this world, but that means nothing if you do not train hard. It normally requires at least 500 years of training just to master one high-level concept. Those of us who understand more than a single concept can be counted on my two hands, and the ones who understand a single high-level concept well enough to use it in combat barely number in the hundreds.”

      “I see…”

      That was not something I had thought about. So even the God Race was not all-powerful. Well, if they were, then I doubt the Sekbeists would have been that big of a threat. The fact that the nine realms were forced apart to keep the Sekbeists from invading Miðgarðr was proof of this.

      It took nearly a day to cross the rainbow bridge. We could have sped across, but Fray wanted to walk instead, and I didn’t have an issue with this since it let me look at my surroundings. This bridge was formed over a massive… river? Lake? I was honestly not sure what it was. It flowed like a river, but its size was such a scale that I could hardly fathom it. Maybe it was a moat?

      As we grew nearer to the city, I was able to make out a gigantic gate that was bigger and more imposing than the one in Midgard by… well, a lot. Made from a type of black alloy, it stood majestically within a grand archway. I thought having a gate of that size was kind of impractical. However, even I could not deny the awe I felt as I stood before it.

      Two people were guarding the gate. They were a pair of men. One of them had dark skin like obsidian and rippling muscles. His eyes were a vibrant yellow. Beside him stood a pale man with blond hair, a thick beard, and blue eyes. Streamlined armor made from a glossy alloy covered their bodies.

      The two guards’ eyes bulged when they saw us approach.

      “Y-Your Majesty!” They shouted in unison.

      Hold up. Your Majesty?

      While I turned to give Fray an incredulous look, the woman I was staring at merely smiled calmly as the two men rushed over to us.

      “Good evening, Heimdall, Hoder.” Fray raised her hand in greeting.

      “Your Majesty! What are you doing outside of Ásgarðr?! You know how dangerous it is, especially when you do not have an armed escort!” The black man fretted over her like a mother worrying about her child, but there was a reverence in his eyes even as he scolded her for leaving.

      “My apologies.” Fray did not stop smiling as she pulled me forward, placed her hands on my shoulders, and presented me to them. “While I was meditating in my gardens, I felt spatial distortions in the Demonic Forest and decided to investigate. I arrived to find this young god child about to be taken by the Sekbeists. I could not just do nothing.”

      The two men looked from their queen to me, and I suddenly felt like I was one of Feinrea Kunis’s alchemy ingredients. It was a disconcerting sensation. Despite this, I squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, and bowed my head respectfully.

      “My name is Eryk Veiger. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      I thought my greeting was respectful enough, but the two men continued to stare at me. It was only after looking at them again that I noticed their faces were pale. They were looking at me like they were staring at a ghost.

      “Your Majesty, this boy… he…” the white man began.

      “Let us not speak of this right now,” Fray said, still smiling, though now it carried a powerful authority that quelled both men. “Open the gates, please.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” they both said.

      I soon learned from Fray that the black man was Heimdall and the white man was Hoder. They were guards who stood watch over Ásgarðr’s only entrance. The two of them were some of the God Race’s most accomplished warriors, a pair who were so powerful when they fought together that even the Sekbeists would not attack them unless they had no choice.

      Heimdall and Hoder unsheathed their swords, which I thought were shaped like keys, and slid each sword into a small slot on either side of the gate. They twisted the swords. A cranking sound like the turning of gears echoed around us before, ponderously, the gate creaked open, revealing a wide street filled with people beyond.

      “Please go in, Your Majesty,” Heimdall said.

      “We shall close the gate behind you,” Hoder added.

      “Thank you.”

      Grabbing my hand, Fray tugged me inside.

      If Ásgarðr looked big from the outside, then it was even more massive on the inside. The wide street was filled with people and carriages that moved without having to be pulled by a Demon Beast. I wondered about those, but my eyes were taken in by so many sights that I wished I had 1,000 eyes.

      The architecture of this city was vastly different from anything I’d ever seen. It was built with multiple levels. Above my head were numerous walkways that were as wide as the road upon which Fray and I tread. Each level contained buildings that I guessed were shops. I looked to my left as a pair of women left a store, the glass display revealing it sold various women’s clothing. On my right was an alchemy shop. The front display contained ingredients on shelves and several cauldrons that looked far more advanced than the one I used.

      Everywhere I looked there was something new, something unexpected, or something that appeared so alien I couldn’t come up with a name for it. I wished Kari was here with me. She would have loved to see this. I think Fay and Lin would have loved it, too, even though they were not as into exploring new places as my Primary Wife.

      Because it was so crowded, no one paid us any attention at first. That changed when a young girl bumped into Fray.

      “My apologies, child,” Fray said as she helped the little girl to her feet. “Are you okay?”

      The child with red hair and freckles on her face looked up at Fray, and then her eyes widened as she pointed.

      “Your Lady Fray!” she shouted in a voice so loud that all the people around us stopped walking and turned to stare.

      Awkward silence filled the air. It was like the calm before a storm.

      Oh, boy.

      “It is Lady Fray!”

      “What is she doing out of the palace?!”

      “Has she come to visit?!”

      “Lady Fray is so beautiful!”

      “I wish I looked half as gorgeous as she did!”

      “Lady Fray! I love you!”

      “Hey, who is that with her?”

      I think I could consider myself lucky that my wives and I were so famous. We couldn’t walk around Nevaria without people pointing at us. I was used to this treatment by now, which meant I could mostly ignore it.

      Fray also seemed used to it. She smiled and waved to everyone with her free hand, while tugging on my hand to get us moving. I had no choice but to follow her. Our journey took us down several roads, up a number of levels, and toward the center of this city.

      “Ásgarðr consists of many levels and districts,” Fray told me as we walked. She must have realized I was interested in this city. “It has six levels in total and 600 districts. That’s 100 districts per level. Our population consists of about 10 billion people.”

      “That’s… a lot.” I was honestly shocked they had so many people. “I don’t think Miðgarðr even has a billion people living inside of it.”

      “Since you already know about the nine realms, I am assuming you know about how each higher-level realm is bigger than the one beneath it, yes? The realm of Miðgarðr is about the same size as this city. Gudeverdenen as a whole is probably the same size as about 100 Miðgarðrs.”

      I was admittedly stunned to learn about how big this realm was. According to her, the Demonic Forest was only about half the size of Ásgarðr, but that was close to the size of the Northern Plains. This also explained why it took so long to travel through it.

      In the center of Ásgarðr was a massive palace jutting into the sky. Vastly different from any castle I’d ever seen, the palace was characterized by block-like structures with golden designs intricately carved into their surface. Exposed concrete and strong geometric lines appeared to be a key feature of the palace’s style. Several balconies extended outward, shaped like half circles, with vines and various types of flowers hanging from their ledges.

      I found myself drawn to one particular section of the palace which possessed a waterfall… which was traveling up instead of down, in complete defiance of gravity. It led into what appeared to be a garden of sorts. A colorful array of thick trees and plants surrounded the area, but I could only really focus on the odd sight of that waterfall.

      Fray noticed where my eyes had strayed and giggled at me. “That garden was made by me several hundred years ago. At the time, I had been experimenting with my newly acquired spatial powers. That garden is a self-contained space separated from this realm. Gravity works differently in there because I created the laws differently. It is currently being powered by runes that draw in Spiritual Power from the atmosphere.”

      “I… I see. That is very impressive,” I said, though my voice sounded choked even to my own ears. This was something she had created hundreds of years ago? Then that meant her powers now were even more impressive than they were back then, didn’t it?

      I dispelled those thoughts with an intense shake of my head. I couldn’t think about that right now.

      We traveled into the palace, marked by a massive archway with a double door that was currently wide open. A pair of guards became startled when we appeared. I noticed that these guards were women, and their armor was similar to but different than the armor Heimdall and Hoder wore. They snapped to attention and saluted Fray as she walked in.

      I could have sworn they had given me a stink eye, however.

      I must have imagined it.

      The inside was every bit as magnificent as the outside. I did my best to look at everything as I followed Fray down numerous hallways. As we walked, I was vaguely reminded of the Dweorg and their love for building everything bigger than it needed to be. The halls were wide, columns rose to the ceiling almost a 100 meters above our heads. Why did they need everything to be so tall? Even the tallest adult male was not much larger than two meters tall. The doors were the same height as us, too, which made them look positively tiny in comparison to everything else.

      Quite a few people were walking through the halls. There were men dressed in black robes, women dressed in simple white gowns, and armored soldiers. Every person we met nearly tripped over their own two feet when they caught sight of Fray.

      “Your Majesty, where have you been?!”

      “Lady Fray, please do not disappear like that!”

      “Your brother has been very worried about you, Lady Fray!”

      “Please go see your brother! He thinks you were kidnapped and is nearly ready to lead our armies against the Sekbeists!”

      Everyone had something to say to the woman, who I was beginning to realize had a far higher status than even I assumed. It sounded like she might be a queen.

      “It looks like my brother is overreacting again,” Fray spoke with a sigh. “Well, this time, I guess it is my fault for disappearing without a word.” She glanced at me, the reason for her disappearance, and smiled. “Come. I would like to introduce you to my brother. I’m sure he will be pleased to see you.”

      “Why would he be pleased to see me?” I asked, confused, though I still followed her.

      Fray did not answer me, which made me frown. I hated not getting answers. I had so many questions I wanted answered for a while now, and I had been doing my best to hold back, but I really didn’t like not knowing everything. The only reason I hadn’t demanded answers from this woman was because she was clearly more powerful than myself.

      If she didn’t want to answer, there was nothing I could do to make her.

      We eventually reached a hallway that had only one door, and it was a gigantic double door crafted from something like gold, though I didn’t doubt it was a far sturdier and more valuable material. As we closed in on the door, I heard voices shouting from the other side.

      “Please see reason, Your Highness!”

      “We cannot send out our armies!”

      “Silence!” a voice boomed like thunder. “I’ll not sit here while my sister is missing! Have you people forgotten everything she has given up for our people?! What if, even now, the Sekbeists have her in their grasp and are torturing her?!”

      “There is no evidence that the Sekbeists have kidnapped Lady Fray.”

      “That’s right! And there is no way the Sekbeists could enter Ásgarðr without us knowing.”

      “Husband, I am as worried about Sister Fray as you, but please do not do anything rash.”

      Fray’s face became aggrieved as she listened to the shouting. “It sounds like my brother really is about to cause trouble. We’d better make our appearance and stop him from doing something foolish.”

      “We?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “But of course.” Fray once more tugged my hand. “You cannot expect me to appear before my brother without showing him the reason for my disappearance, can you?”

      Even if I wanted to argue with her, I had a feeling she would not listen to me, so with a sigh, I followed the woman as she led me by the hand into the room beyond the doors. It looked like a war council room. Large columns arrayed around a circular room with a massive table in the center. The table had some kind of illusory display floating above the surface. It looked like a map, but it was built in three dimensions, very different from the simple parchment maps I was used to.

      There were four people inside of this room.

      The most striking among them was the massive man being restrained by everyone else. He was much taller than me. I was about 195 centimeters tall, but this man towered over me by at least two heads. His body was covered in streamlined silver armor that stretched across his thick pectorals and defined abdominals. The armor itself looked more flexible than anything else I’d seen. His arms and legs were similarly massive and every muscle flexed and bulged as he struggled against the men and woman holding him back. Red hair covered his head. His beard was neat and trimmed but somehow gave him an unruly appearance. Maybe it was the veins bulging from his temples and neck that caused this.
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“You are as unruly as ever, Brother,” Fray said as she hid me behind her and stepped forward.

      “Fray?” All the veins vanished from the man’s face when he laid eyes on the woman. Then his face broke out into a smile. “FRAY!”

      The two men and one woman did not bother stopping him as he broke their grip and raced over to the woman, engulfing her in a hug—and when I say he engulfed her, I really meant it. This man was nearly two times larger than Fray. She only came up to his solar plexus. Her body was also far more slender. I think his arms were about the same size as her waist.

      “I am so glad you are here!” He boomed. “I was very worried about you, Sister! I thought those blasted Sekbeists might have stolen you away and was just getting ready to mobilize our entire army!”

      Fray sighed as she let her brother hug her. “Then it is a good thing I came back when I did. Mobilizing the army in this situation would have been foolish. Please think before you act, Brother.”

      Her brother merely laughed as he released her, placed his hands on her shoulders, and beamed. “What are you talking about?! A warrior must not think when it comes to battle! Thinking only slows the reactions and dulls the senses! A warrior must always act decisively!”

      “You are not in combat right now, so do not think like a warrior. Act like a leader, you buffoon.” Fray gave him a somewhat tired look, then waved her hand. “In either event, I have someone I would like to introduce you to.”

      At that, Fray stepped aside, revealing me to the large man and the three behind him. While the two men appeared to be merely curious about me, the woman gasped and raised a hand to her mouth. Tears gathered in her eyes. Meanwhile, Fray’s brother stood there with a stupid expression on his face.

      “Eryk, this is my older brother, Tor. Tor, this is Eryk,” Fray said.

      Distinctly aware of their looks, I stepped forward and bowed my head. “Hello. My name is Eryk Veiger. It’s… a pleasure to meet you.”

      No one said anything, making me struggle not to squirm. Heimdall and Hoder also reacted similarly to these two, but even their reactions were not this pronounced, this stunned. Fray’s brother looked like someone had sucker punched him in the stomach. No, he looked like someone had kicked him in the balls.

      “Eryk…” Tor mumbled the word with a frown, shook his head once, and walked up to me. He looked down at me, then grabbed my face with his hands. I froze as he studied me, turning my head this way and that with hands large enough to engulf my head, speaking to himself. “He looks… so much like… like Freyr…” I’d never heard that name before. Tor looked up at Fray. “Is he… could this child be…?”

      “I believe so,” Fray said.

      “Um… what is going on?” I asked, no longer able to withstand my curiosity. “Who is Freyr?”

      “Freyr is my twin brother,” Fray said as she turned to fully face me. She placed a hand on her chest as tears crystalized in her eyes. “He was… the person I was closest to after my husband, my other half in some ways… and I believe you are his son. You look just like him.”

      “His son?” Those words caused the world to spin around me. I couldn’t wrap my head around them. “That’s… not possible. I mean… I don’t have parents. I’ve always been alone… ever since I was born… it isn’t… it’s just not possible.”

      I felt my legs weaken as I tried to comprehend all this. I could accept that I was a member of the God Race, and I could even accept that I had somehow been left in Miðgarðr, but the idea that I had parents was something I had trouble accepting. Since the moment I had been born to now, I had never known my parents. The idea that I might have them now was too difficult for me to accept.

      “I know this might be hard to believe,” Fray said in a soft, gentle voice. “Please, allow me to explain what I believe happened. I have a theory on how and why you are unaware of your origins.”

      Despite how my head still felt like it was spinning, I found myself calming under this woman’s voice. It was odd. I felt like I should not feel so relaxed and comfortable just from hearing her speak, but maybe, just maybe, my feelings toward her could be explained if she was indeed family. I had learned after starting my own family that blood was indeed thicker than water.

      “Let us sit down for this,” Fray suggested. “It is a long story.”

      I somehow found myself sitting between Fray and Tor. On Tor’s other side was the woman whom I understood from the conversation before we entered to be Tor’s wife. She was a gorgeous woman with golden blonde hair, decked in armor similar to her husband’s, and stood a few centimeters shorter than myself.

      The other two men were Tor’s half-brothers, Baldr and Hod. They did not have red hair like Tor. Baldr was a beautiful man with golden hair, fair skin, and a slender figure that made him seem very effeminate. Hod was bigger and bulkier, with a full beard and a missing left eye. The black eyepatch he wore over his eye was covered in seals.

      “Over 1,000 years ago, the nine realms were not separated like they are now,” Fray began. “We Guddomelig were able to freely travel between realms as we wished. Your father and mother were very fond of Miðgarðr, so they often remained there. When the Sekbeists came, they were the first ones to take up arms in defense of the humans. Even as the war waged on in other realms, they did their best to protect Miðgarðr from any and all Sekbeist incursions.”

      I listened to Fray’s words, but I couldn't help but find something wrong with them.

      “All that happened 1,000 years ago,” I pointed out. “What does this have to do with me?”

      “Patience,” Fray said. “I am getting there. You were born during the war against the Sekbeist. I should know since I was there during your birth.” Fray’s eyes looked distant as she stared at me. “I was the one who helped your mom give birth to you.” I shifted uncomfortably but said nothing, allowing the woman to continue. “After your birth, I asked your parents to come back to Ásgarðr, where we could protect them. They refused. Even though it was dangerous, neither of them wanted to abandon the humans.”

      “That is what ended up being their downfall,” Tor said with clenched fists that caused his muscles to bulge.

      Fray nodded. “None of us were there when it happened, but we eventually learned of Freyr and Gerd’s deaths. I traveled back to Miðgarðr to attend their funeral. If you wish, I could even show you where they were enshrined. In either event, while your parents were dead, there was no sign of you. I… had assumed you’d been killed and your body destroyed during whatever battle took their lives…”

      When Fray trailed off, I began working to put all the pieces together. She was talking about events that happened thousands of years ago, during the Great War with the Sekbeists, often known as the Great Catastrophe among the humans of Miðgarðr. There was no way I could have been alive back then, unless…

      “One of them had mastered the Concept of Time and used it to send me into the future,” I said.

      “That is what I believe.” Fray nodded once. “Freyr was a master of Time. He had mastered Time so well that not only could he turn back time, he could freeze entire armies in time and decimate their ranks. He was one of the most powerful members of our race.”

      “It was thanks to Freyr’s skill with time that humanity was able to survive the Great War,” Tor added. “He wasn’t the best warrior, but he made up for it by having an incredible amount of power and skill.”

      “I believe that when he and Gerd were attacked, Freyr decided to risk everything and sent you 1,000 years into the future,” Fray continued. “I believe he sent you as far into the future as his Spiritual Power would allow in the hopes that the war would be over by that time.”

      This was all a lot to take in. I didn’t know how to feel about any of this. My emotions were jumbled together, rattling inside of me. It was for this reason that I couldn’t say anything right away. However, there was one thing I wanted to ask about, something I remembered Fray telling me before we arrived in Ásgarðr.

      “You mentioned before that you thought my parents sent me into the future,” I said. “You also said… that sending me into the future required a great sacrifice.”

      Fray’s brittle expression greeted me as she nodded. “Yes. Time is a concept that requires a lot of Spiritual Power to use. Just freezing someone in place consumes a vast amount of it. Sending someone back in time would require even more power, and I doubt there is a god alive who possesses the power to do that. Not even Father was capable of it. That is why… I believe Freyr used his own life force to send you into the future.”
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      While I had no idea how I was supposed to think or feel about all the knowledge that had been thrown at me, we didn’t have time to dwell on it. Mostly because of Tor. He decided that we needed to celebrate my “return,” nevermind the fact that this was my first time visiting this realm. I was pretty sure he just wanted an excuse to drink.

      I sat next to Fray, Tor, and Sif—Tor’s wife—inside of the banquet hall. Our seats were situated on an elevated platform that allowed us to view everyone else. Thousands of people were present, enjoying the revelry of the feast that had been prepared by Ásgarðr’s chefs.

      A mouth-watering scent filled the air. Four long tables had been set up, and all kinds of food had been piled onto each one. There was braised Demon Bull meat, the head of a Giant Pork Beast, barbequed Werebear Claws, and a large number of other meats that I didn’t know the name of. I noticed a distinct lack of vegetables. There were just a few measly plates. I guess these people preferred meat over plants. They reminded me of Lin. She only ate her vegetables because Kari and I forced her to.

      As I raised the cup of ale to my lips, partaking in the frothy beverage, my mind replayed the events of the last few hours before the party.

      Fray, Tor, and Sif were certain that I was Freyr and Gerd’s son, sent thousands of years into the future at the cost of my father’s life. My parents were dead. I didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hand, I’d never had parents to begin with, and on the other, I had always admittedly wondered about who had given birth to me. Many times, I thought about what I might do or say to my mother and father if I ever found them. Now I knew that I’d never get the chance and the thought made me depressed.

      While I was lost and confused, Tor had decided we needed to host a party celebrating my survival. I wasn’t interested in partying. If anything, I would rather be left alone, but Fray had agreed, and thus they had gathered their chefs and their servants, and announced to all the most important members of their race that a celebration would be hosted.

      That happened two days ago.

      During the past two days, I had been busy learning more about Gudeverdenen and the Guddomelig. Most of what Fray taught me was their society’s infrastructure. It was not much different from Nevaria. The God Race was ruled by a single ruler—that was currently Tor—and the powerful Guddomelig underneath him helped uphold their laws. There was no council. However, Tor still needed the support of his people if he wanted to do something like mobilize the army. There were a number of powerful individuals who had been given control of key areas within the realm, and they were in charge of the divisions of the army.

      “That man over there is Tyr.” Fray pointed out someone sitting with several other men and heavily drinking from a frothing mug. “He is our God of War. During the Great War, he valiantly fought on the front lines, defeating entire armadas by himself. His great feats earned him his title and now he is the general of our armies. The four men beside him are his four commanders. They’re called the Four Cardinal Commanders.”

      “Tyr is a good man,” Tor said before taking a heavy drink from his mug. “When we were betrayed by Lolk, it was Tyr and I who fought and killed him and his children.”

      I raised an eyebrow at the part about killing someone’s children. Fray saw this and attempted to placate me by explaining.

      “Lolk and his children betrayed the Nine Great Races and joined the Sekbeists in their conquest of the world. We did not discover his betrayal until nearly the end, when he attempted to sabotage our efforts to seal off the gateway between realms. Tor and Tyr battled against Lolk and his three children, emerging victorious at the cost of Tyr’s arm.”

      I glanced once more at Tyr and saw that, indeed, he was missing his left arm just like I was, though I doubt anyone noticed my missing arm since I was using a combination of earth, water, lightning, and life to create a reasonably working fake. Absently touching my fake arm, I felt a small moment of kinship with this man.

      Unfortunately, it seemed he noticed me staring in his direction, for he stood up and held his mug aloft toward us.

      “Tor! My brother! This is a wondrous feast! But don’t you think it is time you tell us why you have prepared such a lavish feast? Who is that half-pint godling you have sitting between you and Lady Fray?”

      Something I noticed was how he addressed Tor by his name but added the title “Lady” to Fray’s name. I wondered if the reason he didn’t call Tor “Lord” or something similar was due to their friendship. It sounded like they might be good friends.

      “Of course! I was just about to get to that!” Grinning behind his beard, Tor stood up from his seat, a mug in one hand and a rack of meat in the other. He took a long swig of his ale, bit into his meat, and only spoke after swallowing his food. “Brothers and sisters of Ásgarðr! Long have we been confronted with war and death. Even now, the Sekbeist seek their way into this city, to destroy our civilization and enslave our people. We’ve not had much reason to celebrate in over 1,000 years.”

      Heads bobbed as Tor spoke. I was a little surprised by how eloquent he sounded. Given the way he was holding his drink and food like a barbarian, I honestly expected him to sound like a neanderthal, but he was quite charismatic.

      “However! We now have reason to rejoice!” He pointed to me with his mug. “This god child here goes by the name Eryk Veiger, but some of you might recognize the name he was given at birth. Erik Vanir.”

      Several people started at the name, which was not that much different from my original name—except for my family name. Vanir was the name of Fray and Freyr’s family. In ages past, the Vanir and Aesir families—Tor’s family—were enemies, but they made peace when the two family heads fell in love and married. Those were Fray and Tor’s mother and father respectively.

      “Yes!” Tor’s voice boomed like rumbling thunder. “This young man is indeed the child of Freyr and Gerd! With his dying breath, Freyr sent his son into the future, where he would hopefully be safe. Eryk has been living on Miðgarðr ever since then as a human, but now he has returned to our fold and shall be celebrated!”

      There was a moment of absolute silence, and then everyone cheered so loudly the very room shook. The revelry began all over again in honor of my return. If I was being honest, I thought they were less interested in celebrating my return and more into getting drunk.

      Men laughed joyously as they sang drinking songs. Several women in skimpy robes that barely concealed their bodies began dancing. Female warriors and male warriors challenged each other to arm wrestling and eating matches. Drink was shared, food was consumed, and everyone enjoyed themselves.

      Everyone except me.

      As Tor joined his fellows and Fray found herself locked in conversation with a number of women, I slipped onto a wide balcony overlooking Ásgarðr. The vast city lay sprawled before me. Lights from monster cores lit up the cityscape and mixed into the starry sky. One could easily tell earth from heaven, however, as the stars twinkled like blue sparks while the lights emitted a warm orange glow.

      I ignored the sounds coming from inside. I wasn’t even focused on the city. My thoughts were thousands of kilometers away, beyond the realm I found myself in.

      I was thinking about my wives. How much time had passed since I arrived in this realm? Did they know I was alive? Could they feel me through our connection like I could feel them? Were they waiting for my return? I wanted to see them again, to blast through the seal that separated the realms and travel to their side, but I could not do that right now. I didn’t even know if it was possible.

      “What’s the man of the hour doing all the way out here?” a raucous voice said. “You should be inside celebrating with everyone else. This party is in honor of your return.”

      I turned to find Tyr walking over to me. He was about as tall as Thor, not quite as muscular but still in excellent shape. The shoulder cape sitting upon his broad shoulders trailed behind him. Powerful leg muscles flexed as he walked. His hair was a thick and curly blond. He had no beard, but his square jaw was the picture of masculinity. A mug was held within his only remaining hand.

      “You are Tyr, yes?” I asked.

      “That’s right, kiddo.” Tyr grinned. “And you’re the brat who was born from that fool, Freyr. Ha! You were just a squirt sucking on your mom’s tit when I last saw you. You’re still a squirt, but it looks like you’ve become strong since then.” The grin widened.  “Wanna share stories with me? I’ll tell you about how I lost my arm if you tell me how you lost yours.”

      So he had noticed my missing arm. Perhaps to someone who had mastery of high-level concepts, spotting that my arm was a fake would be easy.

      I raised my fake arm, which looked identical to my real arm, and slowly clenched my fingers.

      “It was removed by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm,” I said slowly.

      Tyr breathed deeply. “The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, you say?”

      I nodded as Tyr took a swig from his mug and continued studying my hand as I spoke. “He was unsealed by the Sekbeists and attacked me and mine. We fought. He removed my arm, and I killed him in return. Cut him in half.”

      “Ha! So you managed to kill Führer. I’m shocked. He wasn’t a Guddomelig, but his understanding of the Concept of Creation was nearly as good as Wōtan’s.”

      Wōtan was the leader of the Guddomelig, the Great Overlord of the Ninth Realm, and the man who had sealed the heart of the Sekbeist Overlord inside of himself. He was the strongest among all the Guddomelig. According to Fray, Wōtan was the only person in all nine of the realms who had mastered three high-level concepts: Creation, Time, and Dimension. Until him, everyone had believed it was impossible to master more than two.

      Since I didn’t think Tyr would leave if I asked him, I simply decided to share my story, telling him about how Führer had been possessed by the Sekbeist Overlord’s mind, how my wives and I had fought against him, and how our battle had ripped through the spatial barrier separating realms and brought me here. Tyr was so impressed with my story that he slapped me on the back hard enough to make me stumble.

      “Bwa ha ha ha ha! That’s quite the tale! I’m impressed! Very few people can fight against someone like that and live to tell it, but you actually managed to win! Those wives of yours must be incredibly strong too!”

      “My wives are the strongest women I know,” I declared proudly.

      “Bwa ha ha ha! Well, since you shared your story with me, it’s only good and right that I share mine!”

      And thus, Tyr told me about how he and Tor fought against Lolk, Fen, Mid, and Hel. I was sure he embellished his story a great deal, especially when he spoke of how he shoved his arm into Fen’s mouth to reclaim the sword he ate and ended up losing his arm. I also noticed how he downplayed Tor’s part in the battle. Even so, it sounded like the kind of epic tale that Kari would have adored. I promised myself that once I reunited with her, I would bring Kari and my other wives to Ásgarðr.

      “Tyr,” Fray called from the entrance. “Your wife is looking for you. She said something about how she wanted to drink you under the table.”

      “Oh ho! So my wife is challenging me to a drinking contest, eh?! I can hardly dismiss a challenge like that!”

      Tyr bid me goodbye with a hardy back slap and left for the party, Fray taking his place. The beautiful woman who I guessed was my aunt did not say anything. I didn’t either. Turning back to the city, I looked at everything and continued thinking about my wives.

      “Tyr is a good man, but you should be cautious around him,” Fray said at last.

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      Fray did not speak at first, but when she did, it was slowly, as if she was choosing each word with care. “Tyr is a very powerful man, very brave, and very ambitious. Our world is not a monarchy based on blood but abilities. When the Great War ended, everyone believed he would become our next leader. I do not believe he was very happy when the people supported Tor.”

      “Is Tyr stronger than Tor?” I asked.

      “It’s hard to say.” Fray took a delicate sip of wine from her glass, biding her time before speaking again. “I would say they are close to the same strength. Tor has mastered the Concepts of Dimension, Life, and Creation. Tyr mastered Time, Death, and Space. If you were to ask me who would win in a battle, I would say Tor. The ability to create something from nothing is an incredible power that few can wield. However, it would be a very close battle.”

      I didn’t speak at first and instead thought about the power Tor wielded. The Concept of Creation felt like a power I would do well to master. If I could create something from nothing, then I could recreate my arm instead of combining various elements together.

      Or maybe that’s not possible? If it was, wouldn’t Tyr have had his arm restored?

      “I understand,” I said after a moment. “I will be careful around him from now on.”

      “Good.” Fray smiled as she placed a hand on my shoulder and directed me toward the banquet hall. “Now, it is still quite early, and I would like to introduce you to several children your age.”

      I wanted to tell her I wasn’t a child. I was almost thirty, hardly young enough to be called a child, but perhaps to this ageless woman who had lived for over 1,000 years, I really was a child.

      In either event, she ended up introducing me to several people.

      There was Astrid, a beautiful woman with black hair and dark eyes. She had pale skin and a strong physique adorned in battle armor, which I guessed she wore even to parties. She was a captain within the Valkyries. That was Fray’s personal group of warriors, separate from the army controlled by Tyr. Despite her hardened warrior looks, she had a very kind smile.

      “It is good to meet you,” she said. “I grew up hearing stories about your parents’ valor. They are personal heroes of mine. I hope more than anything to be like them some day.”

      What? Dead? That was what I wanted to say, but I held the sarcastic remark in and smiled back.

      “Thank you. I did not know them myself, but I believe they were good people. I’m glad you find them worthy of admiration,” I said instead. Kari had taught me the importance of remaining diplomatic even when you didn’t want to be.

      Another person I was introduced to was Ulf, a wild-looking man who didn’t appear older than maybe seventeen or eighteen—in other words, he looked about the age my body had stopped aging at. I was sure he was even older than me, however.

      His shaggy brown hair made me think of a Dire Wolf’s fur. He had glowing yellow eyes that further enhanced his wolfish appearance. His body was likewise clad in leather armor covered in wolf fur, giving him a barbaric appearance. A sword and shield were strapped across his back.

      “So you’re Freyr and Gerd’s son, huh? I heard they were strong! I’d love to battle you some time!”

      And it sounded like he was a battle maniac.

      “I’m sure we’ll have the opportunity to cross blades eventually,” I said, neither denying nor refusing him.

      Time passed, and I was introduced to so many people there was no way I would remember them all. I didn’t even care to remember half these people. Some of them acted like sycophants, singing praises of me and my parents like they thought kissing my ass would make me look at them. Others dismissed me entirely. I apparently wasn’t worth their attention since I’d been living in a “lower realm.” That was when I came to understand that some people discriminated against the other races, considering them lesser beings.

      One person, in particular, seemed to have nothing good to say about me or my parents.

      “So you’ve been living in a lower realm, and the lowest realm of all, at that? Hmph. It is no wonder you are so weak. I can barely detect the life and death energy on you.”

      His name was Skude Gescheit. His hair was a ruddy red and stopped around his shoulders, his eyes were green, and he had freckles covering his face. While not very tall, he did have a powerful physique. His arms, legs, and chest were impressively muscled. In terms of physical appearance, he was my opposite. Where I looked more feminine, he was more masculine. Where my muscles were lithe, his were bulky. He was everything I wasn’t.

      But I didn’t mind.

      I was more handsome anyway.

      My wives would agree.

      All the conversation around us stopped at the man’s blatant insult to me; I could sense the eyes of everyone on me, wondering how I would react to his obvious provocation. Fray did not say anything to rebuke Skude either. She was watching me, waiting to see how I would respond. I’d already learned the basics of Gudeverdenen. Namely, I learned that strength was everything in this realm.

      Some things never changed no matter where you were.

      “That’s a pretty childish taunt, especially for someone who looks like he wants to claim he’s better than me.” I smiled at him, bright, vibrant, mocking. “A child whose sword hasn’t even tasted the blood of his enemies should learn to keep his mouth shut.”

      It was easy to tell that this boy had never fought before in his life. He walked with an arrogant swagger, the kind that came not from confidence in oneself but an arrogant belief that would never survive the battlefield. The fact that his face turned red with shame as I mocked him merely served to provide further evidence to the fact that this person was nothing but an untested child.

      Several people laughed at Skude. He gritted his teeth and glared at me.

      “You might have fought some battles back on Miðgarðr, but the creatures on that lower realm are nothing compared to the Demon Beasts here. I’ve slain many powerful Demon Beasts in my time.”

      “That so? Then how about a competition?” I suggested.

      “Excuse me?” Skude seemed shocked.

      “A competition,” I repeated. “Since you seem so certain you’re better than me, I believe the only way to settle this is to compete against each other. Have you never heard the term ‘put your money where your mouth is’? It seems you really are ignorant.”

      “Aha?! Me! Ignorant! The audacity! I hope your blade is as sharp as your tongue. So long as you’re not afraid of humiliating yourself, I don’t mind playing along. However, if we’re going to compete, then we need stakes. It’s no fun if the victor doesn’t earn a reward for winning.”

      I was beginning to think this was what he wanted all along, but I also wasn’t sure he’d thought that far ahead. He didn’t seem like the thinking type.

      “Since you mentioned hunting several powerful Demon Beasts, then I believe our competition should be a hunting one. Since we cannot travel outside of Ásgarðr, we will hunt each other instead of Demon Beasts,” I said.

      “Hunt… each other?” Skude seemed stunned by my suggestion.

      I nodded. “That’s right. We will have Lady Fray and Tor create a dimension for us. We’ll start on opposite sides of the dimension and hunt each other. You can think of it as a duel, if you’d like. The one who defeats the other person will win.”

      What I was proposing was not a straight up fight, but a competition to see who had the most skills when it came to combat and hunting. Skude had mentioned how he’d hunted several Demon Beasts. Now I was giving him the opportunity to put those hunting skills to the test by hunting against something more intelligent. Of course, I had multiple reasons for doing this. The biggest one was that I didn’t think he could defeat me when it came to hunting, especially not after the time I’d spent traversing the Demonic Forest.

      “Fine,” Skude said with a scoff. He crossed his arms and looked down his nose at me, an arrogant sneer plastered on his face. “I accept your challenge, provided Lord Tor and Lady Fray are willing to provide a hunting ground for us.”

      I almost snorted when I saw how he offered himself an out by telling me he’d be fine with this competition only if Tor and Fray were okay with it. Was it my confidence that had shaken him? Or was he merely the type that was all talk and no action? I would be curious to find out.

      “Of course I am willing!” Tor boomed. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Since this is a suggestion from my nephew, I will, of course, be more than happy to create a dimension for this competition,” Fray said, clapping her hands once.

      Skude looked like he had swallowed a lemon, but he didn’t back down. It was more like he couldn’t back down. We were surrounded by 1,000 important and powerful figures, several of whom were his peers, and to make matters worse, he had insulted me first.

      “V-very well.” He crossed his arms and adopted an “I’m superior to you in every way” stance. It reminded me of a certain worm that had been killed by my wife way back when. “I accept this competition. However, since you have named the competition, I get to name the terms.”

      “And what are your terms?” I asked.

      “Since this is just a competition, we obviously cannot kill each other. I would hate to get in trouble for killing the nephew of our leaders.” In other words, he didn’t want me killing him in case he lost. “The second term is that victory will be decided by forfeit and nothing else.” Meaning he can surrender if it looks like he’s going to lose. “And the last term is that whoever wins can ask the loser for a favor.”

      “A favor?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s right. It can be any favor the victor requests.”

      So… Skude wanted a favor from me, but now I was curious to know what he wanted. I wouldn’t find out by just standing there.

      “I agree to those terms,” I said.

      “Good. I hope you are ready to owe me a favor after this is all over,” Skude said in a determined voice before he turned around and wandered back into the crowd.

      The party re-commenced as if nothing had happened, though now I could hear several people talking about me and the hunting competition tomorrow. Nobody knew of my talents, but it seemed Skude really was an accomplished hunter. According to Ulf, the man had fought against and killed a Lesser Prismatic Wyrm before, which didn’t mean much to me since I had also killed one. Speaking of, I would need to ask Fray if she knew of a place that bought Demon Beast parts. We still needed to sell those.

      “It has not even been a full day since you have arrived, but it looks like you are already getting into trouble,” Fray said to me after she finished introducing me to several important figures and my peers.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “It is not like I was looking for trouble.”

      “And I did not say it was your fault,” Fray replied, then shrugged. “We Guddomelig may look like a civilized group, but many of us are highly competitive, especially the younger generation. They did not fight in the Great War, and we will not let them fight against the Sekbeists until they are grown. Many of them wish to prove themselves. And Tor was telling them about your achievements on Miðgarðr while you were outside.”

      “In other words, they are jealous of my accomplishments and wish to prove themselves by competing against me.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How childish.”

      It had been a long time since I’d taken part in a competition. The last one I partook in was the Spiritualist Grand Tournament when I was seventeen, where I had fought to prevent Kari and Fay from being married off to Grant Leucht. That had been such a long time ago now. With everything that had been happening in my life, I’d barely had any time to remember the past.

      The party continued well into the next morning. I was forced into several drinking and arm wrestling competitions, which I found myself unable to talk my way out of. It was probably a good thing I could fortify my body with the seven elements. No one seemed to use the elements to reinforce their body like I did. That gave me a distinct advantage and allowed me to win several rounds before I was beaten by Tyr.

      It was early morning by the time a servant girl showed me to what would become my bed chamber. Like the rest of this palace, my room seemed far too large for a single person. It was easily the size of a small house. A bed sat in the middle of the room, big enough to fit myself and my wives, and there were several pieces of furniture located against the walls.

      Not bothering to remove my clothes, I wandered over to the bed and flopped down face first with a sigh. I was so tired.
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      It had been a really long time since I slept on a bed. I believe that was the reason I found myself sleeping for so long despite the fact that I could go half a month on very little sleep. By the time I woke up, the sun had risen high into the sky.

      “Master Eryk?” A knock came at the door. “Lady Fray and Lord Tor have requested your presence for lunch.”

      I sat up on the bed and stretched the kinks out of my muscles, wincing as my back popped several times. My left arm was gone again. I couldn’t maintain it when I slept. With a grimace, I channeled Spiritual Power into my arm. Brown earth bubbled around my stump, transforming into the shape of an arm. Water flowed through it like blood through veins. Then I felt the arm connect with my nerves as I channeled lightning. Finally, I used the life element to make it “alive.” I tested my new arm out to make sure it worked, curling my fingers, clenching my hand. It looked like everything was good.

      “Tell them I’ll be right there,” I said.

      “I shall. Would you like to take a bath first?” asked the servant girl on the other side.

      “Oh. That might be a good idea.”

      I had not taken a bath since arriving in this world, instead relying on water manipulation to keep myself clean. While it got the job done, it really couldn’t replace a nice, hot bath.

      “In that case, please come out and I shall lead you to the bathing rooms.”

      I was already dressed. Last night, I had been so exhausted that I didn’t even take my boots off. Walking over to and opening the door, I looked at the person standing before me. She was young, or at least looked young. Her blonde hair was luxurious and tied into a bun on her head. The whiteness of her dress complimented her pale skin and light blue eyes. She had a small nose, dimples on her cheeks, and light pink lips.

      “Lead on,” I said with a gesture.

      The girl smiled and bowed her head. “Please, follow me.”

      The baths were not located far from where I slept; the servant girl opened the door that led inside, revealing a spacious interior with a marble-tiled floor. There was a large bath on the far side that made me think of a lake. Closer to me was a partition screen. I also spotted a shower stall not far away.

      “I will fetch you some new clothes,” the servant girl said. “Your current ones are very… worn.”

      “Is that a polite way of saying my clothes look like they’ve been through hell?” I asked. The girl blushed, just slightly, and I smiled. She was awfully cute. “Thank you. What is your name?”

      “I am called Chloe.”

      Bowing to me one last time, the servant girl left the bathing room. I went over to the partition screen and found a towel waiting for me. I removed my clothes, which were the same clothes that I had been wearing since my battle with the Sekbeist Overlord. After wrapping the towel around my waist, I went over to the shower and rinsed off. It had been a long time since I had been able to enjoy a shower and a bath, so I decided to take my time, but I still remained conscious of the fact that Fray and Tor wanted to see me for lunch.

      Chloe came back with a change of clothes. I changed behind the partition, slipping the underwear and brown silk pants up my hips and cinching them with a belt, then throwing the white undershirt and green tunic over my torso. My outfit was finished with a new pair of brown boots. Everything was very comfortable… but it wasn’t my old clothes. I hoped there would be someone who could repair the outfit Fay had bought me so many years ago. Now, more than ever, I wanted to maintain every connection I could to my wives.

      Fray and Tor were waiting in a room that looked like a private dining hall, though it was still about a third the size of the banquet hall used for last night’s party. It was much bigger than I felt it needed to be. Everything in this realm was so grandiose. The two of them were sitting at a round table. Tor was already eating, but Fray sat with her hands in her lap, not touching her food yet. She smiled when she saw me.

      “Good afternoon, Eryk. I hope you slept well.”

      “Better than I expected to,” I replied.

      “Come.” Tor swallowed his food and gestured for me. “Sit. We will talk.”

      I didn’t have a reason to refuse him, so I sat down at the only chair remaining. A servant placed a large plate of food in front of me. Steaming flatbread made from a kind of oat sat next to what looked like eggs mixed with ground mutton. There was also a bowl of porridge with dried fruit inside.

      Using the fork provided, I took a bite of the eggs first, sitting straighter when the somewhat spicy seasoning hit my tongue. I wasn’t sure what this spice was. It had a solid kick, not unlike fire in my mouth. I couldn’t deny it was good, but I had to drink a glass of milk to cool my tongue. My lips felt like they were burning.

      Tor laughed. “Not bad, right? Our chefs seasoned this food with chili powder and ghost pepper salt. It creates quite the kick.”

      “I noticed,” I said, taking a deep breath before taking another bite. Maybe it was because I had been too focused on meeting people at the party last night, but I was really ravenous this morning. I focused more on my food than the two people sitting with me. They fortunately didn’t seem to mind.

      “Now that we are fed and watered, perhaps it would be a good time to discuss important matters.” Tor raised his goblet, a servant came over, and filled it with a type of grape wine. The large redhead took a swig before continuing. “First, we have decided on the date for your challenge against Skude. It will take place one week from now. While I do not doubt your skill, I believe you should also use this week to familiarize yourself more with the Concepts of Life and Death. I can tell from how unstable the fluctuations of energy are that you’re new to these concepts.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “Beyond that, I would like to know what your plans are going forward,” Tor said before taking another long swig of his drink.

      I didn’t say anything at first, but I already knew what I planned on doing. There was only one thing I could do.

      “Right now, my only plan is finding a way to reach Vindenket,” I said. “Fray believes my two wives who battled against the Sekbeist Overlord with me were sent there. I must go there and search for them.”

      “You can leave this matter to me.” Fray gestured to herself. “We have a Warp Gate here that leads to Vindenket’s capital, the city of Lindwurm. It will take some time to activate it, however. Travel between realms is tricky business even with a Warp Gate, but I will travel there myself and ask Tiamat if she knows if your two wives are there. I’ll have you join me as well.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The palace contained a total of eight Warp Gates, one leading to each of the other eight realms, though two of them were broken. I learned from Fray that the Guddomelig did their best to keep in contact with the other realms. The only two they were unable to remain in contact with were Miðgarðr and Niðavellir. It seemed the two Warp Gates for the lowest realms broke some time ago, and they were unable to repair them without the help of the Dweorg.

      “I suggest you go into closed-door meditation,” Tor said. “Meditating for a week might not grant you a great boon in your cultivation, but if you can gain a slightly better understanding of Life and Death than you have now, your victory over Skude will be secured that much more easily. We have several meditation chambers. Chloe will show you to one of them after lunch.”

      I nodded and lunch continued. Fray began turning our conversation to inconsequential matters like her flower garden. Tor immediately tuned her out. He didn’t strike me as the type who could hold a conversation, but I was much more attentive. I cared nothing for flowers beyond their medicinal uses. However, I knew how to hold a conversation thanks to my wives.

      There were several meditation chambers that were used to close oneself off, to lock oneself away so they were not distracted by the mundane aspects of everyday life. They were not large rooms. In fact, they were quite small, but that made them perfectly suited to meditation. Chloe showed me to one of the rooms after breakfast.

      “These doors have a powerful rune array that seals people inside of this room for a set period of time.” Chloe gestured toward the door, covered in symbols I recognized. “I will set the time for one week and come back to get you when your time ends.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said, stepping past Chloe and into the room.

      For the rest of my week, I spent most of my time in closed-door meditation, pondering the mysteries of Life and Death. These concepts were like two sides of the same coin. Without death there could be no life, and without life, there could be no death.

      Life was not a concept that could be used for attack. It could reinforce the body, provide a body on the verge of death with life and prevent someone from dying, but that was it. Even if that didn’t seem impressive, the ability to continue fighting long after you should have died was a powerful ability. I imagined any enemy fighting me when I used this power would feel demoralized as I rose up again and again and again.

      On the other side of the coin, Death was a concept that could be used to attack. I could fire death energy from my hands or through a weapon. Anyone weaker than myself would be felled instantly. But that was not all the Concept of Death had to offer. I could also resurrect the dead, creating a horde of undead creatures controlled by my will. This wasn’t a power I particularly cared for. Regardless, I knew better than to disregard an ability just because I found it distasteful.

      I had no real idea about how much time had passed while I was inside of that room. Time felt meaningless when I was meditating. It felt like no time had passed at all, but the door to the meditation chamber opened eventually, and Chloe stepped inside.

      “Lord Eryk, it is time for you to emerge.” Chloe bowed to me. “You should freshen up with a warm bath, then meet with Lady Tor and Lady Fray.”

      “I understand.” I stood up and left the room. It looked like it was finally time for my competition with Skude. To be honest, I wasn’t really looking forward to it.
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      The competition was taking place at the Ásgarðr Arena. Fray, Tor, and I were driven there inside of a carriage that wasn’t being drawn by any animal. I learned from Fray that these carriages moved using runes that had been carved into the carriage and powered with a monster core. Hearing that made me consider bringing one to Kari once she and I reunited. She would love to take one of these apart.

      The Ásgarðr Arena was easily the most massive arena I had ever seen, about five times larger than the one in Midgard. It was very different from the arenas I was used to. When we arrived, I immediately noticed the two giant statues standing before the arena like gatekeepers. They were gigantic things that towered over even the arena itself, which I believed was about ten stories tall. One of them was bearing a sword and a shield. The other carried a spear. Both were dressed in thick armor plating. Beyond the armored statues was the arena itself, which looked like a giant tower spewing fire. Flames erupted from various places on its architecture. I had no idea how or why it was doing that, but I wouldn’t deny it was flashy.

      A large crowd had already formed at the entrance. I could see nothing of the ground because a sea of people was in my way. There were so many people that even my sharp eyes could not pick out individual faces. It was all just a blurry mishmash of colors.

      “Are all these people here to see my competition?” I asked as I stared out the window.

      “Of course,” Tor said. “I made sure to announce that Freyr and Gerd’s son was challenging Skude, son of Klaue, to a competition the moment it was decided. I’m sure many of the people who were at the party also let their friends and family know.”

      “We Guddomelig enjoy watching people compete against each other,” Fray added.

      It seemed this God Race really was not much different from humans.

      The moment we stepped out of our carriage, many of the people who had been near turned to us, and many of those eyes turned on me. I paid them no mind as I walked with my back straight, head held high. Being a public figure in both Nevaria and Midgard had taught me the importance of maintaining my composure.

      That just made people talk more.

      “So that’s Eryk Vanir? He’s just a pretty boy.”

      “Did he really challenge Skude to a competition?”

      “This man must be an idiot. Everyone knows Skude is one of the most powerful members of the younger generation.”

      “Look at his baby face. I doubt this child is even 100 years old, and yet he challenged someone as strong as Skude to a competition. Foolish.”

      Not many people seemed to think I would win against Skude, who I learned was actually considered one of the more powerful members of the next generation. These were the young people who had not been alive during the war against the Sekbeists, which meant they were between 100 and 500 years old. Even though Skude was only 156 years old, he had already mastered the Concept of Death. It was his complete mastery over Death that allowed him to fight against Demon Beasts like the Lesser Prismatic Wyrm, which was considered a mid-rank Demon Beast among the Guddomelig.

      Being underestimated like this was actually kind of nostalgic. Hadn’t it been this way during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament? I looked forward to relishing the faces of shock everyone would have once I wiped the floor with Skude’s face.

      We entered the arena with those comments at my back. Fray and Tor escorted me to a waiting room and told me to wait there until it was time for the competition to begin. I ended up sitting on a bench with my eyes closed and my arms crossed.

      “Eryk? It’s time.”

      The one who came to get me was Fray, who led me to the arena where the battle would take place.

      While I was never the greatest judge of size, the battleground looked to be at least two or maybe even three times larger than the one in Midgard. Dozens upon dozens of seats encircled the arena floor in rows. All of the seats appeared to be already filled. Just like the arena in Nevaria, this one featured a balcony upon which Ásgarðr’s most prominent members could view the battle. I also noticed several strange screens hovering above the arena, which were showing me as I walked onto the battlefield alongside Fray.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “We call them bildschirm,” Fray said. “They are screens made using an advanced rune array and are connected to a device called a ri’korder. The ri’korder captures light particles in the form of moving images, and the bildschirm displays those images in real time. When you go into the dimension Tor and I have created, several ri’korders will be entering with you to show the competition to viewers.”

      Oh. That explained how everyone would watch this battle. I had wondered about that.

      Skude was already waiting for me. He was dressed differently than before, his body clad in a light leather chestplate, greaves, and gauntlets. He wore brown and green clothing underneath. If he was in a forest, I imagine he would blend in quite well. Strapped to his back was a sword and a shield.

      I was also decked out in armor that had been given to me by Tor, who said I needed to look the part of a heroic warrior. Like Skude, my breastplate was made of leather, but it only covered my chest, leaving my stomach exposed. My biceps were bare, but my forearms were covered in leather vambraces. A pair of boots covered my feet. The ends of my brown pants disappeared into my boots.

      I did not have any weapons.

      Fray vanished after escorting me onto the arena floor. I looked at the balcony to see her reappear next to Tor and Sif. There were several other prominent figures sitting in throne-like chairs there, one of which was Tyr, the man who Fray told me to watch out for.

      “Not carrying a weapon?” asked Skude. “Are you that arrogant, or are you just stupid?”

      I shrugged. “Unlike you, I don’t need a weapon to be secure in my victory.”

      “I will make you regret every word you have ever said to me!” Skude growled. “You’ll be calling me Father by the time I’m through with you!”

      I pretended to ignore Skude instead of continuing to bicker, which seemed to upset him even more than if I’d actually said something. His entire face turned puce. I imagined steam rising from his head.

      People like Skude were the type who liked to boast. They enjoyed being the center of attention. Braggarts we called them. They were people who firmly believed in their own superiority, but that belief was often a facade they used to hide their own insecurities. Showing them apathy was the worst thing you could do to them. It hurt their fragile egos.

      I enjoyed breaking egotistical people like that.

      Tor stood up and raised his hands, and the crowd that had been making all kinds of noise quieted down.

      “We are here today to watch an exhibition match between my nephew, Eryk Vanir, and Skude, Son of Klaue. The competition will end when one side surrenders. This competition will take place in a dimension that Fray and I have prepared beforehand. Will the two contestants step onto the runes before them?”

      With a wave of his hand, Spiritual Power flew from Tor and activated two rune arrays on the arena floor, one in front of me and the other before Skude. This looked like a more basic version of the runes used to create a Warp Gate. Skude and I both stepped on our respective runes, which caused them to glow even brighter than before. There was a brief moment in which nothing happened. Then the world around me was replaced with something completely different from before.

      It looked like I was back in the Demonic Forest. Trees that were hundreds of times larger than myself filled my vision on all sides, the scents of the forest filled my nose, and the feeling of a warm breeze caressed my skin. Was this what people who had mastered the Concept of Dimension could do? Wait. Fray had told me that Tor had mastered the Concept of Creation. That being the case, I imagine Fray had created this dimension and Tor had populated it with all kinds of flora. Whatever the case, I was very impressed.

      I hoped I would be able to do this at some point in the future.

      At that moment, Tor’s voice echoed around me, seeming to come from everywhere. “The competition will take place in a dimension based on the Demonic Forest. This competition is a hunting one. However, instead of hunting a Demon Beast, Eryk and Skude are hunting each other. Remember that killing is forbidden and will be dealt with harshly. You can begin the competition… now.”

      Even though the competition had begun, I did not move right away. I closed my eyes and sent my Spiritual Power into the ground, merging it with the earth, drawing upon the power of the earth to fuel my own power and extend my perceptions. The world seemed to open around me. It felt like my mind was expanding. I could feel the soil, the trees, and the plants… and I could also feel the vibration of footsteps coming from several dozen kilometers to my left.

      I turned in the direction I had sensed Skude, and then slowly sank into the ground. The hunt was on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fray sat on Tor’s left and watched the bildschirm as it showed Eryk and Skude in their respective starting positions. While Skude began moving the moment Tor announced the beginning of the competition, Eryk did not move, instead closing his eyes as if he hadn’t heard Tor’s words.

      “What is that boy doing?” asked Tyr. “Should he not be moving? The competition has already started.”

      “Maybe he is beginning to regret his decision to challenge my son,” exclaimed Klaue.

      Klaue was large like many of the warriors among the Guddomelig. He had a scar traveling across the right side of his face, going from his hairline down to his jaw. No eyepatch was used to cover his milky white eye. While most members of the God Race had red, blond, blue, and even purple hair, with a few like Sif who had dark hair, Klaue’s hair was pure white. Fray had once heard a story that his hair turned white due to the trauma of when he had been captured by the Sekbeists during the Great War.

      She didn’t know how much of that story was true.

      “That is not it,” Fray said before anyone else could speak. “Eryk has mastered the seven main elements. I believe that right now he is using the earth element to track your son’s position.”

      “Huh? Why would he bother mastering the seven main elements?” asked Klaue. “There’s no point in mastering the seven main elements when high-level concepts offer so much more power.”

      Many Guddomelig often scoffed at people who used the seven main elements since, just like Klaue said, high-level concepts were far more powerful. The ability to warp reality to your whim was indeed a great power. However, Fray had learned from watching Eryk that it was unwise to underestimate the seven main elements, especially when they were used in the hands of someone who had mastered the elements to such a degree.

      At that moment, Eryk made his move, sinking into the earth and disappearing from view.

      “What sort of trickery is this?!” demanded Klaue. “Where did he go?!”

      Klaue was not the only one who created a hubbub over Eryk’s sudden disappearance. Fray could hear the rumble from the many people sitting in the arena, and though she could not hear what they were saying, it did not take a genius to figure out what everyone was talking about.

      “That is an ability that someone who has mastered the earth element is capable of,” Fray lectured. “Eryk is able to merge and become one with the earth. Not only can he merge with it, but he can draw Spiritual Power from the earth and manipulate the element in its raw, natural state.”

      While it was not a reality warping ability like the high-level concepts, it was still a powerful ability. Like this, Eryk could not only perfectly hide his presence, he also had a near unlimited supply of Spiritual Power to draw upon. Only someone who had mastered the Concepts of Space, Dimension, or Life would be able to interfere with him now.

      “That is an impressive power,” Sif said at last. “I have always neglected the elements in favor of mastering the Concept of Space, but perhaps I should think about mastering the seven main elements as well. It sounds like they could be quite useful.”

      “Hmph! An ability like that is something only a coward would use.” Klaue crossed his arms and scoffed, his eyes showing a clear disdain. “He is afraid of confronting my son head on like a real warrior.”

      “Do not speak anymore. You sound foolish,” said Tor.

      “What was that?!”

      Ignoring Klaue’s anger, Tor did not look away from the competition as he continued to speak. “This competition is not a battle but a hunting competition. These two are hunting each other. Everyone knows that when hunting, it is important not to let your prey become aware of your presence. Unlike your son, Eryk is perfectly aware of this fact, and he is doing what any good hunter would do.”

      Klaue looked like he wanted to say something. His face was scrunched up so hard that his scar had wrinkles forming around it, but after opening and closing his mouth several times, all he could do was scoff and looked back at the battle happening on the bildschirm.

      Fray continued to watch the battle, her hands clasped neatly in her lap, knuckles completely white as the blood drained from them. She had the utmost confidence in Eryk’s abilities. She had seen him fight, watched him comprehend the Concept of Time enough to unravel Durmuz’s time lock. In all her life, Fray had never met someone who could accomplish such a feat. But even though she was confident in his victory, that did not stop her from worrying over her nephew.
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      Traveling sixteen kilometers in less than a second was a simple task for someone who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the earth element. Once a Spiritualist merged with the ground, they became one with the earth and could pop up anywhere in the world, provided they had enough Spiritual Power to accomplish such a task. The further the distance, the more Spiritual Power you needed, so it wasn’t like someone could travel to the other side of the world immediately. That said, since you could constantly absorb Spiritual Power from the element, you could travel much further and faster than a normal person ever could.

      I did not appear before Skude quite yet. I merely tracked him as he moved through the trees, traveled under roots shaped like archways, and climbed onto branches so he could observe his surroundings. While I could have appeared at any time I wanted, I did not. My goal in all this was not just to defeat him but to show him how wrong his assessment of me at the banquet was.

      Frustrating him to the point where he got angry and made careless mistakes would be an added bonus.

      With a small burst of Spiritual Power, I launched several spikes from an ironwood tree. The obsidian projectiles flew forward swiftly.

      Skude spun around and presented his shield. I felt Spiritual Power surge through him and into the shield, which lit up with runes that created a powerful barrier. The spikes smashed harmlessly against the barrier.

      “HAAA!!!”

      Swinging his sword, Skude sliced into the tree where the attacks had come from. I sensed death energy in that attack. The death energy eroded the tree along a very thin line. Nothing seemed to happen at first, but then the tree, which was about twenty meters thick, tilted backward. With a loud creak, the tree fell. It slammed into several more trees, then toppled to the ground, producing a loud earthquake that I could feel vibrating the earth.

      “Come out!” Skude shouted as he looked around, turning in every direction as if expecting me to pop out anywhere. “Come out and face me like a man!”

      My answer was to create several more spikes. These ones were small, hardly noticeable, and they attacked only his feet. Unfortunately, there were runes on his boots that created another protective barrier. They could not penetrate.

      Skude leapt into the air and swung his sword, unleashing a powerful crescent-shaped wave of death energy that slammed into the ground, tearing it apart. A scar nearly a dozen meters long appeared where the crescent attack struck. However, just like last time, I was not there.

      Skude’s face was turning red as he landed on the ground, a snarl causing his lips to peel back.

      “Where is your honor?! Have you no sense of pride?!”

      Pride? I couldn’t remember a time where I ever truly had any pride. It didn’t matter what I had to do in order to survive and live to fight another day. What use did pride have when you were facing off against a horde of inhuman beasts threatening to destroy you and all the people you cared about? Nothing. Pride was as useless as the people who talked about it.

      I attacked him again.

      Spears shot from the ground, but he cut them down before they could harm him. Two hands formed from the earth and tried to squash him between them. Skude jumped back and unleashed another crescent wave of death energy that slammed into the hands, killing them. As the earthen hands crumbled, turning into piles of rubble, the ground beneath his feet collapsed. Skude fell only for a moment before his body began floating in the air. However, he was still in the chasm, and I quickly closed it around him, trapping him within the earth.
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      “What kind of disgraceful fighting is that?!” Klaue demanded to know. His face was as red as his son’s as he slammed his hands into the armrest.

      “I’d hardly call it disgraceful,” Fray admonished, secretly enjoying the sight of Klaue looking so frustrated.

      “Then what would you call this farce of a display?!”

      Fray looked back at the bildschirm just in time to see an earth dragon appear from the ground. It was a surprisingly realistic creation. Four thick legs. Powerful wings on its back. A head covered in a crown of thorns while boney ridges trailed down its back, all the way to the end of its massive tail, which ended in a spiked tip. Fray had not seen a Drakvar in a very long time, but aside from the brown and obviously earthen color of its skin, this could have passed off for one.

      “I would call it using superior tactics to upset the enemy,” Fray announced to everyone sitting on the balcony with them. Not only Klaue, but Tyr, Tor, Sif, Baldr, Hod, Frigg, and Vidar all looked at her. She continued. “Eryk is obviously not treating your son like an opponent but his prey. He is treating him as an animal that he might hunt. Of course, he also knows being treated like this will upset Skude and cause him to become careless. To use the enemy’s own hubris against him is a brilliant tactic.”

      Klaue’s already red face could not turn any more red than it already was. His arms shook with rage as he clenched his hands around the armrests, causing them to crack. A breath so ragged and harsh Fray expected fire to pour out emitted from his mouth as his shoulders heaved. Fray didn’t think she’d ever seen this man so angry before.

      It was quite the treat.

      “This… this arrogant child is dishonoring the duel! He is besmirching an honorable duel between two opponents! How can you not see that?! He should be punished for fighting a duel using such atrocious tactics!”

      “Since when did we call this a duel?” asked Tor.

      “What?” Klaue was stopped in his tracks.

      Tor removed his head from his hand, placed his hand on the armrest, and began tapping it periodically as he watched the fight. There was an interesting smile on his face. Fray wondered what he was thinking about, but he spoke up before she could ask.

      “I do not believe I ever said this was a duel,” Tor said. “It is a hunting competition in which the goal is for these two to hunt each other. Eryk is treating Skude exactly as he should. It is Skude who is not treating Eryk appropriately.”

      Klaue looked like he might burst a blood vessel. His entire body became bright red like all the blood was threatening to explode out of his pores.

      Fray had never liked Klaue, who was not only arrogant but also the kind of person who would foolishly throw away thousands of lives for the sake of upholding his own honor. She’d heard many rumors about how he took advantage of women. She had even investigated this matter before, but she was unable to find any evidence of his wrongdoings, meaning he was either spotless or simply covered his tracks far too well. The only person she had discovered who might have a connection to him was a young woman named Lifa. However, Lifa had left Ásgarðr several decades ago and disappeared before she could get her answers.

      Fray wondered if maybe she could ask Eryk to help her uncover Klaue’s wrongdoings, but for now, she went back to watching the battle. It looked like the fight—no, it looked like the hunt was about to get even more interesting.
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      While it might have looked to the average eye like all I was doing was harassing Skude, the truth was that I was actually gathering information on my prey. Reaction times. Reflexes. Power. Abilities. I was creating a profile of Skude’s strengths and weaknesses.

      Skude could only use the Concept of Death, but he made up for that by having armor and weapons that were engraved with runes. I wasn’t sure how the runes flowed together. What I did know was that they were engraved into his gear and filled with Demon Beast blood. It seemed adding Demon Beast blood could create even more extraordinary effects than simply engraving runes into something.

      The weapon in his hand allowed him to more easily channel death energy through it. I think it also gave him a greater level of control. Whenever he unleashed an attack, it could be massive like a colossal wave sweeping over a village, but it could also be small and concentrated like an intense beam that increased its power to slice through anything.

      His armor was even more impressive. Those runes didn’t just create a powerful shield that could block physical and spiritual attacks. There was a rune array on each piece of armor that absorbed Spiritual Power from the surroundings and recharged the shields. This feature only activated when the shields were not active, but that was more than enough to prove troublesome for the average Spiritualist.

      “You damn lower worlder!!!” Skude shrieked as he cut down another spike that rose from the earth. “Come out! Come the fuck out so I can put you in your place! If I can’t destroy and humiliate you, then my name isn’t Skude!!!”

      I had already learned enough, so I guess it was time to end this. Emerging from the earth, I created a massive sword shaped like my Dragon’s Tail Ruler using a combination of earth and fire, and then I overlayed the weapon with death energy. This caused the weapon to have an almost translucent overlay appearance on the surface. It only took a second to create, and once it was, I swung it with all the strength I possessed in a horizontal attack.

      I had determined that there were two ways to defeat Skude’s armor. The first was to constantly attack without giving the runes time to absorb more Spiritual Power from the surroundings and thus drain the runes of all their power. The second was to attack with a single, overwhelming attack that overpowered the runes.

      I had chosen the second option.

      My sword slammed into Skude’s back before he even knew what had hit him. The barrier appeared in front of Skude, protecting him briefly, but it was only for a moment. My attack was far more powerful than the runes protecting him. Once I had torn through the barrier like it was made of glass, my sword slammed into Skude, who screamed in shock and pain as he was lifted off his feet.

      The attack was powerful enough that Skude broke the sound barrier as he was launched into the air, traveling perpendicular to the ground until he slammed head first into an ironwood tree. The tree shook and the wood dented. I walked over as he slid to the ground and sat up, not unconscious, but definitely dizzy. His armor was completely broken. Cracks spread across it as large chunks fell off his body.

      I walked forward, slowly, as though savoring the moment. Skude squeaked and tried to scramble backward, but his back was up against a tree. All he did was dig holes in the dirt with his heels. Each ponderous step I took made his entire body shiver like a frightened rabbit. It didn’t help that I was exuding real killing intent from my every pore. This man had only fought Demon Beasts, so he’d never had to deal with killing intent directed at him like this.

      The moment I got in range, I lifted my sword above my head, preparing to bring it down.

      “I… I surrender!” Skude shouted, his voice high pitched and shrill.

      I stopped my attack, lowered my sword to my side, and stared at the now frightened Skude. It was just as I’d imagined. This man was a coward. I had noticed how he had tried to give himself a way of avoiding harm the moment I showed confidence when suggesting we compete, suggesting he had an incredible aversion to pain. He did not have any courage. Even if he was older than me by a century, in my eyes, he was just an inexperienced child who had never confronted war and bloodshed.

      “So you surrender?” I asked for clarification.

      “Yes! Yes! I surrender! I give up!” Skude certainly was fast when it came to giving up, but I had expected this.

      Once Skude confirmed his surrender, the world around us wavered, the trees vanished, and I found myself standing in the middle of the arena. I looked up at the crowds of people. Everyone was silent. None of them seemed to know how to respond to my victory. Maybe they thought I had fought dirty, or perhaps they were simply shocked that I had defeated someone who had a reputation for being one of the strongest of this generation.

      “Everyone!” Tor suddenly stood from his seat and walked forward. “This competition has ended! The victor is Eryk Vanir!”

      Once the announcement was made, Fray and Sif began clapping, which caused two more of the eight people sitting on the balcony to clap as well. I didn’t know the two people, but one of them was a man and the other a woman. Both were wearing impressive armor. They were sitting next to Klaue and behind Tyr. On that note, Klaue was giving me a glare like he wanted to tear me limb from limb if he could.

      I couldn’t have cared less.

      Seconds after the four people began clapping, more and more people followed suit. It was not long before the entire stadium was clapping and cheering for me. I personally didn’t much care what these people thought, but I did know that it was better to have the people on your side than against you. So I raised my hand in victory and smiled at the crowd.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What a great spectacle!” Tor laughed as we ate dinner.

      It was several hours after the competition. I was sitting at the table in the informal dining room with Tor, Sif, and Fray. A large feast had been prepared for us. It seemed like way too much for just four people to eat, but I learned after watching Tor demolish four whole racks of ribs that the red-haired god could compete with Siv and Lin in the appetite department.

      “You really impressed me, Eryk!” Tor continued in a cheerful voice. “I was not sure what to expect when you challenged Skude to a hunting competition, but now I know exactly what you intended. What a great way to put an arrogant child in his rightful place. I wonder if maybe I should do something similar to Skude’s father. Ha ha! Maybe we can teach them both a lesson! Ha ha ha!”

      I was surprised he could talk when he was constantly eating and drinking, but the man had surprisingly decent table manners, speaking only after he swallowed whatever he put in his mouth. That said, he seemed capable of inhaling food within seconds.

      “I was very surprised by your use of the seven elements,” Sif added with a polite smile. “Most gods have neglected the seven elements in favor of learning to master high-level concepts. We are already born with a naturally high affinity for the elements anyway, so we do not believe we need to focus on learning them. Your use of fire and earth has made me consider learning how to use them instead of relying on my god given talent.”

      “I’ve actually been wondering about that,” I began as Sif gave me the perfect opening to present my question. “I had assumed you needed to master the Fourth State of Spiritualism in order to learn high-level concepts. Is that not the case?”

      “It is not,” Fray said with a tender look in her eyes as she put more braised beef on my plate, telling me without words to eat more. “High-level concepts have nothing to do with the seven elements. Low-level concepts and even mid-level concepts revolving around the seven elements are something reserved mainly for the lower realms because it is hard for those on the lower realms to master high-level concepts. In fact, the only person I know from Miðgarðr who mastered a high-level concept was Ask. This was also the reason he was able to become a Great Overlord and traverse realms like us.”

      “I see. So someone who has mastered a high-level concept can travel between realms.” I placed my chin in my hands and thought about this. A moment passed before I looked back up and focused on Fray. “Then would calling mastery of a high-level concept the Fifth State of Spiritualism be inaccurate?”

      Fray cocked her head to the side, pondering my question before answering me.

      “I do not believe it is necessarily inaccurate, but you do not need to know how to use the seven elements to learn about high-level concepts, so in that regard, it is incorrect.”

      This confirmed something I had been wondering about for some time now. I had been curious about why it was so hard to learn high-level concepts despite having reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. It was because this wasn’t a stepping stone like the difference between State Three and State Four. If State Four was taking the concepts of elemental manipulation you learn in State Three to the extreme, then State Five was the same as entering an entirely different realm. You couldn’t think of it as walking up a flight of stairs.

      I decided to categorize the States of Spiritualism in my mind based on what I understood now.

      State One: Producing a Spiritual Aura.

      State Two: Taking the Spiritual Aura into yourself to strengthen your body.

      State Three: Learning to transform your body into your elemental affinity.

      State Four: Increasing your understanding of the element, completely mastering it.

      State Five: Stepping into an entirely different realm by learning a high-level concept. You do not need to learn the previous four states to reach this one.

      There were a few more things I didn’t understand. For example, would State Five be complete mastery of a high-level concept or would that be State Six? I decided to ask Fray.

      “I believe State Five would be mastering a high-level concept,” Fray said, then giggled. “Which means you aren’t quite there yet since you still haven't mastered the Concepts of Life or Death.”

      I scratched the back of my head, unable to refute her words.

      Dinner ended on what I believed was a high note. I was about to head to my room and get a good night’s sleep, but Fray stopped me.

      “Would you go on a walk with me, Eryk?” she asked.

      I hesitated for a moment but nodded. “Of course.”

      Fray gestured for me to follow her, and the two of us wandered away from the informal dining hall and eventually found ourselves walking through Fray’s garden. From far away, it looked like quite the marvel, but it was even more impressive up close. Strangely shaped flowers glowed brightly as we passed them. Glow bugs drifted through the air, providing more illumination, but more importantly, creating a calming atmosphere. There were no walkways in this garden. Everything was covered in a thick layer of soft grass.

      We eventually came across a tree that was shaped like a bench. Fray sat down and gestured for me to sit with her.

      “What do you think of the gods you have met so far?” asked Fray.

      “Honestly?” I shrugged. “The Guddomelig do not seem that different from humans. There are good ones and bad ones. Arrogant ones and humble ones. I have noticed that a good number of people lean on the more arrogant side, but I suppose that is natural for people who are born with power.”

      “Yes, there are many among the God Race who were born with a silver spoon in their mouth, despite the constant fight we’ve been waging against the Sekbeists.” Fray paused. “Klaue is a great example of the arrogance you speak of. He is one of Tyr’s four commanders. The commander of the Northern Division. Commander Klaue was well known during the Great War as a man with an unbreakable will. He performed many admirable feats during the war, but when the war ended and we and the Sekbeists settled into this uneasy stalemate, he became decadent. Klaue believes that everyone in Ásgarðr should bend over backwards to accommodate him because of what he did in the past. It has caused… a number of problems.”

      “What kind of problems?” I asked.

      Fray did not say anything at first, but remained contemplative as a gentle breeze caused several petals from the trees to fall from their branches and flutter to the ground. I watched one petal in particular as it wavered about the air before landing in a small pond.

      “The biggest problem is that Klaue takes advantage of his fame to force stores and shops into giving him free food and supplies. We have heard rumors of him strong arming shop owners into supplying his division. This is why his division is the most well equipped of our four main divisions.”

      Ásgarðr’s army was composed of eight divisions in total. The four main divisions were the ones who stood at the frontline of the Sekbeist threat and were controlled by Tyr and his Four Generals. They were the North, South, East, and West Divisions. Three other divisions known as the Blitz, Vanguard, and Defender Divisions were under the control of Tor. The last division was called the Valkyrie Division, and it was under Fray’s command.

      Each Division was composed of 12,000 people, meaning the Guddomelig’s standing army was made up of 96,000 people. That was on the small side. However, the Guddomelig made up for their small numbers by being extraordinarily powerful. A single Guddomelig soldier was worth at least 10,000 Sekbeist Slaves.

      “However…” Fray took a deep breath and continued. “What really concerns me is that Klaue has been abusing his powers and authority to take advantage of numerous women. There have been so many rumors about how he raped several women, both single and married. We don’t have any proof, but rumors like that don’t spread for no reason, and all the people who could testify against him disappear.”

      Listening to Fray talk made me think about why she was telling me all this. I observed the stream several meters away, which flowed up instead of down. This stream led into the waterfall… no. That wasn’t right, was it? The waterfall technically led into this stream since the water was moving in reverse.

      “I’m guessing you are telling me this because you’d like me to help you find evidence against Klaue?” I said at last.

      “You catch on very fast.” Fray looked relieved that she didn’t have to spell it out for me. “Klaue is not only a man who abuses his power and preys upon women, he also knows how to harbor a grudge. Now that you have humiliated his son and therefore him, he will not let this go.” Fray set her feet upon the edge of the bench, wrapped her arms around her legs, and looked up. “To be honest, I had not intended to ask this of you, but after what happened at the banquet, I thought it would be a shame not to take advantage of this opportunity. Of course, the choice of whether you want to help is yours. If you decide not to help, then I will do everything in my power to make sure Klaue cannot retaliate against you.”

      I stood up from the bench and walked over to the stream. I really had to wonder about how this worked. It was like someone had taken the laws of gravity and reversed them. I knelt before it, placed my hands in the water, and watched as the liquid flowed around my hand. The water was warm.

      Standing up again, I turned back to Fray.

      “I do not mind helping you out,” I said at last.

      “Thank you,” Fray said, relieved.

      “However, in return, there are things I would like your help with.”

      Fray placed her feet on the ground, stood up, and shook her head as she walked over to me.

      “You need not ask me for help. I was already planning to help you in every way I possibly can, whether you agreed to help me or not.” Fray gave me a tender look that honestly made me uncomfortable. It was a familial expression, which I was still not used to. I didn’t even like it when Empress Hilda looked at me like that. “I know more than anything that you wish to reunite with your wives. The only reason I have not already gone to Vindenket myself is because using the Warp Gates to traverse realms is no simple matter. It will be at least three months before I can activate it.”

      “Why so long?” I asked.

      “The Warp Gates require a lot of power to activate. We can activate them for a few hours every three months, which we do to send information back and forth between realms. This allows us to keep up to date on any Sekbeist activity and send emergency aid if necessary.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of having to wait so long, but if that was what it took to see Kari and Siv again, then I could hunker down and wait however impatiently I needed to.

      Since Fray had gotten what she wanted out of me, there was hardly a reason for us to stay outside. The beautiful woman leaned up so she could place a kiss on my forehead. I froze, unsure of what to do, and thus ended up letting her do what she wanted. She must have noticed my reaction, because her smile looked strained.
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“Have a pleasant night, Eryk,” she said in a gentle voice as she turned around and left.

      I remained in the garden for a few minutes longer, just watching her disappear, and then snapped out of my stupor and made my way to my bedroom. After removing my clothes, I sat on the bed. My legs dangled over the edge as I placed a hand against my chest and sought out my connection to Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv. I could feel them all through our connection. They were all still alive.

      “Please hold on for just a little longer,” I mumbled as I closed my eyes. “I’ll be reunited with you soon.”

      

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 20! 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

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello one and all. It is Brandon, coming at you live from the middle of a desert. Did you enjoy Wiedergeburt volume 20? Are you still having trouble saying Wiedergeburt? Don’t worry. I can’t say it either. That means you are just like me FR.

      In either event, if you enjoyed this volume, please write a review on Amazon, Barnes n Noble, or wherever you read this. I say this all the time at the end of every volume because I’m an indie author struggling to get by, and your reviews not only tell other readers why they should buy my books, but platforms like Amazon love to show off books with high reviews. Do me a solid and tell everyone who looks at this book online that my story is goated and they should read it.

      Now, let me talk about this volume a bit.

      Volume 20 is the turning point of my series. In some ways, it is the beginning of the end. I dropped A LOT of plot twists and truth bombs in this volume. We finally know why Eryk is so different from everyone else. He’s not even human. Shocker. Are you shocked? Because I certainly am. But it explains so much, like why he’s got mad rizz. I mean, you have to be inhuman to pull so many hot women, right? RIGHT?! Eryk is like a gacha god pulling 5-star waifus with every wish. I wish I was him.

      Ahem.

      Something important about this volume is that I not only reveal more about Eryk and the forgotten lore that he’s been missing this whole time, but I also reveal that Eryk… isn’t all that powerful right now.

      Up until this point, Eryk has been one of the most powerful characters in the series. You could say he was OP AF. Now, there are enemies and allies who are even more OP than him.

      More than that, I have finally separated Eryk from his wives. You see this happen all the time in cultivation novels. In most of them, the protagonist abandons his pregnant wife (who typically married him because he sexually assaulted her) to go training for a couple decades at least, then comes back when his wife is in danger and saves her just in the nick of time. Despite the fact that he was an absent father who abandoned his wife and kid, both his wife and child forgive him because blood is thicker than water… and that is complete bullshit. If my spouse left me to go training, I’d fuck them up. I always hated how this dude can abandon his responsibilities and not suffer any consequences, which is why I wrote my story the way I did.

      The first major change I made from typical cultivation novels is that Eryk is a very present father. He has done his best to raise Raul and experienced all the ups and downs of fatherhood. Unlike other cultivation protagonists, he’s actually a good dad. You could say he’s the Vegeta of this story. Have I mentioned that Vegeta is actually the Goat?

      The second change was how Eryk was taken to the next realm. The protagonist normally just… leaves. Eryk was transported against his will. He was also dropped in a place where he’s the weakest creature there, which means that he has to get strong or die.

      Humans grow the most when they are confronted by and overcome problems. Facing challenges helps build resilience and character, which makes people stronger and more capable of handling future difficulties. People who never learn to overcome problems are not only deprived of valuable life lessons but will never gain the important qualities they need to grow like patience, perseverance, empathy, and humility. They also won’t learn how to solve problems on their own.

      Eryk hasn’t really grown much. One of the reasons I showed his past aside from the importance of the runes that bind Eryk to his women was to also show how he grew. The Eryk who appears in the past at the beginning of volume 1 had already pretty much done most of his growing, so he was a stagnant character who only went through minor changes and growth spurts. That changes with volume 20. Eryk is now in an unfamiliar world, with demon beasts strong enough to kill him without effort, and he must survive without his wives. He has no choice but to grow stronger both mentally and physically.

      Anyway, I’ve talked a lot and I don’t want this to get too long, so let me thank all the people who have made this series possible.

      Thank you Mykel for doing the artwork. You are the bomb dot com. I’m glad you like horror because some of the illustrations I made you draw were gruesome.

      Thank you Crystal for editing this story. Without you, my many grammatical errors and redundant sentences would have slipped through.

      And thank you readers. Without you buying my books, I wouldn’t be able to make 20 volumes. This is a huge milestone for any author. 20 books is a lot. And I appreciate all of your support. I hope I can continue to count on you well into the future.

      Next volume, I introduce more problems and two more hot women. Look forward to it!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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