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      The air burst all around me. Despite the fact that I was currently a being composed of lightning at that moment, I felt an indescribable pain that forced me to revert back into flesh and blood as my concentration slipped. Flames seared the hair off my arms and caused my skin to crack and burn. Blood seeped from my skin, looking almost like lava leaking from cracks in the earth’s crust.

      Though I quickly circulated my Spiritual Power, channeling the water element through my body to heal my wounds, I did not allow myself to sigh in relief. More explosions were detonating all around me, forcing me to swerve in every direction. What’s more, by channeling the water element and using it to heal myself, I had been forced to split my attention two ways.

      The lightning covering my body had grown weaker as a result of my split attention. In that moment, seven figures appeared above me. I glared up at the winged beasts flying over my head. They were naught but shadows. However, those shadows were currently surrounded by intense Spiritual Auras that crashed into me like tidal waves rolling over a small village.

      One of those great beasts released an avian cry before it swooped down, and the moment it did, the blazing heat surrounding my body grew even more fierce. Sweat broke out on my skin. It quickly dried up under this unfathomable heat. I could feel my skin getting singed once more, and I knew that I could no longer afford to run.

      Since this creature was using fire, I decided to use water.

      Dissipating the lightning in my body, I took a deep breath, and then circulated my Spiritual Power again. Instead of the sensation of static crawling across my skin, something soft and almost gel-like covered my body. One step further. Grimacing as the heat from the creature closing in caused steam to rise from my body, I channeled more Spiritual Power into myself and transformed my entire body into water.

      The great beast was finally upon me. What had appeared was an avian of such immense size that even the dragons living in the Misty Mountain Range could not compare to it. Wings of orange and red fire flapped, causing heat waves to distort the air. Colorful designs ran along its body. It was a mixture of red, orange, yellow, and blue. Its plumage was a brilliant white that burned like an illuminating flame. Red and yellow tails trailed behind it as though simulating the ends of a shooting star. Intense crimson eyes glared at me with a hatred that I knew was mutual.

      Gnashing my teeth together, I turned around, tucked my fist into my torso, and put as much Spiritual Power as I dared into my next attack.

      The beast drew near. I waited until the last second. Then I quickly spun around, dodging the beast by a hair’s breadth. It was so close that my body, currently composed entirely of water, was beginning to boil. Steam rose off my body as the water creating me evaporated. However, I did not let myself get distracted. Thrusting out my fist, I channeled my Spiritual Power through it and created a massive spike of water that extended from my arm.

      Even though the intense heat from the flames surrounding this creature was immense, I was no weakling myself. Water evaporated and created waves of billowing steam. Even so, the spear held firm, refusing to dissipate as I encapsulated it with my Spiritual Power, and it soon penetrated the beast’s chest. Rather than spewing blood, what emerged from the creature was a bright white flame.

      As the beast cried out in pain, I immediately retracted myself and prepared to attack again.

      That was when one of the other beasts swooped down. I saw the shadow and sensed the intent to kill and quickly moved away. Once I had reached what I deemed a safe distance from the firebird, I released my control over water and transformed into lightning again. Everything around me immediately slowed down, though I knew this was just my perception of time dilating as the synapse in my brain accelerated to the speed of light. With my newfound power, I was able to safely jump several dozen meters in less time than it took to blink.

      The bird that had swooped past me was just as massive as the firebird, but instead of being coated in flames, this one had green and white feathers. Its soft feathers gave it a very gentle appearance. However, I knew from the thousands of razor-sharp cuts I’d received during my earlier engagement that I couldn’t underestimate its deceptively soft appearance. A long tail moved behind it like a tassel. If I looked closely, I could see the atmosphere around it being cut by thousands of wind blades.

      A loud crash caused me to cast my gaze toward the ground. Flames spewed from the ground down below as the fire bird crashed into the forest. I felt a sense of grim satisfaction as the creature shrieked in agony. Brilliant white flames, the lifeblood of that great beast, were spewing from its chest like a fountain.

      I did not have much time to admire my handiwork, for the green bird released a sharp cry before charging at me. Knowing that my element was weak against this creature, I used Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to move away as quickly as I could, but the beast remained stuck on my tail, creating a vacuum that cut through the atmosphere to increase its speed.

      Frowning, I once more split my attention. I didn’t do much this time. Channeling the light element into my finger, I took careful aim and sent a condensed beam of light at the wind bird. What I got in return was a satisfying shriek as my attack sheared through one of its wings. Light wasn’t strong against wind, but it wasn’t weak either. Greenish white blood spewed from the area where the limb had been severed. Without both wings, it was unable to maintain flight and fell to the ground below.

      However, just like before, I was given no time to celebrate my success. Five other birds had just descended. Each one was just as big as the previous two. Each one possessed the ability to control a different element to perfection.

      All of them had reached the zenith, the Fourth State of Spiritualism, just as I had with my two main elements.

      A powerful beam of light slammed into me without mercy, burning my back as it sent me sailing toward the ground. My scream was lost to the wind. My body felt like it was being thrown into the sun. Everything hurt. But I did my best to shunt aside the pain, increase the flow of lightning through my body, and roll out from underneath the powerful beam of light.

      The beam continued on. It struck the side of a mountain several kilometers below. An explosion, so massive that the wind buffeted me despite its distance, went up, sending plumes of smoke and rubble into the sky. When the attack died down, the mountain was gone. In its place was a crater so large I was sure it would be visible even if I moved beyond this planet’s atmosphere. I grimaced when I noticed how the entire ground inside the crater and several hundred meters out had been turned into glass.

      “Damn…”

      I looked at the result of that attack, and then turned back to glare at the beast who’d caused it. The massive bird flapped its wings as it glared back. This creature looked like it was made of pure light, a combination of white and yellow feathers that appeared both soft and translucent. Yellow eyes glowed with a power that seemed almost divine.

      While the bird and I entered a glaring contest, an intense killing intent slammed into me, forcing me to swerve from the spot where I’d been floating.

      Six spheres made of water flew past the spot where I’d been. They slammed into the ground far below. Each sphere created a crater that easily spanned ten or fifteen meters across. Earth cracked. Fissures appeared as trees were felled. It was absolute devastation.

      I could not admire the damage this attack did, for the moment I dodged it, I was forced to move again. This time, five blades of darkness cut through the air. They were nothing more than black ripples that caused space to distort. I swerved over one of them, and then flew down to avoid another. Twisting my body, I managed to avoid two more, but the last one had been aimed at where I would be rather than where I was.

      “HA!”

      Channeling light into my palm, I slammed it into the blade of darkness, causing the air around me to crackle as arcs of light and dark Spiritual Power raced across the sky. Gritting my teeth as the dark blade pushed me back, I released a furious cry and poured even more Spiritual Power into my palm. The dark blade exploded as I finally tore through it.

      The creature that had released this was a bird made from darkness so pure it was like a black hole. Sharp wings covered its body. The only part of it that wasn’t black were its eyes, which were pure white and contained no pupils. Alongside it was a bird with blue feathers, one with yellow feathers, another with brown feathers, and the light bird that had attacked me earlier.

      I took a heavy breath as sweat poured from my brow. However, I knew I couldn’t stop. Without even trying to recover, I released the restraints on my Spiritual Power, and then I began absorbing the surrounding elements. I drew water molecules from the air and used them to bolster my strength. The friction generated from energy leaping from small molecules was also absorbed into my skin and increased my Spiritual Power. My body became energized as though the last several hours had never happened. I could feel the Spiritual Power coursing through me like a tempest. Light mixed with water and lightning inside of me, some of which leaked out because my body simply couldn’t withstand the power output.

      “Dammit… I had been hoping to save this for your boss,” I muttered in a bitter voice.

      Whether or not the five elemental birds heard me, they certainly knew that my threat level had suddenly increased. All five of them screeched as they gathered their own Spiritual Power. It congealed around their mouths, forming spheres of condensed energy. Barely a second had passed before they launched their attacks. Five beams of water, lightning, light, darkness, and earth flew toward me.

      I did not meet their attacks head on. I wasn’t stupid.

      Using the power of light, I immediately vanished from the spot where I’d been standing. Their attack went through my afterimage. I didn’t give them a chance to be surprised. Reappearing several meters above the most troublesome of the five, I turned myself into a streak of light and descended before it realized what I was doing. I barely felt any resistance as my body blew a hole clean through the black bird.

      Landing on the ground so fast it was like I had teleported, I looked up to see that my attack had done what I intended. The black bird now had a large hole in its chest. What’s more, the edges were frayed flesh and refused to heal. While darkness was the antithesis of light, the same was equally true.

      “Kari, I still have no real grasp over your affinity, but it is only thanks to you that this was possible,” I said to myself as I watched the massive bird slowly break into particles of darkness.

      My attack enraged the four remaining birds, who quickly descended toward me. I didn’t even need to use Spiritual Perception to feel their intent to kill me. Almost before I could even move, they had each launched their own attack. The four elements of water, light, lightning, and earth swirled around each other to create a mixed beam of power so large it could engulf a small city.

      But I was no longer there.

      As their attacks slammed into the forest floor and caused even more damage to the environment, I was already in front of the water bird. I reached out with my hand and touched its head. The bird’s eyes were crossed as it stared at me, but I just smiled at it. I’m sure my smile was quite cold.

      The water bird lit up as I shoved as much lightning into it as I could. Even though the water composing its body was quite pure and couldn’t generate electricity, I could use my own water element to force impurities through its body. My lightning then ran rampant through it. With a shriek so loud it was nearly inaudible, like the pitch was higher than my ears could detect, the bird lit up like fireworks during the summer solstice. Smoke soon rose from its body. However, it was too slow. This attack could definitely kill it, but the other birds would get to me first.

      Clicking my tongue, I raised my hand, which had turned into a five-meter blade of lightning, and brought it down. My attack created a seam of light within the bird, a small line that appeared from its beak to its tail feathers. The bird peeled apart at the seam, the two halves almost gently falling away from each other before the elemental beast turned into water that rained upon the ground.

      Barely a second had passed before something sharp pierced my back. I couldn’t even cry out in pain as the air was stolen from my lungs. The ground beneath and the sky above blurred past me in dull streaks. Gritting my teeth, I turned my head and found the enraged eyes of the light bird glaring at me. It had pierced my back with its beak.

      “Don’t think…” I struggled to raise my hand. “Don’t think…” Light, lightning, and water swirled around my arm as I channeled all three elements. “Don’t think this will be enough to do me in!!!”

      With a roar of defiance, I crashed my fist into the light bird’s beak. A loud cracking sound echoed from the beak as an incision line appeared. One incision became two, then two became three, four, eight, sixteen. It quickly multiplied before cracking underneath the power of my fist.

      The bird immediately stopped flying as it thrashed and screeched in pain. However, the forward momentum it had generated was enough that I was not able to stop flying until I generated enough force with my own Spiritual Power to stop myself.

      Reaching behind my back after I had stopped moving, I pulled out what remained of the beak from my back and tossed it away. Warm blood spilled down my flesh. I ignored it as I eyed the three remaining elemental birds. The lightning bird, the earth bird, and the now-injured light bird.

      “Ha… ha… ha…”

      My shoulders heaved as I glared at the birds. However, I didn’t think my glare was very effective. The Spiritual Power flowing through me was fluctuating. The aura covering my body flickered in and out. I didn’t reveal my thoughts, but I was swearing up a storm internally as my Spiritual Power started running dry.

      This technique I was using wasn’t complete yet. What’s more, it was hard to absorb the natural elements when I was using more than one at the same time. If I’d had time to finish it, then maybe I could have already ended this battle, but it wasn’t like I could have waited until I was ready—not after Erica told me about what happened while I was gone.

      It looked like the birds were just about to renew their attack, and I was prepared to re-initiate hostilities, but all of us suddenly froze in place as an intense Spiritual Pressure filled the air. My breathing quickly grew heavier as sweat formed on my brow. It was a cold sweat. I tried to take in a breath, but the pressure was causing my lungs to struggle with the simple act of taking in oxygen. It felt like something was crushing them.

      A figure had suddenly appeared in front of me. He was a luminous being more beautiful than the sun, a creature of such incomparable beauty that even in my hatred, I could not deny there was not a single flaw to be found. Pure white robes covered his body. Long and silver hair flowed freely like a waterfall down his head all the way to his bare feet. His long, pointed ears were the clearest signs that he wasn’t human.

      He did not have a very muscular body. Indeed, his body was quite feminine. He was slender and willowy. However, I didn’t let that fool me, and even if he had been a woman, I wouldn’t have underestimated him like some people would have done.

      Despite his beauty, there was something odd about this man. Every part of him seemed bright and divine—every part except his blood red eyes. They were a dark crimson that seemed tainted somehow. Furthermore, that dark aura surrounding him seemed to present a direct contradiction to his vibrant, almost divine appearance.

      The man took a deep breath as he looked at the three birds. He surveyed them with a slight frown, and then quickly glanced at where I had killed the others. I wanted to move, to attack this man with everything I had, but some invisible force kept me in place. Even if I attacked now, I wouldn’t be able to land a good hit.

      Finally, he looked at me.

      “To think a half-blood like you was able to defeat four of my seven slaves,” he murmured. “You know I had enslaved these monsters specifically to kill you? Your powers are indeed great. Given enough time, you might even pose a threat to me. It seems trying to send enslaved Demon Beasts after you was a mistake. I should have just come myself.”

      “Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm…” My fists shook with barely restrained hatred as I stared at the being before me. “You took everything from me. My wife. My child. Everything. I have waited for this day, waited for the day I would finally face you again, for the day I would finally kill you.”

      The being before me, the one I called the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, chuckled as though I had said something amusing. It was a grating laugh, not at all like something I’d expect from such a feminine figure. His laugh caused the hair on my neck to prickle.

      “Had your wife not shielded you from me, she would not have died. She only has herself to blame.” He paused, his head tilting as he stared impassively into my rage-filled eyes. “As for your daughter… I could not allow a human who possesses such divine blood to live. Had I not killed her, she would have become a threat.”

      “A threat?” I whispered. “We were just living peacefully when you attacked us unprovoked and without warning. We were no threat to you. You laid waste to our home, destroyed our civilization, and killed my family without even a hint of mercy or provocation.”

      The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm snorted. “You may not understand it now, but you are indeed a grave threat to me—no, you are perhaps the greatest threat to ever exist. What I did was necessary.”

      I didn’t think the blood flowing through my veins could have run any colder than it already was, but I was wrong. It was like my blood had frozen over. Only a chilling coldness that seeped through my entire being remained.

      “Necessary, you say?”

      “Yes. Necessary.”

      “Necessary… for what?”

      “To keep you from being able to interfere with my plans.” The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm spread his arms wide and chuckled again. “Just look at what you have done. A half-blood who hasn’t even learned to control even a tenth of his abilities has defeated four of my seven slaves, divine-rank demon beasts capable of annihilating entire cities with a single attack, and you would have defeated all of them had I not intervened. I’d say this level of destruction warrants intervention.”

      I had no idea what this monster was talking about, but I was done listening. He had attacked my family for a reason as dumb as protecting himself? From what? It was true that I had been the one who awakened him, but I had never harmed him nor had any intention to. Had he never attacked my city, never attempted to kill me, never murdered my daughter and wife, we would have left him alone.

      My hatred surged, allowing me to overcome the intense pressure that had been pushing down on me. I compressed the last remaining Spiritual Power in my body. The aura that had been covering me vanished. To the average eye, it would have looked like my power had disappeared. I didn’t even turn into an element this time.

      The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm narrowed his eyes.

      Then I vanished.

      It happened in a flash. I appeared directly behind my foe, thrusting out my fist in a punch that caused the air to burst. However, without even looking behind him, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm placed his hand in the direction of my punch, catching it. A shockwave erupted from the contact.

      I was already moving.

      Appearing on his left in a manner that was almost like teleportation, I launched a powerful kick. This was also blocked. I was undeterred. I appeared again and again, moving all around him at speeds so fast I left multiple afterimages in my wake. One. Two. Four. Sixteen. Thirty-four. Sixty-eight. One hundred thirty-six punches were delivered in less than a second. Yet no matter how many punches and kicks I threw, no matter how fast I pushed myself, this monster blocked each and every one of them as though it was easier than breathing.

      Meanwhile, I was running on empty.

      With the last of my strength, I released a vicious scream and channeled all my energy into my fist. A bright glow erupted from it. The air around it distorted. Ripples spread through the sky as though the fabrics of reality itself were being torn apart.

      The Great Overlord’s eyes finally widened. With something resembling panic, he threw out his own punch, which glowed in the same manner as mine but with a dark energy that seemed vile and repulsive. The air exploded between us as one fought to overpower the other. I gritted my teeth and pushed as hard as I could, wrecking my body. Blood exploded from my arms as my capillaries burst, my muscles tore apart like they were made of soggy parchment, and I could feel my very life being drained.

      I didn’t care. It didn’t matter if I died so long as I killed this man.

      Perhaps it was because I was so focused that I didn’t see the attack coming at me until it was too late. However, when a fist appeared out of nowhere, all I could do was swear. The attack hit me. Pain overrode my ability to see, causing a white film to cover my eyes.

      I think I must have passed out. When I came to, I was lying on my back, in the middle of a massive crater so large I couldn’t even judge its size. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was above me, a sword made of pure darkness grasped firmly within his right hand. He raised the sword and brought it down.

      In a last-ditch effort, I unleashed all of the Spiritual Power I had left, channeled it into my right hand, and met the blade with a punch. Our attacks struck each other. Light bent. Air warped. Lightning crackled. It wasn’t enough. More. I needed more. Gritting my teeth, I gathered all the elements under my command. Light streaked in and enhanced me. Water motes whirled around my hand. I even absorbed the lightning from the divine lightning beast and used it to fuel my attack. With a snarl, I compressed all of these elements together.

      The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm gasped. The area around our mutual attacks became distorted as strange cracks appeared in the atmosphere like the gaping maw to a bottomless abyss. An explosion suddenly rent the air as the world around me was torn apart. The last thing I saw before darkness engulfed me was the Great Overlord’s surprised crimson eyes.
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      I woke up with a startled gasp. My body jerked into a sitting position like it was a puppet whose strings had been tugged on. Hacking and rasping, I placed a hand against my chest and tried not to vomit. My head was spinning. I closed my eyes, inhaled, exhaled, and slowly let my rapidly beating heart settle down. One minute passed. Then two. Finally, my body relaxed, and I fell bonelessly onto my back.

      A somewhat uncomfortably hard mattress underneath me caused my thoughts to pause before they could fully form. It felt familiar but vague, like I should recognize the sensation on my back but couldn’t. Opening my eyes, I stared at the dull brown ceiling overhead. It was made of wood panels. As I glanced at it, I found a crack in the ceiling that I followed until it disappeared into a wooden wall.

      It looked familiar.

      My frown deepened.

      Where was I?

      The last thing I remembered was clashing with the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, of my fist meeting his sword, creating spatial distortions as reality warped around us, and then nothing. The world had gone black, and then I was here. The problem was that I didn’t know where “here” was.

      After lying in bed for another half an hour, I decided that it was high time I figured out what was going on. I climbed out of bed. Then I paused. Maybe it was just my imagination, but the world felt bigger somehow. Shrugging that thought off, I glanced around the room.

      It wasn’t much of a room. I’d say it was about thirty or forty square meters. It had the plain-looking wooden bed that I had been resting on behind me, a bookshelf to my left, and a small basin filled with water on my right. The basin sat against the wall. Above it, a broken mirror hung. There was also a small dresser next to the basin.

      Frowning, I wandered over to the basin, splashed some water on my face, grabbed the towel that was next to it, and dried my face off. The action was so smooth that it made me pause. I was used to bathing in a tub or taking a shower, not washing myself off with water and a towel, but the action was so natural it startled me. It was like my body had reacted out of habit.

      A strange sense of dread welled up inside of me. I tried to shake it off, but I couldn’t. Finally, I glanced at the mirror.

      The face that stared back at me was both mine and not mine. It was a smooth face that would probably get me mistaken for a girl. Pale and smooth skin without a single blemish or scar greeted me. I ran my left index finger over my left eye, trailing down where a scar I’d received decades ago had once existed. It wasn’t there now. My face was surrounded by light green hair that was so long it traveled down to the middle of my back.

      I looked down at my shirtless torso next, and a strange sound escaped my mouth when I saw the scrawny-looking body my head was attached to. While I had never been covered in bulging muscles, the years of intense training I underwent to gain strength had given me a body filled with compact muscles that contained explosive power. Now I looked like a twig that would blow over in a stiff breeze.

      “What… what…”

      I think I tried to say, “What happened to me?” but all that came out was that single word. Glancing around the room again, I spotted a window near the bed. It was covered by a wooden shutter. What the heck? Shaking my head, I rushed over to the window, opened it, and peered outside.

      The sight that greeted me was at once familiar and foreign. Numerous wooden and stone structures spread out as far as the eye could see. A combination of flat, shingled, and gabled roofs greeted my gaze. Glancing down, I realized that I was on the second story of a building. Several meters below me was a swelling mass of humanity, a threnody of people walking to and fro as they went about their daily lives.

      “This place…”

      My throat felt thick as I gazed at these people who were both familiar and unfamiliar, trying with all my mental capacity to figure out what was happening, to figure out where I was. My thoughts flitted to and fro as I wracked my brain. I eventually discovered an answer, but it was not one that I could just accept.

      “Is this… Nevaria?”

      No one answered me. Of course they didn’t.

      Closing the wooden shutters on the window, I hurried over to my dresser and pulled out a set of clothes. I slipped into the black pants and ruffled shirt. The quality of the material wasn’t what I was used to anymore. It was rough and definitely not made of A-Rank Demon Beast silk. I ignored the feeling and slid into a leather vest that I fastened together with straps. The last thing I did was put on a pair of ragged brown boots.

      Then I headed out the door, down a set of stairs, and walked outside.

      The cool spring air hit me immediately thereafter, as did the noise that came from the massive crowd of people. A hundred different smells assaulted my nose. The odor of unwashed masses, the perfume of people who didn’t realize roses only smelled good when it wasn’t in your face, and the delicious scent of grilling meat from food stalls mixed together to create a pungent smell that was hard on my nose. I was used to more natural scents these days.

      I tried to contain my growing sense of unease as I allowed myself to be swept along by the crowd.

      This place was definitely Nevaria. The architecture was familiar to me. I recognized the combination of wood and stone structures that were packed so tightly together there was barely half a meter between them. This particular part of the city was known for its Residential Units, but it was also sometimes referred to as the Peasants Quarters, and it was known for the housing units that people rented out for dirt cheap. Back when I had been living in poverty, this was where I had lived.

      Something was wrong, so very wrong. What I was seeing could not be real. Nevaria was gone. It had been destroyed several decades ago in a Demon Beast invasion. I remembered coming back here after Kari and Kayli had been killed. The entire city state had been in shambles and inhabited by numerous powerful Demon Beasts.

      I let my feet take me wherever they willed as I tried to figure out what was happening. A young man walked past me, brushing against my shoulder. A pair of children ran through the street as they played a game of tag, laughing and giggling. Several young women stood on the side of the cobblestone road, gossiping about something. I turned my head every which way to take in the sights as I tried to figure out what was going on.

      Was this a dream? Had I been trapped inside of an illusion? Was I hallucinating? Was I dead? I had no idea, so I pinched myself really hard to see if I was dreaming.

      “Ouch!”

      A slight stinging pain erupted from my arm, which I believed meant I wasn’t dreaming. That said, I could have still been hallucinating.

      While I was doing everything I could to figure out what was going on, my feet eventually stopped in front of a two-story building. While the first floor was composed of stone, the second floor was made of logs. Likewise, the roof was mostly made of wood shingles. It didn’t look like much, but a wooden sign hung from the door, and on that sign was an open book and the words Library engraved underneath it.

      “I think… I used to work here, didn’t I?” I muttered to myself. After debating what to do for longer than was probably healthy, I slowly walked up to the door and entered.

      The library didn’t look very big on the outside, but it was longer than it was wide. Four long tables had been set up in the center in a two across and two side by side format. There were another two tables located in the back, sitting lengthwise against the wall. Around the tables were aisles filled with books.

      As I walked further inside, I glanced at the staircase to my left, partially hidden by a bookshelf, and then I looked over to my right. I stopped. A long counter was situated a little ways off near the wall. That counter… I used to sit there a lot when I was younger. Yes, whenever I had a free moment from work, I remember sneaking books back there to read. Ms. Nadine would always scold me when she found out, even though she also read books back there during work hours…

      The more familiar sights I laid eyes on, the more I remembered. This library used to be my sanctuary. Back then, I was always coming here to escape from bullies who used to pick on me for my hair and feminine appearance. Ms. Nadine, the owner, eventually gave me a job. She’d said something about how if I was gonna keep coming here anyway, she might as well put me to work. It was thanks to her that I could live in that small room. Also, this place was where I first met her.

      “Eryk Veiger, I hope you realize how much trouble you are in,” a calm voice filled with annoyance came from behind me.

      I turned around and faced the person who the voice belonged to. She wasn’t very tall, only coming up to about my chest. That said, she was about average height for a normal person. Her shoulder-length blond hair had slightly curly ends and framed a pale face with green eyes and a smattering of freckles. While her face retained a youthful appearance that made her seem like a teenager, she had a massive chest hidden underneath her red tunic. I remembered accidentally seeing her naked once before. The term “womanly” definitely applied to this woman as far as her figure went.

      “Ms. Nadine,” I said.

      “Don’t ‘Ms. Nadine’ me.” Ms. Nadine narrowed her eyes and smacked the book in her left hand against the palm of her right. “Do you know how late you are?”

      I actually needed a moment to answer her, and when I did, I gave her the most brilliant answer I could muster. “Um… no?”

      “It is half past noon. You were supposed to open. Do the math.”

      “I… I see.” I paused for a moment to try and collect my thoughts, but it was really no use. I was overwhelmed by everything I was seeing and couldn’t even begin to fathom what was happening. However, I at least managed to reply. “I’ll stay late to make up for it.”

      “See that you do,” she mumbled. “I don’t pay you to laze around in bed all day.” She walked over to me and slammed the book into my chest. I grunted and took a step back, but I at least had the sense of mind to catch the book before it fell. “There are several books that you need to sort. Hop to it.”

      “Okay,” I responded in an absent tone that caused her to look at me.

      She narrowed her eyes again as though searching for something. I stared back under her scrutiny, causing her frown to deepen. However, after several minutes, she shrugged and walked away.

      I watched her leave, and then looked at the book in my hand, an adventure story about a young alchemist who journeyed across a dangerous land to gather the ingredients he needed to cure his wife. I remembered reading this one. It was also one of the few romance stories that she liked.

      Regardless of whether this was a dream, a hallucination, an illusion, or whatever afterlife awaited humanity, I decided to do as Ms. Nadine told me. I found the shelf where this book went and placed it in its proper spot. Then I went to the counter where several other books were stacked. I studied them one by one, pulling the memory I had of them from my head, and then placing them where they belonged. It was almost frightening how quickly my memory was coming back to me.

      And while I did this mundane task, I created a theory on what could have happened to me.

      When I fought against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, our final attack had caused spatial distortions to appear around us. Spatial distortions were created when a technique was so powerful it caused tears in reality; it warped reality in a way. During those last few seconds, I specifically remember the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm bringing down a massive sword composed of the darkness element, which I had met with my fist containing light, lightning, and water compressed together. The world had gone black and I woke up in my old room back in Nevaria immediately thereafter.

      I think what happened was the spatial distortions from our clash had warped the fabrics of reality and sent me back in time. Granted, there was also a chance of it being one of the former possibilities I had already mentioned, but I think this one was more plausible. No, maybe it wasn’t. However, I wanted more than anything to believe that I’d gone back in time.

      Because if I really did get sent back to the past, then it meant she was still alive.

      As I thought about her, an almost irresistible urge swept over me to find that woman, sweep her off her feet, kiss her senseless, and then make love to her under the moonlight. The desire to do just that was nearly overpowering. In fact, before I even realized what was happening, my body was moving toward the door. It took everything I had to stop myself. I closed my eyes, took several deep breaths, and shook my head.

      Idiot. You can’t go see her now. Not when you are like this. Besides, she often frequented the library back then. If this was the past, then we were bound to run into each other at some point.

      After I finished putting all the books away, I went behind the counter, sat in the chair, and pulled out a quill, some ink, and a sheet of parchment from a drawer. I quickly scribbled on it:

      
        
        Goals now that I have gone back in time:

        1.	Save Nevaria from the Demon Beast Invasion.

        2.Meet Kari.

        3. Marry Kari. We never did get married officially in my previous life.

        4. Give birth to Kayli.

        5. Defeat the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      

      

      I frowned as I stared at my list of things to do. It was an admittedly simple list. However, not all of it would be easy to accomplish.

      The first one and last one would be particularly tough. From what I remember, the Demon Beast Invasion happened when I turned twenty, and from what I saw in my mirror after waking up, I was currently 17 years old, or thereabouts. This meant I had three years maximum to prepare. That was a lot of time, but there was one little problem that kept me from feeling good about this goal.

      I wasn’t sure how to prepare for this.

      I suppose the first thing I should do was figure out how strong I was. I’d gone back in time after being injured in a great battle. Did I still possess the same strength I had before? My physical prowess definitely wasn’t up to snuff given how scrawny I looked in the mirror, but what about my strength as a spiritualist? I would need to figure out how strong I was before I could do anything.

      As for number two… I wasn’t actually sure I needed to do anything yet. Much as I wanted to rush over to her and proclaim my undying love, I was at least aware enough to know that wouldn’t be received well. She probably didn’t even know I existed right now.

      The thought caused an ache to appear in my chest.
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        * * *

      

      Because I had arrived late for my shift, I stayed until it was time to close the library, which was right around the time the sun began going down. The sky was painted in hues of oranges and reds as I wandered the street. I wasn’t traveling to my room, however, but was instead traveling further out.

      Nevaria was a city state. I didn’t know how big this place was because I’d never bothered figuring that out before, but Nevaria was made up of several sections. There was the city section. This could be considered the inner part of Nevaria, where most of the population lived. Once someone traveled outside of the city gates, they would be met with large plots of farmland and open plains—at least, if they traveled east.

      I was traveling north.

      Using the memories I vaguely recalled, I headed up north. As I moved, I glanced at the large mountain located in the center of Nevaria. It was more of a hill than a mountain, though it was far larger than any normal hill. It looked like someone had found a small mountain, sliced a good portion of the top off, and then created a villa on the newly created flat surface. The building located atop this mountain, surrounded by a large stone wall, was the Imperial Royal Palace where the Astralia Royal Family resided.

      “Kari…” I mumbled softly as once more the desire to see her overcame me. I resisted by turning away. “Please wait for me.”

      Nevaria was surrounded by a large fortification. The rampart was made mostly of stone, and it towered over me by a good twenty meters at least. As I closed in, I could see several soldiers patrolling the top, while a pair of guards stood before either side of a massive gate, which, fortunately for me, was currently still open.

      The guards wore dark lacquered armor over a chain mail tunic. Their brown pants were slightly baggy but looked easy to move in. One of them was carrying a sword and a buckler shield, but the other held a spear in their dominant hand. All of them had a black cloak thrown over them with the symbol of the sun stitched onto the left breast.

      These were the Nevarian Spiritualists, the first line of defense against potential Demon Beast incursions.

      There were quite a few people still coming and going through the gate, so no one paid me any attention as I slipped past… well, one of the guards did glance at my hair, but other than making a face, he didn’t do anything.

      I wandered around a bit more before journeying toward a large forest with trees that were almost the same height as the rampart surrounding the city.

      Nevaria was surrounded by a mountain range on three sides: North, south, and west. These mountain ranges were all connected to one another. They formed something of a crescent moon with Nevaria at its center. I didn’t know if Nevaria had been built in this location as a strategic move to keep the people safe from an invasion by other humans, but I think part of the reason the Demon Beast Invasion happened was because this city state was so close to their territory.

      I wasn’t sure how far I should go in, but I wanted to make sure I was far enough away that I wouldn’t disturb anyone who was sensitive to Spiritual Power.

      Honestly, I wanted to head into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but entering that place required a person to either be a Nevarian Spiritualist, a member of the Royal Guard, a noble, or have special permission to enter from someone who was at least a captain in rank in the Nevarian Spiritualists.

      I eyed the large gate that sat before the gorge that would take me to the Demon Beast Mountain Range. It was being protected by another pair of guards. There were several more guards walking across the rampart up top, and two more stood on the towers located on either side of the gate. After staring for nearly a full minute from a spot I’d chosen to hide behind, I slipped away and wandered deeper into the forest.

      It was dark as I walked, made all the darker by the light slowly disappearing as the sun moved behind the mountains. The canopy overhead also blotted out the stars. Despite this, I walked with surety, stepping over roots and around trees.

      Passing by trees, shrubs, boulders, and ponds, I eventually arrived at a very small clearing. It didn’t look like much. There were patches of grass here and there, but most of it was made of dirt, and several large roots were shooting through the ground and twisting around each other. As I stepped foot into this clearing, the sound of trickling water reached my ears. I took a deep breath. The fresh floral scent calmed me a lot more than I expected. I guess I still wasn’t used to the smell of the city anymore.

      “I guess this will work fine,” I muttered to myself.

      After hesitating for a moment, I sat down on a patch of grass. Crossing my legs, I placed my hands in front of me, my palms about four paces apart, and took a slow, calming breath. Reaching into myself, I prepared to access my Spiritual Power to see just how strong it was. However, the moment I reached into myself, something unexpected happened.

      “Hrnk!”

      Almost the moment I reached inside of my own psyche, an overwhelming pressure slammed into me. Spiritual Power burst from my pores. This Spiritual Power took the shape of a massive blue pillar with arcane bursts of lightning shooting out around me, extending far into the sky as it broke through the canopy of trees. It was so unexpected that I couldn’t control it, and when I finally got the sense to try, I realized with some horror that it was beyond my control!

      I gritted my teeth as the pressure continued pushing down on me, becoming so strong it affected the environment. The ground cracked. Several tree branches broke apart overhead. A boulder to my left shattered. Water gushed from beneath my fingertips as lightning arced into the sky. I bit the inside of my lip and the sweet taste of blood welled up in my mouth. Everything was going dark. My vision was getting spotty. What the fu—
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        * * *

      

      Hilda had been sleeping with her husbands when a powerful Spiritual Pressure blanketed the city of Nevaria, startling her so bad she almost leapt to her feet. She and her three husbands sat bolt upright in bed. All of them looked at each other before scrambling out of bed as one.

      Quickly finding a nightgown to cover her naked body, she joined her husbands in looking out the window to stare at the direction where the massive surge of Spiritual Pressure was coming from. Fortunately, she didn’t have to look far.

      “Now there is something you don’t see every day,” she murmured, rubbing her arms as goosebumps appeared on her skin.

      A massive pillar of blue Spiritual Power was jutting out of the forest, swirling around like a tornado as bolts of lightning arced out of it. Several bolts struck a tree, tearing through it with ease, but most of them ascended harmlessly into the sky. Hilda was so surprised by the sight that she and her husbands could do nothing but stand there until well after the intense Spiritual Power had dissipated. Only then did she consider giving her husbands orders.

      “Valence.” Hilda turned to her first husband. “Gather the Imperial Royal Guard and have them investigate that Spiritual Power. Do so quickly. I have no doubt there are members from the Three Heavenly Families already getting ready to send people as well. Do not let them beat you there, especially the Leucht Family.”

      “Yes, My Queen.”

      Valence bowed to her before hurrying into their closet to get dressed. She watched him until he disappeared, then turned to her other two husbands.

      “Rainer, Dante, I want both of you to gather Edgard, Felix, and Hellen and head over there with a squadron.” She gave the two a stern look. “Do not search for the source. Instead, command the Nevarian Spiritualists to cordon off the area so no one can get in or out.”

      “Do you think whoever released that Spiritual Power is hostile?” asked Dante as Rainer bowed his head and ran into the closet, passing Valence who came out in the golden armor of an Imperial Royal Knight General.

      “I am unsure, but I do not think so.” Hilda paused, though not for long. “That release of power felt more like an accident to me, as though someone had been training and their Spiritual Power went out of control. I’m more concerned that someone from the Three Heavenly Families will find a powerful ally to pressure us with if they get to this person first. If the Leucht Family were to discover this person and get them to join their family…”

      Dante didn’t need to hear anymore. His normally lackadaisical expression was nowhere to be seen. After nodding in acknowledgment of her words, he went into the closet, came out dressed in the silver armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Commander several minutes later, and then followed Rainer out of the room.

      Hilda watched them go before turning her attention back to where the Spiritual Power was—had been. The last remnants had finally dissipated. However, that hardly mattered now. Anyone who was even a little bit sensitive would have felt that powerful and dense Spiritual Pressure, and anyone with eyes would have seen the pillar of Spiritual Power rising into the sky…

      With that thought in mind, Hilda slipped out of her nightgown and wandered into the closet. It was a large space. It needed to be since hers and her husbands’ armor was there. Unlike her husbands, she did not don armor. She slid a pair of white silk pants up her hips, slipped into a long-sleeved shirt that showed off hints of her stomach and cleavage, and then threw on a light purple cloak that was bedecked with jewels. Since she would probably end up in several meetings soon, she also slid her feet into a pair of well-crafted slippers.

      Done changing, she wandered out of her extravagant bedroom and down a hall made of gleaming white tiles. Spirit lamps illuminated the way as she walked across a purple rug that extended down the large hallways. Taking a number of turns, she eventually arrived at a door.

      She knocked once.

      “Kari?” she said. “Are you in there?”

      A barely audible sigh came from the other side of the door. “I am here.”

      “May I come in?”

      “… You may.”

      Sighing in relief, Hilda pushed the door open and walked inside. The room on the other side of the door was spacious and not the least bit girly. There were no decorations on the wall, no shimmering curtains. Bookshelves lined most of the wall space, though there was also a door leading into a closet and another that led to a personal bathing room. A large bed with a canopy sat in the center of the room and a desk had been placed in the far-left corner.

      Her daughter was standing by an open window and staring into the distance. It didn’t escape Hilda’s notice that she was staring at the spot where the pillar of Spiritual Power had been.

      “I came to check in on you.” Hilda smiled as she wandered up to Kari. “Is everything all right?”

      Kari sighed but didn’t turn around. “I do not see how anything can be all right when I’m several breaths away from being sold off like chattel.”

      Hilda frowned at her daughter’s words. “We’re not selling you off to anyone. We’re merely discussing the possibility of an arranged marriage.”

      “That is the same thing to me,” Kari muttered. “I wish you would just tell them I’m not interested.”

      “Even I don’t have the power to outright refuse their proposal.” Hilda wore a dry smile as she stepped up to the window and stood by her daughter’s side. It was large enough that both of them could look out while standing several paces apart. “Were I capable of such a thing, I would have shot the Leucht Family down a hundred times already.”

      Kari’s only response was to sigh again.

      Hilda could only curse her own powerlessness in this regard. Were her daughter the eldest, or even the strongest, among her four children, she could have told the Leucht Family exactly where they could stick their proposal. However, Kari was not only the youngest among her children, she also wasn’t the strongest. In this world where the strong ruled over the weak, she did not have the right to deny the proposal out of hand, especially since the Leucht Family wielded a lot of power themselves.

      Fortunately, they could not demand for her daughter’s hand yet, though she knew they would try within the next few months. The Grand Spiritualists Tournament was coming up soon. She was sure they would try something then.

      “Did you sense the Spiritual Power just now?” She changed the topic. “It was quite impressive.”

      “I… yes.” Kari furrowed her brow. “That Spiritual Power was quite strange. It felt oddly familiar somehow.”

      “Familiar?” Hilda asked. However, Kari didn’t say anything more on the matter, and so Hilda turned back to the window.

      She hoped her husbands would discover something soon.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure how long I had been unconscious for, but it couldn’t have been long. The sky was still dusky when I opened my eyes. Night had yet to truly fall.

      As I became more aware of my situation, I realized that I was lying in something of a crater… and that my body hurt. A lot. I remembered one time when I had been learning how to cook so I could surprise Kari with a home-cooked meal. I burnt my hand at the time by touching the stove. This felt like that, except it was inside of me and spread across my entire body. Yes, it felt like I had been cooked from the inside out.

      There was also a puddle of water in the bottom of this crater. My back was soaking wet.

      My body howled in pain as I slowly sat up and crawled out of the crater. My legs were shaking, my arms had the strength of soggy noodles, and my body was burning. I gritted my teeth and pushed past that feeling. I needed to get away from this place. There was no way someone hadn’t sensed me releasing my Spiritual Power, and the last thing I wanted was to get caught by someone I didn’t know.

      After crawling out of the crater, I headed away from the clearing in the opposite direction I had come. The gate I had used to get here was the closest to this location. Logic dictated that anyone seeking to discover me would come from there.

      I decided to travel further away from Nevaria. Since my current location was somewhat north-east of the city, I headed more east.

      My breathing grew ragged as I stumbled past trees and carefully watched the ground for roots I might trip on. I hadn’t noticed it until the pain struck me, but my body seemed somewhat dissociated from my brain, or perhaps my spirit. My body was in agony. It was howling at me. This body clearly wasn’t used to feeling pain. However, my spirit and mind were firmly rejecting that agony. It was like they were telling me one thing, while my body told me another.

      I wasn’t really sure how long I walked—stumbled. However, I eventually felt several presences converging on the location of where I had released my Spiritual Power. Damn. They worked faster than I thought.

      With no desire to get caught, I used Spiritual Perception, extending my ability to sense Spiritual Power outward and locating all the people currently swarming around this area. They appeared before me as little flames of color. There were… quite a few. I suppose I shouldn’t be shocked, but I sensed at least twenty different Spiritual Signatures within the area. A few of them had stopped near the gate, but many more were gathering around the area I had vacated before spreading out.

      The longer I ran, the more energy I lost. I eventually realized that I couldn’t run anymore. Placing a hand against the trunk of a thick tree, I cursed this unathletic body. This was another problem I would need to rectify as swiftly as possible. However, for now, I needed to completely hide myself.

      Observing my new surroundings for a moment, I realized that I had entered a small area with a pond. It wasn’t deep enough for me to hide in, however. As I looked around some more, I noticed one of the trees had thick roots coiling around it. The roots formed something of a small cage that was only accessible via one part that looked barely big enough for me to slip through.

      I went toward the tree and slipped inside. Then I sat on the slightly muddy ground, curled my knees into my chest, and closed my eyes. After taking a deep breath, I used a technique known as Masking to hide my presence. All it really did was hide my Spiritual Signature. It couldn’t hide my body. However, all of these people would be looking for an intense Spiritual Power. With a little luck, they wouldn’t even dare to think someone powerful enough to create a crater in the ground with his Spiritual Power was hiding underneath a tree.

      Not long after completely hiding my presence, the sound of footsteps echoed around me. I kept myself calm and listened. The footsteps soon stopped.

      “Did you find anything?” asked someone. This person was definitely a man. His voice was deep, slightly raspy, and had a stern quality I’d expect from a leader.

      “Nothing,” a younger male voice said. “Sorry, Father.”

      The older man sighed. “Tch. I feel like we just wasted our time. What’s more, we ended up snubbing Dante and Rainer to get here before Valence did. If our Leucht Family wasn’t one of the Three Heavenly Families, there’s no way we could get away with slighting them unscathed.”

      “Do you think this will affect the marriage talks?” the young man asked in a worried voice.

      The older man blew out a slow breath. “It shouldn’t so long as we are smart. I’ll spin this in a way that makes it sound like I was trying to be helpful. In either event, it looks like whoever or whatever released that powerful Spiritual Pressure is now gone. We won’t find anything here. Let’s return home.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      As the voices disappeared into the distance along with their footsteps, I found myself frowning. Marriage talks. Why did that term leave such a bad taste in my mouth? I seemed to remember something about marriage talks happening a long time ago, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember why it was so important.

      A yawn escaped my mouth as I realized how tired I was. I could think about the matter of marriage talks and this Leucht Family later. Right now, I needed some sleep.
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            Our First Meeting for the Second Time

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up the next morning, I had a kink in my neck, my back was sore, it felt like my internal organs had been grilled over an open fire, and my backside was soaking wet and covered in mud. Of course, when I opened my eyes and discovered that I was still underneath the tree I’d been hiding in the night before, I realized why I felt this way.

      My body groaned in complaint as I crawled out from underneath the tree. A loud cracking noise echoed within the small forested area as I twisted my back and stretched my arms. Ugh, my body felt like crap.

      After using Spiritual Perception to scan the area, I discovered that no one was present and began making my way back to Nevaria. It was time to leave. I would have to slip past the guards at the gate, who might be suspicious if they saw a young man covered in mud walking into the city, but I was positive I could do it.

      The morning sun rose over my head as I walked back into the city proper.
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        * * *

      

      Kari sat at a long table that could easily seat a dozen people. She was currently the only person present, but she knew that her mom, dads, and brothers would arrive at some point. Well, her brothers would probably show up, but it was anyone’s guess as to whether her parents would, given how busy they were. Her mom might even already be working.

      She tried to ignore how lonely this empty dining hall was.

      A bowl of porridge with freshly cut fruit sat before her, which she stirred absently with her spoon. The scent of the fruits mixed with the honey used to sweeten the porridge. It tantalized her nose. However, even though she usually loved this smell, her thoughts were somewhere else.

      She was thinking about that strange Spiritual Power from the other night. It had woken her up in the middle of the night when she felt it, an intense and powerful but not frightening sensation. Something about it seemed so familiar. Yet no matter how hard she thought about it, she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why this was the case. What was it about that strange Spiritual Power that called to her so?

      The doors into the dining room suddenly opened and three people walked in.

      First to enter was a young man who was two years her senior. At eighteen years old, this young man was about two heads taller than her, had spiky brown hair, and bright blue eyes. The red tunic he wore hid his broad shoulders and powerfully built chest. Unlike the other two, his eyes possessed the sort of bright arrogance and cockiness that only men who had yet to truly reach maturity possessed.

      The other two who entered were older than the first boy, being twenty-three and twenty-five years old respectively. The younger of the two had long red hair tied into a ponytail with a small leather band, green eyes, and a smattering of freckles. Last and eldest of the three was a tall man with dark brown hair, a stern face that appeared to have been chiseled from stone, and the broad shoulders of a warrior. He had a cross scar on his left cheek. Kari didn’t know how he’d gotten it. He never told her.

      “Oh! It’s our little sis!” the youngest of the trio exclaimed. Kari grimaced when he directed a condescending smile in her direction. “What are you doing out of your room? Don’t you like to hole yourself up in there like a turtle hiding in its shell?”

      Kari twitched as she resisted the slight urge to smack the boy.

      “You shouldn’t tease our younger sister, Geirolf,” said the second eldest boy.

      Geirolf shrugged. “You’re only defending her because you haven’t been around recently, Mykkel. If you’d seen how mopey she was over this silly talk of marriage, you would understand why I’m talking down to her like this. The girl has been hiding in her room ever since the Leucht Family proposed the idea.”

      While Geirolf spoke with Mykkel, the eldest of the three quietly walked into the room and sat down at the end of the table. Kari bit her lip as she looked at her eldest brother. Should she say something? She knew a greeting would be the polite thing to do, but he always frightened her with his chilly demeanor and stoic silence. It felt like anything she said would offend him.

      “You should not let this matter bother you,” the eldest said at last.

      “E-Elder Brother Earland?” she stuttered.

      Earland said nothing more as the door to the kitchen opened and a woman dressed in a white tunic with a black bodice walked out. The woman was pushing a tray that had several bowls of porridge on it. Seeing this woman also caused the other two brothers to take notice and sit down as well.

      As her three brothers were served breakfast, Kari tried to finish her meal in a manner that was quick but didn’t seem hurried. She didn’t mind Mykkel. However, she wasn’t comfortable around Earland and didn’t really like Geirolf. Like at all. While she did her best to eat swiftly without making it look like she was eating fast so she could leave, the youngest of her brothers began talking again.

      “I can’t believe we didn’t find anything about that strange Spiritual Power last night,” he complained, causing her to perk up just a bit. “You’d think someone with that much power wouldn’t just disappear, right?”

      Kari slowed her eating to listen despite wanting to leave quickly.

      “It is hard to believe that someone releasing so much power could just vanish into thin air like that,” Mykkel admitted as a bowl of porridge was set in front of him. “However, I think I am more interested in finding out what that person was thinking. It’s strange. Why release all that Spiritual Power for what appears to be no reason? Was he trying to get someone’s attention? If so, who’s attention was he attempting to get? And why vanish like that? I don’t understand what the purpose was.”

      “Maybe they didn’t have a purpose.” Geirolf shrugged as he dunked his spoon into his porridge, shoved it into his mouth, and chewed while speaking. “They might not even be human, you know. B- and A-Rank Demon Beasts can also release Spiritual Power like that.”

      “They were human,” Earland said quietly.

      The two brothers and even Kari turned to look at him. The oldest among them was quietly eating his porridge, his expression so calm it appeared cold. His dark eyes contained very little emotion.

      “They were what?” asked Geirolf.

      “Human,” Earland said. “The person who released that Spiritual Power last night was human. What’s more, the power they unleashed was on par with Mother. I do not know who it was or what they were hoping to accomplish, but you two had better pray they don’t have any malevolence toward the Astralia Royal Family.”

      A long pause caused a thick tension to spread around the table. Kari glanced at Earland as she finished off her porridge. Meanwhile, Geirolf and Mykkel had gained tense expressions as though they weren’t sure what to make of their brother’s statement.

      “Whatever,” Geirolf said at last. “If that person ever shows up again, I’ll introduce him to the tip of my blade.”

      Earland just shrugged as if to say he’d done all he could to steer his brother in the right direction and wouldn’t speak of this anymore.

      Now that she was done eating, Kari grabbed her bowl and utensils, walked into the kitchen, and set them on the counter for their maid to wash. She smiled at the woman who served her family as their chef.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” she said. “It was very tasty.”

      Her chef, a middle-aged woman with dark hair that had several streaks of gray, smiled back. “You’re welcome, Miss.”

      Returning to her bedroom, Kari walked into her closet and grabbed her sandals.

      I think I will visit the library today, she said to herself as she slipped them on.
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        * * *

      

      After washing myself off with a wet cloth, I changed into a new set of clothes. My brown pants were rough as they rubbed against my skin, and the off-white shirt was several sizes too large. That said, my brown tunic hid the shirt well enough that no one would even realize this. Since I only had one pair of footwear, I was forced to wear the muddy boots from last night. I did my best to wipe them off. However, cleaning them of all the dried mud was a difficult task without the proper cleaning agents and materials.

      Once I was dressed, I headed to the library. I wasn’t working today. I checked the schedule to make sure of that, but the library was the best place I could go get my mind in order. On the way there, I bought a loaf of bread for breakfast, which cost me ten valis. Consequently, this nearly emptied my coin purse.

      I could not stop myself from sighing. I almost cried when I spent the last bit of money I had on parchment, a quill, and some ink at the nearest general store. Now carrying what I needed, I finished my journey.

      Ms. Nadine was there to greet me when I entered the library. She crossed her arms when she saw me come in and raised a single eyebrow.

      “What the heck are you doing here, Eryk? You don’t work today.”

      I gave her a helpless smile. “I need a place where I can think, so I decided to head here.”

      Although my response was quite good, Ms. Nadine frowned at me as she crossed her arms. “A place to think? Can’t you do that at home?”

      “I could, but I prefer being surrounded by books.”

      She sighed. “You always were a little too obsessed with reading. Fine. Fine. Just don’t disturb any of the people who are actually here to study.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m not you.”

      “Since when did you become so witty?” asked Ms. Nadine as she narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Since never.”

      Ms. Nadine huffed at me before getting back to work, and I traveled up the stairs.

      I didn’t know if Ms. Nadine was suspicious of how I was acting. She seemed to realize that something was different about me, but she obviously couldn’t put her finger on it. To be honest, I think that was because I couldn’t remember how I used to act when I was younger. What kind of person was I before Nevaria had been destroyed? I could barely remember what I had been like before the Demon Beast Invasion.

      The second floor wasn’t much different from the first floor; there were still numerous bookshelves filled with books, and in between the shelves were a number of tables. There were about six tables in all. I couldn’t see anyone sitting at these tables. The first floor had most of the nonfiction books, so people had a tendency to stay downstairs unless they needed to research something.

      I sat down at the nearest table and placed the parchment, ink, and quill down as well. I didn’t uncap the ink bottle yet. Before that, I needed to think about everything I had to do.

      My first goal was simple: Stop the Demon Beast Invasion. While I had no idea what prompted the Demon Beasts to invade Nevaria, I at least had a basic solution to accomplish this. I needed to gain strength. If I could gain the strength I had at the peak of my power, slaying a few hundred thousand Demon Beasts shouldn’t be too difficult.

      Saying that, gaining strength wouldn’t be a simple matter. I would have to find a quiet place where I could train. It would be preferable if this place had a large waterfall, which would greatly increase the speed of my training. Second, I needed to buy an alchemy set and quite a few ingredients. Last but not least, I would also need to have custom-made weighted clothes to help train my body.

      In short, I needed money before I could do anything else.

      Reaching deep into my memories, I thought of the few ways I could earn money fast. There were several ways to earn money in Nevaria.

      The first was to slay Demon Beasts and sell their monster cores to a trader or an alchemist. The second was to find a valuable treasure in the ruins located inside the Demon Beast Mountain Range and sell it at the Auction House. The third was to fight in the underground arena. All three of these required a lot of strength… which I currently lacked. Not only was my body weak right now, but I couldn’t control my Spiritual Power either.

      Speaking of, it seemed I was not as strong now as I had been when I was an adult. My Spiritual Power was barely even a tenth of what it had been before getting thrown back in time. I guess that going back in time required a sacrifice of some sort, or maybe my body simply couldn’t handle that much Spiritual Power and released it. I really didn’t know. It wasn’t like anyone had ever traveled through time before—not to the best of my knowledge.

      Outside of these three methods, there was only one other method I could think of to earn money, and that was to sell a Spiritual Technique to a noble family or the Spiritualist Academy. This one was probably the safest bet.

      I had a number of powerful techniques that I doubted the Spiritualist Academy would have, especially since I created most of these myself despite having no use for them. Not only could I not use Spiritual Techniques like most people, but a lot of the techniques I had created weren’t even for my elements. I made them as theoretical exercises to expand my knowledge.

      My elements were lightning and water… and light, but the light element came from my wife, not me. She had bequeathed it to me as she lay dying in my arms. I wasn’t even sure if I could use the light element anymore.

      Well, most people couldn’t use that element. Light and darkness were the two rarest elements on the entire continent, never mind the isolated Nevaria. In fact, of all the people I had met, only my wife and her mother had affinities for the light element.

      Finally popping the ink bottle open, I spread the parchment across the table, dipped my quill into the ink, and began writing.

      Spiritual Techniques were created by writing down a set of instructions using runes and infusing the parchment with Spiritual Power. Runes were letters derived from an ancient runic alphabet that had existed since long ago. It was not the human language, however. In fact, runes weren’t even a language of this world. They had been taught to us by a race from Niðavellir known as the Dweorg, who specialized in Rune Writing and Inscribing.

      It was actually fortunate that I had exhausted so much of my Spiritual Power last night. This allowed me to control it far more easily, though channeling my Spiritual Power hurt. It caused that sensation of being grilled from the inside out to course through my body all over again. Despite this, I forced myself to keep infusing Spiritual Power into my quill as I wrote.

      Different runes had different meanings, and by combining those meanings together in the form of sentences, a person was able to create Spiritual Techniques, which could be learned by people who knew how to use Spiritual Perception—an ocular technique that was normally activated upon blinking to a specific rhythm. Of course, this was just one of the many uses for runes.

      When I finished writing the technique, I set the quill down and stretched my arms. A groan escaped my mouth. The feeling of my muscles being stretched hurt, but the relief I felt when I relaxed made it all better.

      I studied the scroll I had written the Spiritual Technique on. It was glowing a light blue, but the glow soon faded after my Spiritual Power became infused with the parchment. There were over six dozen runes written on the parchment. That was four lines worth of runes. This technique wasn’t my most impressive. I’d been asked by many to create Spiritual Techniques, and this particular one had been created for a friend who wanted an A-Rank Spiritual Technique that didn’t require a lot of movement to activate. That said, I think it would be enough to fetch a good price if I sold it to the Spiritualist Academy.

      With a soft sigh, I rolled the parchment up, tied it with a string around the middle, and stood up. I had just made my way over to the staircase when I was forced to stop because someone had walked up at the same time that I was about to walk down.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      She carried herself with an incredible amount of elegance and grace. Blond hair that appeared to have been spun from gold framed a porcelain face that possessed just a hint of redness on her cheeks, making it look like she had a near permanent blush. She had a small button nose, wide blue eyes, and soft pink lips.

      Currently dressed in a simple white gown that was tied together with a golden cord and a light purple cloak thrown over it, I could not see much of her figure. However, even with the cloak in the way, the massive swell of her chest remained visible. It probably helped that she was holding a book to her chest. The act caused her breasts to push against the book, making them bulge.

      I found myself frozen as she walked up the steps, the soles of her sandals thumping lightly against the wooden stairs. She reached the top while I was trying to get my head on straight. A slight pricking feeling stung my eyes as I watched this elegant girl stop in front of me when she realized there was someone blocking her path.

      She and I stared at each other for the longest time. Her eyes held a glint of concern as she looked at my face.

      “Are you okay?” she asked in a soft, polite, but ultimately reserved voice.

      “Huh?” I replied in what must have been the dumbest manner possible.

      “You’re crying,” she said.
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“I am?” I reached up and brushed a finger underneath my right eye. When I looked at the droplet of water on my finger, I realized that she was right. I quickly dried my eyes and tried not to feel embarrassed. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Something just stung my eyes. I think I got some dust in them. Some of these books are a bit musty.”

      “That does happen from time to time,” she said with a polite smile.

      Once I had finished drying my tears, I planned on stepping aside to let her pass. As much as I wanted to speak with her, right now wasn’t the best time, especially since I was getting emotional. She didn’t even know who I was and would probably think I was weird. I didn’t want to frighten her off.

      However, just as I was about to step aside, I recognized the book she was holding to her chest.

      “Isn’t that The Tale of Anderil?” I asked.

      At my question, her eyes lit up just a bit. “Do you know it?”

      I nodded. “It’s one of my favorites. A young man leaves his home village.”

      “He journeys across the land,” she continued for me.

      “Exploring ruins,” I picked up where she left off.

      “Confronting danger,” she added.

      “All for the sake of quenching his undying thirst for adventure,” she and I finished together.

      “This is also one of my favorite books,” she admitted with a smile, and this time, her smile was a bit less reserved and a bit more genuine. She tilted her head. Long hair like strands of liquid gold scintillated in the light as they shifted against her back and shoulders. “Do you mind if I ask what other books you’ve read?”

      “I think the more appropriate question to ask is what books haven’t I read?” I said before I began listing off several of my favorites—well, my favorites before the Demon Beast Invasion. I was honestly surprised I could remember all of them.

      The more I spoke, the brighter her face became, until it was so bright I could have sworn it was capable of outshining the sun.

      “Those are some of my favorites,” she said with a wistful sigh. “I actually own quite a few of those, but some of them I can only read here.”

      “I have seen you around here often,” I admitted.

      “Do you also come here a lot?” she asked.

      I gave her a wry grin. “Well, I do work here, so it is hard for me not to come here a lot.”

      “OH!” Her mouth formed a pretty O-shape. “Now that you mention it, I have seen you returning books to shelves before. I’m so sorry. I’m usually very distracted when I come here, so I don’t often pay much attention to my surroundings.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. I wanted to stay longer and talk with her, but I knew that if I did, I wouldn’t be able to sell this technique scroll before the Spiritualist Academy closed and would have to wait until tomorrow. What’s more, I knew that she was here to read and even the reason why. It would be bad form if I held her up. “Anyway, I am pretty sure you came here to read, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Oh… okay,” she said, and her shoulders slumped just a bit.

      A slight sense of boldness flashed in my eyes when I saw that. “If I see you here again, would you mind if I came up and spoke with you? It would be nice to talk with someone about the books I’m reading.”

      The light came back to her eyes. “Yes, I would like that very much.”

      I smiled. “I’m Eryk, by the way. Eryk Veiger.”

      “My name is Kari… just Kari.” Her lips curved into a delicate and breathtaking smile. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Eryk.”

      “Likewise.”

      I moved aside and allowed Kari to pass. Her smile brightened a bit more as she looked at me before she turned her head and wandered further into the second floor, sat down at a table, and began quietly reading. She did glance at me a bit more, though.

      “Just Kari, huh?” I said with a small chuckle.

      I knew why she hadn’t told me her last name, but I didn’t feel too bad. I was sure she thought I would kowtow to her if she’d mentioned she was the daughter of Empress Hilda.

      Walking back down the stairs, I felt a slight sense of irritation on my back, like a gnat had landed there. However, it was more of a metaphysical sense rather than a purely physical one. Someone was glaring at me.

      I soon discovered that it was actually multiple someones. There were quite a few young men ranging in age from their early to late teens sitting at various tables, and all of them were staring at me like I had just murdered their ancestors. What an annoying feeling.

      Just as I was about to confront those young men around my age, Ms Nadine stepped up to me. She eyed me for a moment before snorting.

      “I never would have imagined you could act so bold.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” She waved her hand in an airy manner while holding a stack of books in the other hand. “Did you have a pleasant conversation?”

      “I did actually.” I narrowed my eyes. “Were you eavesdropping on us?”

      She released another snort. “Don’t be stupid. No one was eavesdropping on you. The two of you were just so loud that everyone heard it.”

      “Is that so?” I glanced at the glaring young men. Having finally realized why these people were glaring at me, I could only shake my head. “Some people should mind their own business.”

      Ms. Nadine raised an eyebrow at my words, but she didn’t say anything and instead told me it would be best if I left. It seemed all the glaring and unwarranted hatred being rained on me was killing the library’s good vibes.

      Well, it wasn’t like I had any intention of staying anyway.
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        * * *

      

      My heart was still pounding in my chest as I walked through the busy streets of Nevaria toward the Spiritualist Academy. I don’t think I was prepared to see Kari again so soon. The relief at seeing her alive caused an emotional anguish that tore at my heart, turning into an almost physical pain. It felt like my heart was trying to break out of my ribcage.

      Shaking my head, I used a simple breathing technique to quell my emotional turmoil.

      The Spiritualist Academy was the largest structure within Nevaria, even bigger than the Imperial Royal Palace that sat on the flattened mountain. It was made entirely of stone and resembled a massive fortress. Numerous spires were arrayed around the academy, each one big enough that it would take at least two hundred people to wrap around them. While the spires pierced the sky, the largest feature of this academy was obviously the massive castle, which spread across a large ground.

      Anyone could enter the Spiritualist Academy. After walking through the front gate, I traveled down a long path situated inside of a sprawling garden filled with colorful blossoms. I didn’t stop and admire the flowers, however. I was there on a mission.

      The massive doors to enter the academy were already open, so I walked inside and looked around. I was inside of a large entrance hall. The stone floor spread out before me. There were numerous doors and several staircases leading to who knew where. Having never been here when people actually inhabited it, I was unsure of what to do.

      Fortunately, it seemed there was someone situated nearby whose purpose was to help people like me.

      “Excuse me, miss. Are you looking to enroll in the Spiritualist Academy?” a pretty but plain woman with brown hair asked me with a smile. “I’m sorry. You appear to be a little too old to enroll now. We generally only allow people to enroll when they are between the ages of 12 and 14 years old.”

      My right eye twitched. “Okay. First of all, I am not a ‘miss’. I’m a man. I would appreciate if you could not get my gender mixed up.”

      “Oh, my. I’m so sorry, mister.” The woman held a hand to her mouth in shock.

      “Secondly, I’m not here to enroll.” I continued talking, trying to stay on topic. “I recently acquired a scroll that contains what I believe is a Spiritual Technique. I know the Spiritualist Academy has an interest in that kind of stuff, so I came here to have it evaluated and, if possible, I would like to sell it.”

      “A Spiritual Technique Scroll?” The woman’s eyes widened in surprise, but she admirably masked it with a quick smile. “In that case, why don’t you wait here for just a moment? I’ll need to get one of the academy instructors. I do not have enough knowledge to even begin evaluating a Spiritual Technique Scroll.”

      “I understand. I’ll wait right here,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      As the woman walked off at a brisk pace, I wandered over to the nearest wall, crossed my arms, and leaned against it. There weren’t that many people within this hall. Someone would occasionally walk out from one of the adjacent doors or come down from the stairs on the other side of the room. Every time someone did walk into the entrance hall, they would stare at me like I was a curiosity. However, no one bothered coming up to me.

      Finally, the woman arrived with someone in tow. An old man wearing an extravagant mauve tunic walked behind her. He was carrying a staff, had a slightly ruddy face, and a large, bulbous nose. His all-white hair was receding and made him look even older. However, with Spiritual Perception, I could sense this man’s strength. Spiritual Power flowed through his body, and while it wasn’t what I would consider strong, it would be more than enough to take down a C-Rank Demon Beast.

      I carefully used Masking to hide myself from the perception of others as I pushed off the wall and greeted the two.

      “My name is Infile Duendas. I have been told that you have gotten your hands on a Spiritual Technique Scroll,” the old man introduced himself.

      “Yes.” I removed the scroll from the sleeve of my tunic. “This is it right here.”

      “May I see it?” Infile held out his hand.

      I placed the scroll on the man’s outstretched hand, pulling back as he proceeded to study the scroll.

      Most scrolls look very old, with faded and worn parchment. I had purposefully bought parchment that was older than usual to make it seem like it was older than it really was. As the man studied the exterior, he seemed to notice its lack of age, but his eyes also widened slightly as he picked up something else too.

      “There is indeed a powerful Spiritual Signature on this scroll,” he determined. “Whether or not this is actually a Spiritual Technique has yet to be determined. Do you mind if I take a look inside?”

      I gestured at him. “Feel free.”

      Nodding, the man undid the cord tying it together and unfurled the scroll. I observed him as he studied the contents, watching as his eyes slowly widened, until it looked like they couldn’t widen anymore. I frowned at how shocked he seemed. However, I wasn’t given enough time to respond before he rolled the scroll back up and looked at me.

      “This is indeed a Spiritual Technique Scroll,” he said, his voice unable to contain his excitement. “What’s more, it appears to be quite powerful. I would like to have the Headmaster take a look at this scroll to determine its true value. Would you mind following me?”

      “I don’t mind,” I said after a moment’s thought.

      “Then please follow me.”

      I followed the man as he turned around and wandered up a set of stairs. They were different from the ones he came through. The stairs wound around the outer wall like a spiral, and after we reached a certain point, he exited through a door that led into a large hallway.

      There currently weren’t any classes today, so the hall was fairly empty. If there were classes, then Kari would not have been at the library. I remember her telling me that she, like many other children of noble lineage, had attended the standard four years at this academy starting when she was fourteen years old.

      I was eventually led to a large door. It didn’t look different from the other doors outside of its size. Infile knocked on the door once.

      “Who is it?” a wizened voice asked from the other side.

      “It’s Infile.” The old man glanced at me. “I have a young man who has a rather unique Spiritual Technique Scroll that he would like to have evaluated and exchanged.”

      A moment of silence.

      “Come in.”

      Opening the door, Infile allowed me to proceed him inside. The room on the other side looked smaller than it actually was, but I think that was because of all the objects littering it. A skeleton of an avian Demon Beast hung from the ceiling. There were a number of bookshelves filled to bursting with tomes. In the center of the room was something that looked like a fountain. The clear liquid inside bubbled and rippled as though it was alive.

      In the very back of this room was a man who looked even older than Infile. His ancient face was covered in wrinkles and framed by shock white hair. While I couldn’t see all of him because he was sitting, his tunic was pitch black but laced with golden designs. They were runes, though it didn’t look like they were functional. Very few people knew how to properly inscribe runes into clothing. He appeared to have been pouring over a book, but he looked up when the two of us entered, revealing a pair of watery blue eyes behind rimless glasses and a long beard.

      His eyes landed on Infile, but then they swept toward me. I sensed him using Spiritual Perception to probe me. It felt a lot like I was being covered in a thin layer of oil. I was very glad I had already used Masking to hide my presence.

      “What is this about a Spiritual Technique Scroll?” asked the old man, his eyes returning to Infile.

      “Here it is.” Infile stepped forward and set the scroll on the desk next to the various knickknacks that littered it. “It seems to be very powerful, but unfortunately, it is a little too advanced for me to accurately evaluate it.”

      The Headmaster frowned as he looked at the scroll. He reached out with an old, withered hand, grabbing the scrolling and unfurling it.

      I stood back as he set the scroll on the book he’d been reading and poured over it, his brows furrowing. After another moment, he let out a shocked exclamation.

      “What is it?” asked Infile.

      The Headmaster took a deep breath. “This is indeed the Spiritual Technique Scroll to a powerful technique. It appears to be an A-Rank Spiritual Lightning Technique: Lightning Cutter.”

      “A-an A-Rank Spiritual Lightning Technique?!” Infile squawked, his eyes growing almost impossibly wide.

      “Young man, where did you get this?” The Headmaster turned his eyes on me, blinking several times. I once more felt his Spiritual Perception glancing me over. It felt a lot like someone had cracked an egg over my head.

      “While I was going through some old items my family left behind, I found this scroll sealed inside of a chest,” I made up a lie on the spot.

      “A family technique, is it?” The Headmaster mumbled softly. “Tell me, what family do you belong to?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m an orphan. The chest was just something that’s always been in my possession. I assume it came from my family.”

      The Headmaster frowned at my words as though trying to detect a lie. Meanwhile, I was trying to find out what the big deal was. An A-Rank technique was powerful, certainly, but the Brave Vesperia Sect I created back in Midgard had plenty of A-Rank techniques available. Granted, I had created most of those techniques myself by basing them off my own elemental manipulation (Kari and several others helped me test them), but surely this academy also had plenty of powerful Spiritual Techniques available…

      Right?

      “Well, whatever the case may be, this is indeed a powerful Spiritual Technique Scroll,” the Headmaster said. “I am assuming you want to exchange it for valis?”

      “Business hasn’t been good lately, so I have been trying to think of a way I could earn some extra valis,” I admitted.

      The Headmaster glanced at the technique again, and then looked back at me. He steepled his fingers together and placed his elbows on the desk.

      “Given how powerful this technique is, I am willing to pay 60,000 valis for it.”

      “6-60,000 valis?!” Infile looked ready to faint.

      I considered how much that was. A single loaf of bread cost ten valis. If I were to take this number as the standard for a loaf of bread, then it meant my room probably cost about thirty to forty times more. That was about 400 valis a month. That meant it was enough to pay my rent for 150 months. There were nine months in a year, so I could live off this much for about eleven or twelve years... give or take a few months when I took the cost of food into account.

      After calculating the numbers in my head, I nodded. “I think that sounds good.”

      “Then we have a deal.” The Headmaster reached into a drawer and pulled out a large bag that jingled as he set it on the desk. I wondered what this man was doing with a bag of valis just lying around like that, but then he began pulling platinum coins out of the bag.

      “Could I get at least some of those in gold and silver coins?” I asked suddenly. “Platinum coins are hard to use for everyday spending.”

      The Headmaster paused before nodding. “Certainly, how about I exchange two of these platinum coins for gold and silver? That means you’d get ten gold coins and one hundred silver coins.”

      “That should be good. Thank you.”

      I remained respectful as the man took out fifty-eight platinum coins, which equaled about 58,000 valis, and then withdrew that money bag and took out another two bags. From each of them, he withdrew ten gold and a hundred silver coins respectively. Then he handed them to me, and I placed them inside of my coin purse, which was strapped across my shoulder.

      With my coin purse now much fatter and much happier, I thanked the two men for their help and left the Headmaster’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Infile watched the door as it closed behind the young man, and then turned to the older man sitting behind the desk.

      “Headmaster…”

      The Headmaster raised a hand. “I know what you are going to say, but the money I just spent on this technique is well worth it. You know how valuable Spiritual Techniques are. Even C- and B-Rank Spiritual Techniques can cost as many as 20,000 to 30,000 valis. An A-Rank Spiritual Technique is nearly twice as powerful and a hundred times more rare than a B-Rank Spiritual Technique. Only the Three Heavenly Families and the Astralia Royal Family have techniques of this rank. What’s more…”

      “What’s more?” Infile inquired.

      “No, never mind.” The Headmaster shook his head. “In either event, please make sure to have someone keep an eye on that young man if possible. He says he is an orphan, but with a technique like this, he must come from a very prominent background. Perhaps his lineage can even be dated back to a family from before the Catastrophe.”

      Infile was startled when he heard this, but he quickly nodded his head. “I understand. If at all possible, I will find someone who can keep an eye on him, Headmaster.”
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        * * *

      

      It was night by the time I arrived back home. The matter of selling my Spiritual Technique Scroll took longer than I expected. Shutting the door behind me, I pried off my boots, pulled off my shirt, and then undid my belt and slid out of my pants. I left each article of clothing on the floor. I was too tired to pick them up.

      Falling face-first onto the hard mattress of my bed, I winced as I realized that this wasn’t my bed back when Kari and I had formed Brave Vesperia, or even the one when we joined the Explorer’s Guild—our first sect. My nose felt like it had just been smashed against a rock.

      I rolled over and tried to get comfortable. It was easier said than done. As I shut my eyes, I thought about all the things I needed to buy: An alchemy set, a bathtub, medicinal ingredients, weighted clothes for training, a map of Nevaria… there was so much I needed to get. Tomorrow was going to be even longer than today.

      Well, at least I had gotten to see Kari again. That had been nice.
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            Shopping for the Future

          

        

      

    

    
      I was putting books back in their place as usual when I first saw her. At the time, I had no idea who she was. I would always find her at a table on the second floor of the library, a book sitting on the table before her as she slowly flipped through its pages. The way her eyes sparkled as she read made me keep my tongue, not that I could have talked anyway. This girl whose beauty made me think she was of divine origin made me tongue-tied to begin with.

      Time continued to pass, I kept working at the library, and this girl kept appearing to read day after day after day. She wouldn’t always come. I would later learn it was only on the days when the Spiritualist Academy didn’t have classes that she stopped by. However, whenever classes were not in session, I would find her at the same table as always.

      The girl had come again.

      I was putting away several books near her, doing my best to seem unobtrusive. She was engrossed in her book. As someone who frequently read myself, I knew how annoying it would be if someone interrupted me.

      Despite not wanting to disturb the girl, I made the mistake of looking at what she was reading, which caused me to nearly drop the books in my hand.

      “That’s The Tale of Anderil!”

      The girl’s entire body jerked as though startled, which caused me to realize my mistake. I opened my mouth to apologize. Just as I was getting ready to stutter out an apology, she turned around to look at me, and I could have sworn my heart stopped beating. Having seen her from a distance, I had already known she was beautiful. However, looking at her from up-close, her enchanting loveliness seemed to have been enhanced a hundred-fold.

      “Have you read The Tale of Anderil?” she asked, her voice laced with excitement.

      Somehow, I was able to miraculously reclaim my voice. “Are you kidding? I’ve read it over ten times! A young man leaves his home village.”

      Her eyes grew brighter as she said, “He journeys across the land.”

      “Exploring ruins,” I added.

      “Confronting danger,” she pressed on.

      “All for the sake of quenching his undying thirst for adventure,” we finished together before smiling.

      “I’m Kari,” she introduced herself. “Do you come here often?”

      “I’m Eryk,” I greeted before rubbing the back of my neck and offering her an embarrassed smile, “and I kind of work here, so…”

      “You do?” Her eyes suddenly gained a hungry glint that would have made me take a step back, but there was a bookshelf immediately behind me, preventing it. “In that case, I hope you can recommend some new books to me. I’m almost out of reading material.”

      I took a moment to consider her. She had pretty blue eyes, the fairest skin I’d ever seen, and hair that looked as if it had been spun from threads of gold. Her outfit was surprisingly plain. The simple purple gown had no adornments and went down to her feet, which were clad in a pair of basic sandals. For some reason, I imagined she’d look better in extravagant clothing like the stuff nobles wore.

      While she appeared nearly a head shorter than myself, she had an impressive pair of breasts, which strained against the fabric of her gown. I didn’t know how big they were. However, they were definitely more than two handfuls.

      I tried my best not to stare at her chest.

      “I don’t mind offering you suggestions at all,” I said with a slight smile.

      “Thank you!” The girl looked happier than I felt my simple act of agreeing to her request warranted, but seeing such a refreshing and joyful look on this girl’s face caused my own mind to feel like it was shutting down. I was pretty sure I’d become a puddle of goo.

      And that was the day I met Kari.
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        * * *

      

      I got up early the next morning. Given the ruined state of those clothes I had worn during my trek through the forest between Nevaria and the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I needed to wash them down by the stream near my house.

      Nevaria had a number of such streams, and all of them were connected through a series of channels and irrigation canals. It made washing clothes and getting water convenient. Well, that was what I assumed. If I was being honest, I didn’t think it was nearly as convenient as the waterways and sewers of Midgard. Being able to pull water directly from pipes built into a building was far more convenient, and that was to say nothing for the runes that helped heat the water, but I was digressing.

      While I washed my clothes in the stream, I thought about the dream I had. It was more than just a dream. It had also been a memory of the time before the Demon Beast Invasion.

      Kari and I had met before in a manner that was eerily similar to how we met this time around. That made me wonder if the day I’d gone back in time to was coincidentally the day she and I first conversed with each other. Perhaps our lives were tied together by the red thread of fate? It was an amusing thought, and one that made me smile, but I also would admit that it was unrealistic.

      Whatever happened to get me sent back to this time had nothing to do with fate.

      While a part of me did wonder why I had a dream about the first time I met Kari, I didn’t believe it ultimately mattered. I was here, in the past, and I had a chance to change our future for the better. Nothing else mattered to me.

      After washing my clothing and hanging them on a clothing line inside of my room, I got dressed in a clean pair of clothes, black pants and another white shirt, and left my room for the library.

      I opened today.

      Work that day was awfully boring, but I’ll also admit I was quite restless. No matter how much busywork I did, some part of me couldn’t focus on anything I was doing. There was so much I wanted to do that day. I had to go shopping, and then I had to find a good training ground that was quiet and far enough from Nevaria that no one would discover me. I wasn’t sure how long the shopping would take, never mind finding a location where I could train without anybody stumbling upon me—and I wanted it to have a waterfall too.

      I did what I could to make the day pass swiftly. I put away books, dusted the shelves, helped people who were looking for a specific book they couldn’t find, and read when there was nothing else to do. Kari didn’t show up that day, but I knew she wouldn’t. The Spiritualist Academy had classes today.

      While Kari didn’t show up, several other people did. Most of them were in their early to late teens. They were likely students at one of the lower-end schools. Education was compulsory in Nevaria ever since Empress Hilda came to power. Most students only took a three-year course, which taught them reading, writing, and basic math. I helped some of these people when they had questions regarding books in the library, but most of them ignored me.

      When Ms. Nadine finally came to relieve me, I couldn’t leave fast enough. I’m pretty sure I shocked my poor boss.

      The first thing I wanted to do was buy a bathtub. It sounded like the least important item, but I would need a tub for part of my training.

      Bathtubs were generally something used only by nobles and maybe a few well-off merchant families. Even in Midgard where baths were far more common, there weren’t that many people who had them outside of large sects, well-to-do individuals, and higher-end inns and bars. Having a bath in one’s home was considered a luxury that few could afford. Most people either wiped themselves down with a wet rag or bathed in a communal bathhouse.

      On that note, communal bathing was very popular in the Northern Plains.

      There was a section of Nevaria called the Merchant’s District. While numerous streets had stall venders and the like, the Merchant’s District was the busiest because a good number of businesses owned property there. A lot of people did trading in this district. Not only did they have street vendors, but they also had a lot of shops, many of which catered to wealthier commoners like merchants and government officials.

      All of the buildings were much wider in the Merchant’s District, and while it was called a district, it was really more of a town square… or maybe a circle would be more accurate. This section of the city was built around a wide, circular path made of stone. A large statue of Elandile Astralia, the founder of the city state of Nevaria, stood in the center.

      I looked at the stern face of Elandile. The statue depicted a tall man with a wide, muscular build, a barrel-like chest, and a thick beard. He stood in a pose that made me think he was about to attack someone. The mighty axe in his hand was raised as if in preparation to bring it down upon the head of his enemies.

      Shaking my head, I turned back to gazing at the variety of shops as I wove between the numerous groups of people walking alongside me.

      All of the buildings here were wide and spacious. I assumed it was because they had a lot of goods to sell and needed space to showcase them. Some of the buildings were only one story like the apothecary, but most of them were two. None of these buildings had windows. That made me pause for a moment, but then I vaguely recalled that windows were expensive in Nevaria because of how much time and effort glass took to make.

      Maybe it was just me, but this place seemed a bit… behind the times.

      I eventually found the place I was looking for. The shop was wide, two stories, and the walls were made entirely of brick. Ceramic red tiles were used for the roofing. Again, there were no windows. However, there was a wooden sign hanging above the door that had the image of a bathtub. I could only assume this was the place.

      Stepping inside, the first thing I noticed about this place was that it was larger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. Of course, this was because it was longer than it was wide. At a general estimation, I’d say from the front to the back, it was about 120 meters long. Filling most of the store were a variety of different types of bathtubs, but they had other appliances too. Most of them were bathing appliances.

      No one was around to greet me. It looked like all of the people who worked there were already busy helping other people. That was fine. I had only come to buy a simple bathtub.

      Wandering further inside, I began looking at the different types of tubs. There were a lot of options. Most of the tubs were made of wood, but there were a few that appeared to have been made of stone. One of them even looked like it could fit at least ten people. I imagined getting that out of this shop and into a house would be a pain. This was probably just a display to show off a model that would be made inside of the house.

      A good deal of the tubs were shaped like a square. I wanted a round tub, and it didn’t need to be too big. Aside from not being able to fit a large tub in my room, I really only needed something that would let me soak my whole body in water.

      “Excuse me, ma’am. May I help you?” Someone finally came up to me. He was an older gentleman with graying hair and a goatee. His face was gaunt, and his eyebrows had strange curls at the ends. I was expecting them to wiggle any moment now.

      “Did you just call me ‘ma’am’?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

      The merchant paused, looked closer at me, and then blushed. “I apologize, sir. I made a mistake.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      I knew it couldn’t be helped, that I had a very feminine face (my current skinny physique certainly didn’t help), but it was always annoying when someone mistook me for a girl. Part of the reason I couldn’t wait to begin training was so I could lose some of my feminine appearance. Once I gained a body that was more muscular and lost some of the baby fat softening my face, I wouldn’t be mistaken for a woman as often.

      “I’m looking for a bathtub,” I began. “I want one that is preferably round. It doesn’t need to be large. However, it does need to be large enough that the water will come up to my shoulders when I sit in it.”

      “Hmmm…” The man stroked his goatee while studying me, and I knew he was taking in my threadbare clothes. He probably assumed, rightly so, that I was of the peasant class. Even so, this man was either a consummate professional, or he knew better than to judge a book by its cover. A smile appeared on his face. “I believe I have what you are looking for. Please follow me.”

      Walking past numerous large tubs, shelves covered in appliances, and other people, the man led me all the way to the back, where a single tub sat. This bathtub was very simple. It was a sturdy wooden tub that resembled a basin. It wasn’t round. It was oval. However, when I judged its size, I determined that it was wide enough for me to sit in if I extended my legs. The tub’s walls featured a U-shaped dip in the middle, and the two ends curved enough that a person could lean against it and relax.

      “While we do not have any truly round tubs, this one should suit your needs well,” the merchant said. “It’s made of lacquered cedar. Not only is it comparatively light and sturdy, but it’s well built. It was carved from one piece, so there are no seams. Water won’t leak out when you use it.”

      I nodded while listening to his explanation. It wasn’t quite what I wanted, but I hadn’t seen anything resembling what I asked for inside this store. There were other shops that sold bathtubs. I was sure one would have exactly what I asked for. However, I had a lot that I needed to get done today, and I didn’t want to spend several hours buying a bathtub.

      “How much?” I asked.

      The merchant rubbed his hands together. “While this tub is well-crafted, it’s not very popular since most people prefer larger baths. The standard price for a tub is around 20,000 valis. However, given everything I just told you, I’ll sell this one for 12,000 valis.”

      While the tub was important, I also needed to buy an alchemy set, ingredients for the pills I would need to refine, clothes for my training, and a map of Nevaria and the surrounding forest. I currently had 60,000 valis to my name thanks to the Spiritual Technique Scroll I sold to the Spiritualist Academy. This would bring me down to 48,000.

      “Have you ever sold one of these tubs before?” I asked suddenly. The man winced, telling me everything I needed to know. It was hard to hide my grin. “How about you bring it down to 9,000 valis?”

      The merchant frowned at me. “If I did that, my store wouldn’t make any money.”

      I shrugged. “If no one buys this, you will lose the money it cost to make in the first place.”

      I could almost see the merchant’s thought process as he tried to figure out a counter argument to my haggling. He didn’t want to sell this at such a low price. However, it was also true that he hadn’t sold a single tub in this style before. If I didn’t buy it, chances were no one would buy it.

      “I could always go somewhere else,” I added. “I’m sure there are other shops willing to give me a better deal.”

      At those words, the merchant finally capitulated with a resigned smile. “Young sir would make a fine merchant. You have a deal.”

      “Many thanks.” We shook hands to signify the deal was made, and I smiled as an idea suddenly came to me. “If you have people who can help me get this into my home, I would be willing to pay you an extra 3,000 valis.”

      Which would bring it up to exactly what he wanted, but in exchange, I would also be getting help to get this tub inside of my room.

      “A very good merchant indeed,” the man muttered with a chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      Money exchanged hands, and the merchant had several large men help me carry the tub back to my room. One of those men hit on me. I’ll never forget the look on his face when I informed him that I wasn’t interested in him because I had a dick. I had this feeling his friends weren’t going to let him live it down either.

      They managed to get the tub inside of my room. I had already paid the merchant for their services, so after thanking them, we all went our separate ways.

      I still had a lot of shopping to do.

      Since the biggest item I needed had been bought, I decided to buy a map next. It was the easiest item to get on my list.

      The map store I entered was small. Covering the walls were numerous maps that varied in size, detail, and type. There were geographic maps, orientation maps, non-geographical spatial maps, topological maps, and general purpose maps. Map making was considered a fine art. There weren’t many people who could make them, but every map maker made great money for that very reason.

      An old man stood over a square table, not paying attention to anything around him as he used a quill to scratch at the surface of a large sheet of parchment. It looked like he was in the process of making a new map.

      I ignored the man and looked over the maps currently displayed on the walls. What I needed was a map that would show me the locations of various natural features located in and around Nevaria. That meant a general purpose map.

      Each map spread across the wall was done so at a height of about one meter above the ground. Below the map was a shelf that contained rolled up scrolls of varying sizes. My assumption was that they were different sizes of the same map. Following that theory, I searched out the map that contained the most details, grabbed a scroll that was small enough, read while I walked, and went over to the old man.

      He still hadn’t noticed me.

      “I would like to buy this map,” I said.

      The man finally stopped moving his quill, looked up at me, and then tilted his head to look at the map in my hand. He wore a pair of large spectacles that looked like magnifying glasses, causing his large brown eyes to appear bigger than they were. They were specially crafted objects used by mapmakers to help magnify what they were seeing so they could add details onto their maps.

      “That map costs 500 valis,” he said in a tone that told me he wasn’t willing to negotiate.

      I handed him the 500 valis. The man took it, then went back to what he was doing. With a shake of my head, I left the shop.

      What a crotchety old coot.
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        * * *

      

      Since I was already in the Merchant’s District, I went to a clothing store next. The shop I entered looked like a combination of clothing shop and a seamstress’s paradise. While there were many premade clothes, they also had a lot of different fabrics. Leathers of various colors and hardness hung from the walls. Numerous types of silk sat folded on shelves. There was cotton, wool, and several other thick fabrics that were well known for their durability. All of them were either hanging on displays or sitting in shelves and on top of tables.

      Since what I wanted was to have custom-made training clothes, I didn’t look at the premade clothing, and instead walked over to an older woman in her mid-thirties. She was currently taking the measurements of a woman who looked like she had just reached adulthood. The woman, more of a girl really, was standing topless as her measurements were taken. She wore nothing but loose-fitting panties tied together by strings.

      “I’ll be with you in just a moment,” the woman said without turning around.

      This lady must have some really good hearing to notice my presence without looking. Seeing that she was busy, I began looking at the fabrics around the store. I knew nothing of creating clothes, so I didn’t know what fabrics were good to use. Most of what I had worn before was dorogon hide, acromantula silk, and mythril armor.

      Around five minutes after the woman had spoken to me, she finished taking the young girl’s measurements. They spoke for a while before the younger woman got dressed and left. Then the older woman turned to me.

      Large green eyes stared at my clothes as though they were an atrocity. I mean, they were, but it was still kind of rude. This woman’s russet-colored hair was tinted with streaks of gray. While she didn’t have many wrinkles, there were some crow’s feet around her eyes.

      “I am going to take a guess and say you need new clothes,” the woman said, once more eyeing my outfit.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Yes, but what I’m looking for are custom-made clothes with a very specific design.”

      “Oh?” The woman narrowed her eyes to peer at me. “Why don’t you tell me more about these clothes you want while I take your measurements? Come on, strip down.”

      I removed my shirt, then slid my pants down. Unlike the girl, my undergarments were a pair of britches. Most men and some women wore underwear like this. However, I’d heard it was more popular among women to wear the string underwear... well, Kari had once told me it was what a woman wore when a man was courting her.

      As I revealed my body to the woman, a startled squawk emitted from her mouth. I frowned when I saw her wide, round eyes. My frown deepened when I noticed her slight blush.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked.

      “No. There’s no problem.” The woman shook her head and recovered her wits. “Stand right here. I’ll take your measurements now.”

      I walked to the spot she indicated and allowed her to use a knotted string to take measurements. She measured from my hips to my ankles, the circumference of my torso, the length of my arms, from shoulder to shoulder, the size of my chest, and so on. As she did all this, she conversed with me.

      “Tell me about this clothing you want.”

      Nodding, I described what I was looking for. “I want a vest, pants, and vambraces that are covered in pockets that are five by ten centimeters. The pockets should be as densely packed together as you can make them. This clothing also needs to be sturdy. The pockets should be capable of withstanding a lot of weight without tearing. I would also like the vambraces to have the same pocket setup.”

      The woman was in front of me as I spoke, and the befuddled expression on her face amused me. She obviously had no idea why I was asking for this type of clothing. I guess no one had come to her with such an unusual request before.

      “Well, I could certainly do that,” she admitted after a few moments. “It will take a while for me to make clothing like that, though.”

      “How long is a while?”

      The woman pondered my question for a moment. “Give me about… thirty days to make these. I have several other customers I need to make clothes for, and these will take time due to how unusual your request is.”

      Thirty days was one and a half days short of half a month. While I was a bit depressed to know it would take so long for the clothes to be made, I also knew there were other, more important aspects of training that I needed to focus on before strengthening my body.

      “That is fine.”

      “I will also need you to make a half payment up front.”

      I hesitated before answering. “How much will this half payment be?”

      “Given the nature of what you want, I’ll have to use more fabric than normal. I’ll also need to work with a sturdier fabric to make it more durable. This is going to increase the cost.” The woman finally finished taking my measurements and stepped back. She stared at me for a moment before speaking again. “I’d say the grand total will be around 5,000 valis.”

      “So I’ll need to pay 2,500 valis up front,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s fine,” I agreed.

      Once I gave the woman her half payment, I left the clothing store and traveled to the apothecary, which was located on the opposite side of the Merchant’s District. After entering, I glanced left, then right. Tables, stands, and displays containing various alchemy ingredients sat around, waiting to be bought. Because of all these ingredients, this place had a strong and rotten scent that made my nose wrinkle. It made me think of sulfur.

      A man sat behind a counter. He looked up when I walked in. A frown marred his face when he saw my appearance. I guess my lack of alchemist robes made him assume I was just some random idiot wandering into his shop.

      I ignored the look as I walked up to the counter, pulled a scroll from my tunic, and set it on the wooden surface. The man eyed the scroll like he didn’t know what to make of it.

      “I would like to buy the ingredients on this list,” I said in a tone that I hoped conveyed my seriousness.

      The man’s frown grew wider, but he took the scroll anyway. It was only after he unfurled it and began reading the contents that his eyes slowly widened. He looked back at me, and then at the scroll. His eyes finally settled on me.

      “You’re an alchemist?” he said slowly, as though he couldn’t believe his own words.

      “I only know how to make a few things,” I admitted.

      “We do have these ingredients,” the man told me after glancing at the scroll again. “Hold on while I get them all together for you.”

      The man stood up from his seat and wandered into the back of the shop through a door. The storefront was basically just a display. It showed you what they possessed but wasn’t for sale. The ingredients were all locked safely within the backroom, which was more suited toward containing ingredients that could spoil if left out for too long.

      He came back with several bags, all of which he set on the table. Then he took out a scale and weights and used them to weigh each bag.

      “So let’s see,” he mumbled to himself. “That’s 2,000 grams of purple grass, 1,000 grams of nirnroot shavings, another 2,000 grams of kalt root, and a jar of spirit essence.” After he finished measuring each ingredient, he placed them into their own bag, and set them in front of me. “I’m guessing you plan on creating some beauty products with these? I hear stuff like that is popular among noble women. Anyway, your total will come to 6,000 valis.”

      Confusion permeated my mind as I paid the man and left the store with the bags of ingredients. As I wandered home, I thought about what that man had said.

      The ingredients I had bought could indeed be used to create some beauty products, but that was not their only use. When mixed together and refined, they would create the alchemy pill I needed to increase my training speed. These pills were decently common and easy to make. However, that man didn’t seem to even realize that these ingredients could be used in that manner.

      I felt like something was off, but I shook these disconcerting thoughts away. After I dropped these ingredients off at my room, I would have one more stop to make.

      The Alchemist Association.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in an empty courtyard that contained several large buildings. Very few people were present. In fact, I only counted around forty-five in total, and only about five of those people were alchemists. The other forty were women who appeared to be between the ages of thirty-five and sixty.

      The buildings looked like they had once been majestic. I could see the remnants of several dragon motifs etched into the stonework; the gabled roof was decorated with ceramic tiles, a sign of influence; what’s more, there were two large dragon statues located by the entrance to what I assumed was the main hall. Even the doors, large contraptions painted red and studded with gold, spoke of the majesty this place had.

      Or rather, it spoke of the majesty this place used to have.

      The walls surrounding the Alchemist Association had long since faded, there were cracks running along the buildings themselves, the ceramic tiles looked old and worn, the dragon statues were similarly unkept, and the doors looked like they were in great need of repair. Derelict was the word I would have used to describe this place. It looked like this place had fallen on hard times.

      As I looked at the alchemists standing behind their stalls as they tried to sell what were not medicinal pills but creams of some sort, I could not help but notice the hopeless expressions they wore. The desperation hanging over this entire area was so dense I could almost see it manifesting as a physical cloud of gloom.

      Wearing a confused frown, I walked up to one of the stall owners. The man perked up as I approached. He looked as befuddled as I felt.

      “Are you here… to buy something?” he asked.

      “I was wondering if I could get a basic alchemy set,” I said. My confusion mounted as I saw what he was selling: Basic beauty products. He didn’t have a single alchemy pill at his stall, just standard creams, powders, and lotions.

      “An alchemy set? Are you an alchemist?” The man looked at my threadbare clothing. Judging a person by their clothing was quite natural since a person’s status could often be determined by the clothes they wore. I didn’t let it bother me.

      “I know a little about refining, but nothing too extravagant,” I said.

      “We do sell alchemy sets,” the man admitted with a sigh. “You’ll need to head into that shop over there to buy one.”

      The man pointed toward one of the smaller buildings. It was one story, square, and didn’t look larger than maybe fifty square meters. It was made mostly of wood. However, its foundation was made of stone.

      “Thank you.”

      I bowed to the man before turning around and heading toward the building, but I didn’t miss the destitute expression he wore when I did. This made me frown even more.

      The inside of this shop didn’t have much. Several displays showcased a number of ingredients just like the apothecary had, and there were a number of tables showing off the different alchemy sets. However, outside of that and the table near the back, this place was very barren.

      A young man who looked a few years older than me stood beside the table, his shoulder-length red hair containing hints of orange. He had brown eyes and a pale face. His clothing wasn’t as bad off as mine. The silk pants and red wool tunic were nice enough that he could have passed for someone from a decently successful merchant family, but even from this distance, I could tell that his clothing was in rough shape. He’d probably been wearing those clothes for a long time without getting them repaired.

      “I’d like to buy a basic alchemy set,” I said.

      “An alchemy set, huh? Well, you’ve come to the right place. That’s about all we have to sell these days.” The man wore a wry smile as he turned around. There were a number of cubby holes built into the wall behind him. Each one contained a box that had latches on the side. He went to one, pulled it out, and came back to set the box on the table. After undoing the latches, he opened it and revealed the alchemy set. “This what you want?”

      I glanced at the alchemy set. Sitting inside were two 150 mL beakers, two 250 mL beakers, one 500 mL beaker, three 100 mL flasks, two 250 mL flasks, one 500 mL flask, a 500 mL measuring cylinder, two evaporating dishes, two stirring rods, a 250 mL wash bottle, a mortar and pestle, and a cauldron. Each object was set inside of its own indentation so it wouldn’t get jostled, and the items were all in good condition.

      “This looks good.” I nodded and looked at the man. “How much?”

      “24,000 valis,” he replied.

      That was a fairly steep price. A basic set like this would only cost 12,000 valis in Midgard, but I had already begun to suspect that something was wrong from what that man at the apothecary had said and how gloomy the people of the Alchemist Association seemed.

      Given what I had seen so far, I didn’t argue and just handed him 24,000 valis, though I did frown when the young man stared at the platinum coins I was using with wide, shocked eyes. I guess seeing someone with such threadbare clothing using platinum coins was a surprise.

      “Do you mind if I ask why the Alchemist Association is so empty?” I asked as the young man counted each coin.

      “What do you mean? Isn’t it obviously because alchemy has fallen on hard times?” The young man’s words contained both dispiritedness and sarcasm. “Ever since the great conflagration over a hundred years ago, nearly all of our alchemy formulas were lost.” He sighed and shook his head. “Now all we can do is create basic beauty products and a few minor healing creams for burns and cuts. No one needs alchemy anymore. After all, why use a healing salve to heal yourself when there are Spiritual Water Techniques that work even better?”

      “I suppose,” I said, not letting this young man know how shocked I was.

      “It looks like this is the correct amount,” he said after counting all of it. “Congratulations, you are now the proud owner of a basic alchemy set… for all the good that will do you.”

      While his sarcasm was a little annoying, I didn’t think he was trying to be rude. Like the man outside, this young man seemed to have given up hope.

      I thanked him, picked up the alchemy set, and began walking away. As I walked down the stairs just outside the Alchemist Association entrance, doing so slowly so I wouldn’t fall and break anything, I thought about what I had just learned.

      It was true that with Spiritual Techniques healing someone’s physical injuries was a simple matter. However, alchemy had never been about healing physical injuries so much as spiritual ones. There were many diseases and ailments that couldn’t be cured with Spiritual Techniques. In fact, there were many problems that Spiritual Techniques would make worse. Alchemy had been created for the purposes of fixing those problems that Spiritual Techniques could not heal. What’s more, alchemy wasn’t used for just healing either. This was common knowledge in Midgard. However, it seemed as if Nevaria lacked this common knowledge that I had been taking for granted.

      Dispelling those thoughts, I continued traveling home. This knowledge I had unwittingly picked up wouldn’t benefit me right now. Perhaps I could do something about the Alchemist Association’s problem in the future, but for the moment, the most important thing I could do was train and grow stronger. I could figure out the benefits to introducing the true value of alchemy at a later date.
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            Beginning to Train

          

        

      

    

    
      These past two months had been the best months of my entire life. Kari would often show up at the library, same as always, but whenever she and I saw each other, she would invite me to sit with her and talk. I enjoyed our conversations. It was nice discussing the stories we were reading, the dreams we had, and our aspirations in life. Being able to talk with her left me feeling like I was floating on a cloud.

      That said, I always felt a faint sense of sadness lingering around Kari during our talks. There would be times when her eyes would grow distant, or when she would say something in a disillusioned voice, and then try to laugh it off as a joke. I wanted to ask her about what she was thinking during these moments, but I felt like she might stop talking to me if I did. I kept silent on the matter despite my better judgement.

      I had just left the library after closing shop. Kari hadn’t shown up today, but she went to the Spiritualist Academy, so I wasn’t worried. She’d probably stop by tomorrow since it was her day off.

      As I was turning a corner, a faint current of air brushed against me seconds before something powerful slammed into my stomach. I gasped and doubled over, falling to my knees and curling my arms around my stomach as whatever hit me retracted. I-I couldn’t breathe! I coughed several times. My mouth released a strange sucking sound as I tried to take in oxygen, but my lungs weren’t working properly.

      “Is this weakling really the person Kari has become so obsessed with?” a voice asked above me.

      I looked up. Although my vision was somewhat blurry because of the pain, I was able to see the person in front of me. He was a young man with dark blond hair and blue eyes. His light skin was the kind most people living in Nevaria possessed. However, there was a softness to it that suggested he was a noble. Members of nobility always had skin that looked softer than the finest velvet. Likewise, the clothing he wore, a beautifully woven leather tunic that glistened in the sun and silk pants, lent him the air of someone from a prestigious family.

      Currently, this young man was looking down at me with disdain in his eyes.

      “How could Kari possibly enjoy spending time with such a pathetic weakling?” he asked. “He doesn’t even look like a man. Are you two sure this isn’t just a girl she’s recently become friends with?”

      “We’re sure, Master Grant,” an older man said. He looked to be in his twenties, but my vision was a bit blurry so I couldn’t see his features well.

      “Hmph! Well, I suppose I should just teach him a lesson then.”

      The young man whom the older man called “Master Grant” cracked his knuckles. I tried to stand up, but then he abruptly extended his foot. Pain exploded inside of my head as his foot connected with my jaw. My head snapped back, the world blurred around me, and then I landed on my back.

      I could taste blood in my mouth. His kick had caused me to bite my cheek, but more than that, it had rattled the inside of my skull. Groaning, I rolled onto my stomach and tried to push myself up.

      Something struck me in the torso, causing me to gag as all the air left me. I dry heaved as my legs instinctively curled around me as though to protect my body.

      “This kid is pathetic. What does Kari see in him?” “Master Grant” asked as he kicked me again. The force of his kick was enough that I was flipped onto my back. As I coughed and tried to regain my breath, “Master Grant” placed a foot on my chest and pushed down. I bit back a groan as I felt my ribs slowly collapse under his strength.

      No one else was willing to help me. I saw people staring at what was happening out of the corner of my eyes, but whenever I looked at them, they would look away as though they hadn’t seen me. From their response, I guessed this man had a very high social standing.

      However, just as it looked like my beating would continue, a powerful beam of light suddenly surged in from out of nowhere. “Master Grant” was given no time to respond as this beam slammed into his face. A loud cracking noise echoed around the street. The foot swiftly left my chest as “Master Grant” was knocked back several steps and fell onto his butt.

      “Eryk!” Someone rushed over and knelt next to me. “Eryk, are you okay?”

      That person was Kari. She was wearing a simple white dress with a golden cord around her waist today. Her expressive blue eyes were wide with concern as she held out her hands.

      “I-I’m fine,” I coughed.

      “You’re injured. Hold on a second.”

      As she spoke, Kari placed her hands on my chest and began moving them in strange patterns. I recognized the movements as something necessary for a person to perform Spiritual Techniques. As I wondered what technique she was using, light seeped from her fingers, gentle wisps that drifted into my chest. I felt better almost immediately. The pain that had been wracking my body vanished like it had never existed.

      When she was finished healing me, Kari grabbed my hand and helped me stand up. She checked me over one more time. After sighing in relief upon seeing I was no longer injured, she turned her head and presented the one called “Master Grant”, who had just gotten back to his feet, with a fierce glare.

      The young man wore an ugly expression as blood ran down his nose. He looked like a rabid beast who might attack at any moment. However, when his eyes landed on Kari, the vicious look was replaced by an insincere smile.

      “Lady Kari,” he greeted, clapping his hands together and bowing once. “It is a pleasure to see you again. You’re looking lovely. Have you been doing well since our families last spoke?”

      Something about the way he talked about their families made my bones grow cold. However, Kari did not respond to his provocative tone or his words. Her frosty glare could have frozen a volcano.

      “If you or your friends, or anyone who is even remotely associated with you, touch Eryk again, I will consider this a slight against me,” Kari spoke in a slow, deliberate manner. “Should it come to that, I will challenge you to a duel within the arena.”

      Those words had the effect of wiping the insincere smile from “Master Grant’s” face. What remained was a cold anger.

      “Fine,” he spat. “I won’t touch him again. It’s not like it matters. Nothing is going to change between us. The talks are already proceeding quite smoothly. You know our families have already reached an agreement. It’s just a matter of me winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament two months from now.”

      Kari gnashed her teeth together, but she didn’t say anything, and “Master Grant” left with the older man in tow. She watched them with eyes like a hawk. When they were gone, she sighed and turned to me.

      “I am so sorry,” she apologized in a soft voice.

      “Why are you sorry?” I asked. “It isn’t like you did anything to me. Rather, I think I should be thanking you for stepping in when you did.”

      Kari shook her head and choked back a reply. I didn’t know it at the time, but I would eventually come to find out why the young noble named “Master Grant” had acted so violently toward me.
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        * * *

      

      The next two days were spent planning my training regime. I used the map I had bought to mark several locations that looked like ideal training spots. It seemed there were sixteen waterfalls surrounding Nevaria that would suit my purpose, and all of them were thankfully far enough away from the city that it was unlikely anyone would sense it when I released my Spiritual Power.

      Because I worked during the day, I could only head out at night. At that moment, however, most of my work at the library was already done. There were no books that needed to be returned to their shelves. I had swept the floor. The tables and shelves were cleaned. I had even gone ahead and rearranged the paperwork in the backroom.

      Which was why I found myself sitting next to Kari and chatting.

      I hadn’t seen Kari since that first time she and I met by the stairs, but that was because she had been attending classes. The girl was so polite she’d even apologized to me for not being around these past two days despite how it wasn’t her fault.

      Our topic of conversation had originally been about one of the books Kari was reading. It was an adventure story about a young woman who travels across the land to find ingredients that her dying husband needs to live. She braved dangers, fought vicious Demon Beasts, and discovered new sides of herself that she never knew. However, this was a story that ended in tragedy. The woman returned home after years away only to learn that her husband died while she was gone.

      “That seems pretty depressing,” I said as Kari finished talking about the book.

      She nodded, though her smile hadn’t diminished. “It is, but I also think it’s an accurate portrayal of real life.” Her smile grew a bit distant, a bit melancholy. “Sometimes no matter how hard a person tries, there are things they can do and things they can’t. There are just things in life that we have no control over, no matter how much strength we gain or how hard we try.”

      “Yes, that is true,” I muttered in a soft voice.

      I knew that Kari was actually talking about her marriage arrangement with Grant Leucht, but I was thinking about how the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had killed Kari in my previous life. I kept thinking about what I could have done differently. However, even if I wracked my brain for a thousand years, I knew there was nothing I could have done. I didn’t have the strength at the time.

      Things were different now. I was back in the past. I had a chance to do things over, and I would make damn sure that what happened last time didn’t happen this time.

      Our conversation changed after Kari finished talking about her book.

      “I’ve heard that there are numerous ruins from ancient civilizations in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.” Kari’s eyes were sparkling as if she were imagining what it would be like to explore those ruins. “I really wish I could go out and explore them.”

      I smiled as I watched her. “Can you not?”

      The sparkle in her eyes left as she sighed. “I sadly cannot, or rather, I am not allowed to.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Reasons.” Kari’s eyes shifted away from me.

      “Because you’re the princess of the Astralia Royal Family reasons?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Kari gasped. “H-how did you find out who I was?”

      A single droplet of sweat trailed down my face. “Er… it really wasn’t that difficult to figure out. You speak in a manner that is very polite and refined; your clothes might be simple, but they are obviously expensive and made from the finest materials; you are exceedingly beautiful; also, every time I leave the library after you and I talk, I find numerous people glaring at me and whispering behind our backs about how it’s unfair that I’m spending time with ‘Princes Kari.’”

      The more evidence I gave that lent credence to her identity, the redder Kari’s face became, until it looked like her face might catch fire. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized.

      “For hiding the truth?” I asked. Kari nodded, causing me to study her for a moment. “I do not think that is something to be sorry about. I assume you didn’t want me to know because you thought I would treat you differently. Lucky for you, everyone is equal in the library. It doesn’t matter if you’re a princess or a pauper. Every person needs to keep quiet.”

      As I raised a hand to my lips in the universal gesture of silence, Kari stared at me like I had said something really dumb, but then she held a hand to her mouth and began giggling. My smile widened. I was glad I could make her feel better.

      “Saying that, if you really do feel sorry about not telling me your identity, there is something you can do for me,” I said.

      Kari stopped talking and suddenly looked guarded. “What is it?”

      “I eventually wish to go out and explore the world as well,” I said. “There is so much out there that I think the people of Nevaria know nothing about.” So so much more. “Currently, I am unable to do any exploring, but I plan to at some point.” I stared at the now wide-eyed girl with a soft smile. “And when I do, I would like you to come with me.”

      “That… I don’t know,” Kari hedged.

      “Do you not want to?”

      “N-no, I do!” she said hurriedly. “I would love to go exploring, but I…”

      “If you are worried about your family, then don’t worry.” I gave her a slow, deliberate wink. “When the time comes, you and I can just run away together.”

      Kari obviously mistook my words for a joke. She giggled some more, seemingly not realizing that I was being quite serious. I didn’t correct her. Right now, I really couldn’t do anything for her except lighten her mood. However, in time, I would fix this. The girl before me was not someone who belonged in a cage.

      A phoenix could only spread its wings by soaring through the sky.
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        * * *

      

      It was fortunate that I only worked until the afternoon. Once Ms. Nadine came to relieve me, I grabbed my map and immediately headed out of Nevaria.

      I used the eastern gate to leave this time. It was a lot further than the northern gate, taking about two hours to reach by carriage, but I wanted to be cautious right now. I slipped out alongside a number of other individuals. Anyone was free to leave the city. The surrounding forest before reaching the Demon Beast Mountain Range was part of Nevaria. There were no Demon Beasts present, though there were other potentially dangerous animals like wolves and snakes, and a type of large boar that people hunted for food.

      Traveling past trees and bushes, I made my way deeper into the forest, using the map as my guide. There was a waterfall about six kilometers up ahead.

      It took longer than I would have liked to reach the waterfall. However, when I stepped into the large clearing, I could not help but nod in satisfaction. Aside from being quite wide, the waterfall itself was a towering thing that was easily a dozen or so meters high. A series of boulders also sat underneath the waterfall, which flowed into a large lake.

      Taking off all of my clothes and folding them up, I quickly dove into the water and swam to the waterfall. It was brisk. Goosebumps broke out on my skin as the cold water surrounded me, but I ignored that and kept swimming.

      The only problem I discovered while swimming was that my physical strength was… well, not good. Once I reached a certain distance, the force of water flowing from the waterfall made it difficult to swim forward. It felt like I was staying in one spot no matter how hard I stroked my arms. Even so, I gritted my teeth and slowly pushed forward, until I eventually reached the rocks.

      If I thought swimming against the current of a waterfall was hard, then standing underneath said waterfall was impossible. Almost immediately after I had gotten beneath it, my body was crushed against the boulders as who knew how many tons of water pushed against me. I couldn’t even move much less stand up. It felt like my bones were being battered by thousands of unrelenting fists.

      Biting my inner mouth hard enough to draw blood, I opened the floodgates for my Spiritual Power.

      It was just as I expected. The moment I released my Spiritual Power, it burst from my body like a neverending torrent. Pale blue energy flew everywhere and would have created another column that shot through the sky had the water not been there.

      The pressure on me suddenly disappeared, allowing me to sit up. Now that I was prepared for the incredible outpouring of energy, I didn’t pass out. That said, as I looked at the column of Spiritual Power pouring out of my body, which was now keeping several tons worth of water from falling on my head, I could not help but release a sigh.

      Controlling this was going to be exceedingly difficult.
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        * * *

      

      I did not know how long I spent underneath that waterfall, but the sky had become dusky by the time I exhausted all my Spiritual Power. Once I felt only a small trickle of Spiritual Power left inside of me, I slipped out from underneath the waterfall and swam back to the shore, where I then put on my clothes while still wet and proceeded home.

      The chill didn’t bother me too much. I had dealt with cold weather many times in the past while traveling the continent. Dealing with a wet body and damp clothes wasn’t an issue.

      While I walked back home, I quickly went over what happened while training today. Just like I thought, regaining control over my Spiritual Power was going to be difficult. Just training wouldn’t help either, not if I wanted to quickly regain control over it. However, I at the very least succeeded in doing what I had come here to do. And if I continued with this for several more days, I should be able to gain at least an intermediate level of control.

      I arrived home about an hour after entering the city. Despite being tired from having exhausted most of my Spiritual Power, I didn’t go right to bed. Instead, I took out my alchemy set and the ingredients I had bought several days ago.

      Because I didn’t have a table to work on, I just set up my alchemy set on my floor.

      The first ingredient I took out was the nirnroot shavings. I put the shavings into the 500 mL beaker, then filled it halfway with water from a flask. After that, I put a very small sheet of scrap metal on the floor and used tinder to light a fire. Basic alchemy sets didn’t come with a burner. While the water was being brought to a boil, I placed a handful of purple grass into the mortar and used the pestle to grind the grass until it was a fine paste, then chopped off a piece of kalt root and ground that into the purple paste as well.

      It didn’t take long for the purple grass to mix with the kalt root, turning what had originally been a purple paste into a slightly muddy-looking paste. By this point in time, the nirnroot had fully coagulated into the water, which had become a light green. After using a stirring rod to make sure none of the nirnroot remained, I added the paste into the beaker and began stirring again.

      Alchemy was the creation and refinement of alchemy pills, salves, and other concoctions that were used to create various effects. This included everything from curing certain diseases, healing injuries, and recovering from spiritually related ailments like Spiritual Poisoning and Spiritual Rotting. Of course, it could also be used to further cultivate a person’s Spiritual Power.

      I continued stirring until the purple grass and kalt root paste fully mixed in with the nirnroot and water mixture. While mixing muddy brown with green would have normally made something look even more like mud, this mixture actually turned a light blue instead and began emitting a slightly sweet fragrance. I smiled in satisfaction.

      With the mixture created, I poured the contents of the beaker into the cauldron. It didn’t even fill up 1/20 of the cauldron, but that was fine. I had expected that. After cleaning out the beaker, I repeated this process several more times, using up all the ingredients I had bought. The end result was that the glowing blue liquid filled up 2/3 of the cauldron. I looked at the liquid, grabbed the jar of spirit essence, and then poured it all in.

      Now came the hard part.

      While refining pills mostly involved learning how certain ingredients interacted with each other when combined, there was also a slightly spiritual aspect to it. One couldn’t just mix ingredients together and expect to get a pill. In order to refine the ingredients after they were mixed, it was necessary to add Spiritual Power into the mixture. Otherwise, all a person would get was goop. Spiritual Power was the catalyst to activate the ingredients and refine them into a pill shape.

      The liquid inside of the cauldron became a bright silver as I stirred and channeled my Spiritual Power into it. Arcs of pale lightning shot from the cauldron. That didn’t worry me. This happened every time I refined pills.

      I was very glad I had gone out to train earlier. With my lack of control, it would have been impossible to refine anything. It would be more likely that I would have killed myself after causing an explosion. However, because I had exhausted all of my Spiritual Power until only a little bit remained, I could easily control that bit to refine the pills.

      When the lightning finally ceased, I stopped stirring and gazed at the liquid. It looked like liquified silver. When I removed the stirring rod, a string of liquid came with it before slowly detaching and falling back into the cauldron, creating a gentle ripple.

      After setting the stirring rod in the beaker I had used to mix the ingredients, I placed my hands on either side of the cauldron. I breathed in slowly. Holding it, I breathed out before channeling the remainder of my Spiritual Power into the liquid.

      Sweat formed on my brow as I used my power to shape and mold the liquid into pills. The liquid rippled and bubbled. Nothing aside from that seemed to happen at first, but then, ever so slowly, the liquid began separating into bubble-shaped droplets about the size of my thumbnail. My arms shook as I kept pouring my will and Spiritual Power into the refinement process. The bubble-shaped liquid soon became completely smooth. Then all of them hardened into tiny beads.

      It was done.

      Releasing both my Spiritual Power and the cauldron, I leaned back and took several deep breaths. I closed my eyes, inhaled, held it, and then exhaled. I repeated this several times.

      I felt exhausted. There was a deep ache in my bones that only came from having spent all the Spiritual Power I possessed. It was known to Spiritualists as Spiritual Exhaustion, a self-explanatory name if ever there was one.

      Releasing a weary sigh, I put the alchemy pills I had refined into a bag, then cleaned the pestle and mortar, cauldron, stirring rod, and beaker I had used before putting those away too. Once I had properly stored my alchemy set by the bookshelf and placed the bag of pills on the lowest shelf, I stripped off my clothes and climbed into bed.

      I fell asleep the moment my head hit the hard, lumpy, and altogether uncomfortable mattress.
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            Embarrassing a Princess

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months had passed since Kari and I met. We’d grown a lot closer during that time, to the point where we didn’t just spend time within the library. While she always wore a hood, the two of us often traveled through Nevaria, taking in the sights and just enjoying each other’s company.

      My heart felt light during the time I spent with her, like it was soaring through the clouds. I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t qualified to; she was the daughter of the empress and I was just some guy who worked at a library. However, I knew that I had fallen in love.

      It was late in the evening. The sun was beginning its descent behind the Demon Beast Mountain Range, casting dark reds, oranges, and yellows across the sky.

      Kari had come to visit me early this morning and asked me if I wanted to spend the day with her. I was technically supposed to work this day, but when I saw the expression on her face, that hopeful look mixed with a strange desperation, I couldn’t say no.

      Our first stop had been breakfast, but after that it was a smorgasbord of activity. We’d gone to a park, watched a play, walked around the Merchant’s District, and spoken the entire time. By the time the sun had begun to set, I was feeling a mixture of emotions. I’d had fun. Of course, I had. However, a strange sensation crawling around inside of my stomach kept me from just enjoying myself. I was worried, but I didn’t know why.

      “There’s one more place I would like to take you,” Kari said as she held my hand and pulled me along.

      I didn’t resist her. “Where are we going?”

      She looked back and smiled at me. “You’ll see.”

      Kari said nothing else as she pulled me through a number of streets, took several turns, and soon led me up a hill. We eventually ended up traveling along a slight cliff face. I realized that the place we were traveling along was part of the mountain that the Imperial Royal Palace sat on. This caused my body to jolt as though lightening was racing through it.

      The place where we eventually stopped was a small ledge that was just big enough for two people to sit. I stood there in stunned silence. From this spot, I could see almost all of Nevaria; I could even see some of the farmlands that existed beyond the walls of the city. As I took in this breathtaking view, Kari smiled at me before turning to the city.

      “It’s a nice view, isn’t it?”

      “It’s amazing.”

      “I’m glad you like it. I wanted to show it to you… since we won’t be able to see each other anymore.”

      Those words were enough to send a chill through my bones. The view was no longer important.

      I turned to her. “What do you mean…” I slowly trailed off as I realized what she meant. I vaguely recalled something that happened over four months ago, when I had been attacked by Grant Leucht. “This is about those marriage talks, isn’t it?”

      Kari’s lips trembled and her eyes moistened with tears. “It… was inevitable, I suppose. Even though I am a member of the Astralia Royal Family, even I can’t escape from a fate like this… no, perhaps it is because I’m a member of the Astralia Royal Family that this happened.”

      My mind went blank as I stared at this girl, who wasn’t even seventeen years old, and yet she was already going to get married. So many conflicting emotions swirled around inside of me. I was jealous of the person marrying her, felt hatred at this situation, but above all that, I felt sympathy for this girl who was being forced into a position she never wanted.

      “Your mom can’t do anything?” I asked, swallowing.

      Placing her hands behind her back, Kari took a deep breath and sighed. “Even my mom doesn’t have the power to stop this. The Leucht Family is one of the Three Heavenly Families. They wield a lot of political and economic power, and they’ve been pushing Mother hard to convince her that I should marry their heir. She’s done her best to stall them, but I am just the youngest member of the family. My life and happiness are not worth the political unrest her rejection would cause. Moreover, Grant Leucht won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament four months ago.”

      Kari took a deep breath while I was reeling and continued.

      “The Spiritualist Grand Tournament is a competition that has taken place in Nevaria since its founding. The winner will be able to receive any one thing that he or she asks for from the current ruler of Nevaria.” Kari gave me the saddest, most desolate smile I had ever seen. “I don’t think I need to tell you what he asked for. With his victory and the Leucht Family’s power within Nevaria, my mom doesn’t dare reject the marriage arrangement.”

      I curled my fingers into a fist. Kari had told me about the marriage talks several months ago when Grant Leucht attacked me. At the time, she had laughed and told me it would never happen, that her mom would never allow it. I had sensed her dispiritedness at the time. However, for the sake of not wanting her to worry, I had merely nodded and said I wasn’t worried at all.

      “And there is nothing you can do?” I asked in a soft voice.

      “Not unless I’m willing to run away,” she confessed.

      “Then maybe we should do that,” I said.

      “We?”

      I nodded and grabbed her hands. “Let’s run away together.”

      Kari looked startled. “Where would we go?”

      “Does it matter? We’ll go anywhere. We’ll go everywhere.” My voice became more fervent the longer I spoke. “We’ll travel the world, explore ruins, and face dangers just like you always dreamed of doing.”

      “I’d love to run away with you…” Kari clutched my hands tightly as a few tears fell from her eyes. “But I can’t. I… as a member of the Astralia Royal Family, I have obligations. And besides, even if we tried to run away, my fathers and brothers would come after us. I know my limits. There’s no way I could escape from them, and if I can’t escape, then there’s no way you would be able to either.”

      The words were more than just a blow to my pride. Kari was telling me that I was weak, which I already knew. I had never trained, never studied Spiritualism… I didn’t even know which end of a sword to hold. I was weak. I knew that. However, until this moment, I had never felt like being weak mattered. Now I knew otherwise.

      “So this… this is the last time you and I will see each other?” I asked for confirmation.

      “P-probably. That’s why I wanted to… I wanted to tell you that I… I…”

      Kari was fully crying now. There was no stopping her tears. Her face had become a mess, eyes rimmed red as several sobs wracked her body. So even a person as strong as Kari can cry like this? I was a little shocked. A jolt raced through my spine as I stood there, dumbfounded by the tears this girl was shedding.

      I thought about what I should do at a time like this, but then I switched my thoughts. If this was the last time we would see each other, then…

      “In that case… I hope you will permit me to take some liberties with you.”

      Her eyes widened as I let go of her hands, wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her close. Her body fit snugly against mine. She was smaller than me, but she was also stronger. I could feel the muscles in her back shift and twitch even through the fabric of her dress. What’s more, the two large breasts she was sporting were pushing into my chest.

      I leaned down, but I didn’t completely close the distance. Even though I wanted more than anything to seal her lips with a kiss, even though I had wanted to kiss her for months and might never get the chance to do so again, I also wanted to give her the chance to refuse. If she wanted to, she could push me away. It would be easy with her strength.

      She didn’t do that.

      Before I knew what was happening, a pair of hands threaded through my hair, and fingers gripped the back of my head. Kari pulled me down the rest of the way and our lips touched. Her kiss was filled with desperation and remorse. It was like she was pouring all of her emotions into me. I could feel the longing she had as her fingers grabbed my hair, sense the anguish she felt at being married off as her lips sought to consume me, and detect her sorrow in the tears that splashed against my chest after creating streaks down her face.

      The soft warmth of her lips as they caressed mine felt incredible, but all I could think about was how bittersweet this kiss was. All I could do was regret how I hadn’t said or done anything about my feelings until this moment.

      Several months after our last meeting, it was publicly announced that Kari would marry Grant Leucht on her eighteenth birthday. After she graduated from the Spiritualist Academy, she and Grant had a huge ceremony where all the nobles and even the peasants were invited. I didn’t attend.

      I wouldn’t see Kari again after our last meeting for another two years when the Demon Beasts invaded Nevaria and forced the two of us to flee.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My body ached the next day. I hadn’t done anything super strenuous, but as I sat in bed and stretched my arms, the powerful and deep ache that came from Spiritual Exhaustion persisted. This dull throb that ran through my body was so powerful it caused me to feel a pseudo-physical pain.

      Sadly, there was no rest for the weary, so after washing my face, cleaning my body with a rag, and getting dressed, I exited my room and made for the waterfall that I had decided to use for the first stage of my training. I didn’t forget to grab the bag of pills on my way out.

      It was quite early in the morning. The sun was just rising. Naturally, this meant there weren’t that many people present. Only a fool like myself or someone who needed to start their day early was awake at this time. Fortunately for me, bakers had to start their day early to get their work done before everyone else woke up to buy their bread, which meant I was able to pick up breakfast before I caught a passing carriage and paid a small fee of one copper valis to transport me to the eastern gate.

      As I ate the baguette with light amounts of honey drizzled on it, I thought about what I needed to do today.

      Of course, the training came first. I needed to gain control over my Spiritual Power. I wasn’t sure how long this would take since I was much stronger than I had been in my previous life. Back when I first started training, it had been relatively easy to learn how to control my Spiritual Power—relatively because Kari and I couldn’t figure out why I was unable to use Spiritual Techniques—but I didn’t think it would be as easy this time.

      After training… I had to close the library.

      The large waterfall looked the same today as it had yesterday. After setting down my bag of pills, I stripped off my clothes and set them aside. I paused for only a moment before reaching into the bag and grabbing one of the pills. It was quite small, about the size of a bead, and was a pale silvery blue color.

      Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill.

      Without thinking about it, I popped the pill into my mouth and chewed. It didn’t taste that good. If I had to describe it, I would say it tasted like raw root vegetables that hadn’t been cooked. I put up with it because I knew it was necessary.

      Almost immediately after swallowing it, a slight chill spread through my body, pervading every part of me. That was just a side effect of the pill. It let me know it was working. The true purpose of this pill would only come when I began training.

      I quickly swam to the waterfall and climbed onto the boulders. It wasn’t any easier this time than it had been last time, but I persevered and released my Spiritual Power. The blue aura with powerful lightning swirling around like streamers of water roared to life. The waterfall that had been battering my body stopped in midair. Well, technically, it fell over the sides of the pillar created by my Spiritual Power, but I wasn’t going to get into the complicated details right now.

      Crossing my legs as I sat, I closed my eyes and began my training.

      The purpose of this training was to shrink the Spiritual Aura that my body was currently emitting and bring it into myself. While all people who released Spiritual Power could manifest it as a Spiritual Aura after they reached a specific level of power, it never went out of control like this—usually. My current Spiritual Aura was the result of my powers being too strong, my control over it lacking, and my Spiritual Pathways being unable to cope with this amount of power. In order to control my power, I had to do two things: Mentally harness my power by reigning it in and widen my Spiritual Pathways.

      The pill I had consumed was one that would help my Spiritual Pathways naturally widen. It acted as a healing agent, soothing the agitation and inflammation that came from my currently small Spiritual Pathways releasing such a fierce amount of Spiritual Power.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stayed underneath that waterfall, but the rumbling of my stomach eventually told me it was time to stop. A warrior could not work when he was hungry. What’s more, if I was hungry, it probably meant it was about time for me to head over to the library.

      After drying off using the remnants of Spiritual Power that didn’t get drained from my training (I channeled my control over water to evaporate the water clinging to me), I donned my brown pants, white long-sleeved shirt, and leather boots. I grabbed the bag of pills, popped another pill into my mouth, and walked back into Nevaria.

      Since I was hungry, I bought something to eat while on my way to the library. It was just a simple sandwich. That said, the combination of meats, cheese, and grilled vegetables did wonders for my stomach. I also drank a small flask filled with ale. Even if I wasn’t much of a drinker, I needed something to help make the food go down.

      “You’re finally here,” Ms. Nadine said just as I entered the library. She was standing near the entrance with her hands on her hips. Looking behind her, I could see there were already quite a few people sitting around tables as they read books or studied.

      “I’m not late, am I?” I asked.

      Ms. Nadine shook her head. “You’re not, but you usually arrive early. I thought you might have overslept again.”

      “That’s… well, I suppose I can’t blame you for thinking that.” I tugged on the leather band keeping my hair in place.

      “Hmph. I’ll leave you in charge of closing. Do make sure that everything is boarded up properly when you leave.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Ms. Nadine gave me a strange look like I had said something weird, but then shook her head and left.

      I worked quietly for the next several hours or so. Time passed by slowly while I was putting books away, cleaning the shelves and floor, and helping people find books they were searching for. I believed the reason time felt like it was crawling at a snail’s pace was partly because I was busy thinking about the next few stages of my plan to get stronger. Once I gained control over my Spiritual Power, the next step would be getting my body back in shape. For that, I would need those weighted clothes the seamstress was planning to make me. I’d also need to buy more ingredients for a different alchemy pill I wanted to make that would increase the effectiveness of my training.

      “Whoa, who is that?!” a young voice shouted in surprise, causing me to pause in my work before resuming.

      “You don’t know who that is?” asked another voice, this one sounding incredulous. “That’s Kari Astralia.”

      “She’s Princess Kari? I’ve never seen her in person before. She’s even more beautiful than people say,” the other voice responded, his tone one of reverent awe.

      “Hmph! Don’t get your hopes up. That girl isn’t someone people of low social standing like me and you can talk to.”

      “I know, but there’s nothing wrong with looking.”

      Their words finally broke my ability to concentrate. I first glanced over at the table where two young men were chatting away as they gazed at something currently outside my field of vision. They were young, probably younger than me. Judging by their threadbare clothes, which weren’t all that dissimilar to my own, I assumed they were peasants like myself.

      After taking note of the two, I turned my head to find Kari standing in the library entrance. A deep blue cloak had been thrown over her shoulders that day. It contrasted with the light pink dress she wore, which descended past her knees and swished around her legs as she moved. She wore the same sandals as always.

      She must have sensed my eyes on her. Kari turned her head in my direction. When we made eye contact, I gave her a smile and waved my hand in greeting. The bright greeting she gave me caused a pleasant warmth to spread through my chest.

      That said, it didn’t make me popular with the two peasants.

      “Who is this person? Do you think she knows Princess Kari?”

      “He. That person is actually a boy. And how could he? Look at those clothes. He’s a peasant just like us.”

      “I’m shocked! I had no idea that person was a boy! I always thought he was a girl! A-ahem. Either way, someone of his standing shouldn’t dare speak to a lady of Princess Kari’s stature! People like him need to learn their place!”

      “I agree.”

      Ignoring the peanut gallery (though my eyes did twitch when I got mistaken for a girl again), I walked over to where the still-smiling Kari was waiting. I left a space of about half a meter between us.

      “Hey there,” I greeted. “Have you come to return a book, or are you looking for something new to read?”

      “Something new,” Kari said with a gesture of her hand. “If possible, I would like an adventure story that involves exploring dungeons and ruins.”

      “Dungeons and ruins…” I tilted my head in thought for a moment, recalling all the books we currently had in the library. It was harder than it sounded. Sometimes I would think of a title, only to remember it was actually a book from mine and Kari’s library at the Brave Vesperia Headquarters. However, I did eventually remember something. “I do recall reading a journal about a former Emperor of Nevaria who explored a ruin in the Demon Beast Mountain Range when he was younger.”

      “That sounds like a great read!” Kari clapped her hands together once, clasped them, and beamed at me.

      “Let me grab it for you,” I said.

      The book was located on the first floor. Ignoring the two young men glaring holes into my head like they wanted to kill me with their eyes, I let my memory guide me to where I remembered seeing the book. Kari followed behind me, hands behind her back, and a smile on her face. That smile became several decibels brighter when I handed her the journal in question.

      “It’s so old,” Kari exclaimed in surprise. Indeed, the journal was old. The leather bindings were faded and worn, and the pages had a yellowness that happened when parchment aged. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, her eyes shone like a pair of stars twinkling in the night sky.

      “It is a couple thousand years old,” I said. “According to the first journal entry, this Emperor was alive a few hundred years after the Great Catastrophe, during what’s often considered the Era of Darkness.”

      “Really…?” Kari mumbled as she flipped open to the first page. It looked like she was about to begin reading it right there in the aisle.

      Chuckling just a bit, I placed my hands on her shoulders, turned her around, and gently pushed her toward the stairs.

      “Why don’t you sit down before becoming engrossed in that book?” I suggested with a faint smile.

      Kari blushed. I had to admit the sight of her cheeks turning pink was alluring enough to steal my breath from me. Not only had her cheeks gained color, but even the tips of her ears were a little red.

      I’d never seen Kari act this shy in my previous life, so it was a rather fetching sight.

      “R-right. I’ll just be upstairs then.” She paused, and then, in a hesitant tone, asked, “Will you come up after you finish your duties?”

      “Of course,” I replied. “I have to know what you think once you’re done reading.”

      Offering me one last smile, Kari ushered herself up the stairs. I listened to the sound of her footsteps before they disappeared. Then I went back to work.

      Several people came and went while I worked. A few people came up to me, asking me to locate this or that book. Ms. Nadine’s library had a no check out policy. Of course, most libraries had policies like that in Nevaria. This place wasn’t Midgard. That said, this library was also only one of four public libraries in the entire city state.

      Nevaria was shaped like a slightly misshapen circle surrounded by a gigantic wall. It was split into north, south, east, and west, with the Imperial Royal Palace sitting in the center and four roads stretching out from it. The libraries were all located in one of those sections. Ms. Nadine’s was located in the north.

      Once I finished my work for the day, I headed up the stairs, where I found Kari not reading the book as she anxiously looked toward the stairs. Her eyes brightened the moment I arrived.

      “It took you a long time to finish your tasks today,” Kari said as I walked over and sat down.

      “I’m a bit sore today. It slowed me down,” I admitted with a slight shrug.

      “Sore? What have you been doing?” she asked.

      “Just some spiritual exercises.”

      I tried to sound nonchalant, but the moment I mentioned spiritual exercises, Kari began interrogating me.

      “Does that mean you are a Spiritualist? How come you don’t go to the Spiritualist Academy? You know they accept people regardless of social status, right? How far along are you in your training?”

      Under this bombardment from the insanely curious beauty, who seemed to have completely forgotten her social etiquette and was right in my face, I could do nothing more than raise my hands and laugh.

      “Settle down. I can’t answer any of your questions if you keep asking me more without giving me a chance to speak.”

      “Oh!” Kari blushed again and, seemingly remembering her manners, leaned back and placed her hands on her lap. “I’m so sorry. I completely forgot myself.”

      “It’s fine.” I graced her with a smile. “I don’t mind. Anyway, you wanted to know about my training, right?” As she nodded, I scratched my chin and pondered what I should tell her, or rather, how much I should tell her. “I wouldn’t really call myself a Spiritualist right now. The fact is I can barely control my Spiritual Power. It’s a bit too… unruly at the moment.”

      “Unruly?” she asked with a curious tilt of her head.

      I nodded. “I have quite a bit of Spiritual Power. I don’t know where I’d be if you were to rank me, but I know that I currently have too much to control. Right now, my spiritual exercises are mostly activities that will help me refine my ability to control my Spiritual Power.”

      “I’ve heard of that happening before.” Kari’s expression contained a mixture of seriousness and fascination as she spoke. “There have been a number of people whose Spiritual Power is so great they have difficulty controlling it and need to train really hard. My mother was that way.”

      “Hilda Astralia?” I asked and received a nod in return. “I’m not surprised. I heard she was a peasant who rose to prominence thanks to her incredible powers and natural charisma. She won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament thirty years ago and became Nevaria’s Empress after defeating the previous Emperor in single combat a few years later.”

      “Yes. That’s Mother all right. She is a great woman.” There was a lot of pride in Kari’s tone, but there was also a very distinctive “but” that she didn’t say out loud. I knew she didn’t want to talk about that, so I decided to ignore it for now.

      “How much of that have you finished?” I gestured toward the journal.

      Tucking a stray strand of golden hair behind her ears, Kari said, “About sixty pages.”

      “That’s impressive, and what are your thoughts so far?”

      Kari didn’t speak at first. Her brow furrowed as she gathered her thoughts and composed the words she wanted to say. I looked at the way she gently bit her lower lip. It was a very cute gesture.

      “The ruins sound very interesting,” she said at last. “According to this journal, he said these ruins were located deep within the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and that he had to fight against an A-Rank Demon Beast before entering. Given how powerful a Demon Beast of that ranking is, Emperor Bodolf must have been incredibly strong. Even my mother would have trouble contending with an A-Rank Demon Beast on her own.”

      I didn’t dispute her words, though I also didn’t say anything. Back when she and I founded Brave Vesperia, Kari and I were both capable of taking down A-Rank Demon Beasts individually. The two of us had even taken down an S-rank one together. Of course, I’d also fought against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm’s enslaved Demon Beasts, each of which were S-rank if not SS-rank… but that was only after several decades of murderously difficult training.

      “What really interests me is what he said the ruins were like,” I said.

      Nodding emphatically, Kari agreed. “I didn’t get very far in, but it sounds like the ruins were littered with traps and even more Demon Beasts, who had invaded it and made the interior their nest. I’m surprised he made it out alive.” She looked at the book and sighed after another moment. “I wish I could go out and explore some ruins.”

      “Then why don’t we?” I asked.

      “What?” Kari looked startled.

      “Why don’t we find some ruins to explore some time?” I said.

      “But… I mean, I can’t… I’m…”

      “The Princess of Nevaria,” I said as the girl trailed off into incoherent stutters. “I know, but I don’t really care.” I grinned at seeing her flabbergasted expression. I’d never seen it before, but I couldn’t lie and say I wasn’t drawn to it. “If you asked me to, I would gladly sneak out of Nevaria and head into the Demon Beast Mountain Range with you right now.”

      I couldn’t recall ever seeing Kari turn this red before. A blush brighter than even the sun sprang onto her pale face like someone had used a Spiritual Fire Technique to burn her face from the inside out. For some reason, seeing her look so flustered made me want to tease her more.

      “Oh… well, that’s… I mean… uh… uh… oh! L-look at the time. I really should be going. My parents are expecting me home early. Bye.”

      Before I could say anything to stop her, Kari had stood up from her seat and bolted down the stairs. I watched her go, listened to the loud thumping of her footsteps, and remained sitting even after those faded away.

      “That was new.”

      The Kari that I had known from my previous life never got embarrassed like that. For a moment, I wondered if maybe this Kari was different from the one I knew, but then I shook my head. Everything else about her was the same. I didn’t doubt that this Kari was also the one I had known back then. Perhaps the one who had changed wasn’t her but me.

      “I don’t think I ever teased her back then,” I said to myself.

      Back then, when she and I fled Nevaria during the Demon Beast Invasion, I had relied on her strength to survive. I would have died a thousand times over without her. During that time, I had grown to not only love her even more, but respect and admire her as well. The old me would have never teased her. This was especially true before Nevaria had been destroyed. Before our lives were destroyed, I had been intimidated by her social status, which kept me from confessing my feelings until it was too late.

      Things were a little different now, I guess. I wasn’t strong yet, but I had the potential to be strong, and not only did I possess knowledge about the future, I also had knowledge of Kari herself. Right now, Kari was just a girl who had yet to become a woman. I believed the reason I could tease her was because I saw this Kari as more of an equal than a figure to admire or an untouchable princess. She was within reach to me.

      “Still, I think I might have come on too strong,” I sighed.

      The next time she and I saw each other, I would apologize for acting out like that.
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        * * *

      

      Kari didn’t know quite how long or how far she ran. By the time she stopped running, she was far from the library. She couldn’t even see it anymore.

      Placing a hand against her chest, she felt her rapidly beating heart, which pounded against her rib cage as though trying to break free. She’d never felt this way before. How could a few simple words from Eryk make her feel so embarrassed? What’s more, why did the idea of being embarrassed by him not bother her like she felt it should have?

      More than that, his words had not only embarrassed her, but they made her happy. Even if he was just joking, hearing him say he’d go into the Demon Beast Mountain Range if only she asked him made her want to take him up on that offer. However, that just caused her to feel even more embarrassed, which created something of a vicious cycle within her.

      What’s happening to me?

      Asking this question deep in her heart, Kari set off toward her home.

      Her heart calmed down as she walked. Guilt settled in her stomach as she remembered how she had run away like that. However, she didn’t think she could deal with Eryk right now given the current state of her emotions. She decided that she would apologize the next time she saw him, though she didn’t know when she’d be able to face him again without blushing.
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            A Chance Meeting or a Fateful Encounter?

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped with my hand halfway toward the shelf, the book I’d been about to put away still clutched in my grip. The ground beneath my feet was shaking. Actually, the whole building was shaking. It stopped after several seconds, and I finished putting the book back where it belonged.

      “The ground has been shaking a lot recently, hasn’t it?” a young man sitting at the table behind me asked.

      “It has,” the girl next to him said. “It was only a bit for the past few days, but now it’s happening every few minutes. I wonder why?”

      I had also been wondering why. I’d learned in books that these events in which the earth shakes called earthquakes happened sometimes, but they were supposed to be really rare… according to the books I’d read. All of them said the same thing, though. That was why I believed them. While information in books could be wrong, if numerous books said the same thing, then it was probably true.

      However, if earthquakes really were rare events, then why had they been happening so much lately?

      I didn’t think I would get any answers, so I was about to continue with my tasks, but then the earth shook again, and this time it was powerful enough to knock me off my feet. I tumbled unceremoniously to the ground. The young girl screamed as the bookshelves were shaken so badly several books fell off. She wasn’t the only one. Several other people within the library also screamed, creating a cacophony of noise to accompany the intense quake.

      “What the heck is going on?!” The young man who’d spoken before shouted.

      At that moment, just as the young man screamed, a black object slammed into the wall several meters to my right. The wall burst open like it was made of simple blocks stacked together instead of bricks held together with mortar. The object that came through was actually a creature, which ran on four legs, had rough skin, and had numerous horns jutting from its face.

      A Demon Beast.

      I watched as the creature plowed through bookshelves before breaking through the other side of the library. It left more than two gaping holes in the walls. The entire section of the building it had broken through fell apart, leaving the library exposed.

      It also allowed me and the others to see what was happening outside.

      “D-Demon Beasts!!” the young man screamed in shock.

      I heard the words, but it didn’t quite click as I stared at the scene, trying to comprehend what was happening. Everything was pandemonium. Large animals were attacking everything in sight, destroying buildings and killing people. A middle-aged man was trying to run away with his wife but became impaled upon the horn of a massive beast when he pushed his wife away. His wife was killed when several slightly smaller beasts trampled her. To my left was a young girl. She was crying and screaming, but those screams disappeared when something swooped down from the sky, landed in front of her, and plucked the girl up with its mouth, eating her whole before flying off.

      This scene was repeating itself everywhere.

      “W-why are Demon Beasts attacking?! How did they even get here?!” asked someone else who was still in the library, probably too shocked to even think of moving.

      That was a good question, and I wish I knew the answer, but I knew very little about Demon Beasts in general. No one really knew anything about them other than the basics. They were powerful monsters that were vicious and devoured humans. Their strength was classified on a ranking category from E to S with S-Rank Demon Beasts being the strongest. I heard they had something called a monster core inside of them that could be extracted and used to exchange for money and goods, but that was about all I knew.

      Before any of us really had time to process the situation, a large avian swooped down from the sky and landed in front of us. It was similar to the one that had eaten the little girl. Tri-clawed feet scratched against the ground. Each foot was about the same size as a human torso. Leathery black skin covered every inch of its body, which towered over myself and the others. This creature glared down at us with glowing red eyes. It opened its beaked mouth and let out a shrill cry that jump-started my body.

      “Everybody, run!!” I shouted before moving myself.

      My words were the jolt they needed. The others alongside me screamed as they tried to run away. Sadly, not all of them were able to escape. The avian Demon Beast screeched again and quickly snatched someone up with its mouth. It might have just been my imagination, but I could have sworn I heard a loud crunching sound as that person’s bones were crushed.

      Most of us managed to make it past the Demon Beast, but it wasn’t like running outside put us in a better position than when we were inside. It might have made things worse. There were Demon Beasts rampaging everywhere. Massive beasts that stood on two legs and were covered in silver fur swung their giant claws, crushing people, shredding their bodies, and sending them flying. Several smaller Demon Beasts on four legs darted through the mass of screaming people. They acted in groups, attacking humans like a mob. I was unfortunate enough to see one man get bitten in the neck, screaming as he went down before being torn apart by a group of those things. No matter where I looked, I saw blood, death, and something that would haunt me for the rest of my life.

      There were a few people who tried to protect the others. I could see men and women attacking the Demon Beasts with powerful Spiritual Techniques. They moved across the ground, their complicated motions similar to a dance directing their Spiritual Power. These people had intense auras that flickered around their bodies like a flame. Red, yellow, blue, green, brown. The colors of their aura differed to coincide with their elemental affinity.

      An older man twirled about, his feet shuffling in complicated steps, his Spiritual Power soaring as numerous spears made of fire appeared around him. The fire spears were launched into the hides of several small demon beasts, burning them from the inside out. Another several meters away, a young woman was protecting two kids, her blades coated in lightening as she swung them, her Spiritual Aura crackling around her body like an electric shield. Her attacks severed the heads of several four-legged Demon Beasts known as Dire Wolves.

      All of these people wore chainmail underneath a tunic that was protected by either a leather or steel breastplate. Shoulder pads, vambraces, and shin guards protected their extremities. Some of these people had variations in their armor but most were uniform. I recognized them. They were the Imperial Royal Guard—a specialized force that protected Nevaria and could be mobilized at a moment’s notice—and the Nevarian Spiritualists, a large group of several tens of thousands of Spiritualists whose job was to safeguard Nevaria and defend it against Demon Beasts.

      A few possessed scale-like mail hidden underneath their chest plates. These people seemed to be more powerful than the others, able to launch Spiritual Techniques that looked incredibly strong. Torrents of fire washed over waves of Demon Beasts, cooking them alive. Lightning rained down from above, striking several Demon Beasts and causing their twitching corpses to fall to the ground. Spears of water pierced hides, walls of earth rose up and crushed them, and blades of wind sliced off limbs. The ones who were using these incredible techniques were the Captains and Commanders.

      “Protect the people!” a man standing on a roof yelled as he swung his sword in a complicated figure eight, sending massive wind blades into the sky. I looked up to see several avian Demon Beasts get struck, their wings shearing off as they were hit. They screeched in agony as they fell to the ground.

      For just a moment, hope arose in my chest at the sight of these people, these Spiritualists. They were the defenders of Nevaria. With these people here, they could repel these Demon Beasts.

      It wasn’t to be.

      Just as that hope appeared before me, it was quickly dashed as more Demon Beasts appeared inside Nevaria. There weren’t just the ones that the Imperial Royal Guards and Nevarian Spiritualists had been fighting, which I realized were actually supposed to be weak, but there were also Demon Beasts that none of the Spiritualists had the strength to fight off.

      One such Demon Beast appeared from the side. The creature was a massive thing with a black body that walked on six legs and shot threads of white silk from its mouth. It didn’t have much of a face. Huge mandibles jutted out from an ugly mouth. Large, round red eyes sat on top of its head. Not only did it shoot sticky threads from its mouth to entangle people, but it also had two large, powerful-looking claws that it used to crush the people around it.

      “Acromantula?! That’s an A-Rank Demon Beast!” someone screamed.

      “What’s an A-Rank doing here?!”

      “Who cares?! It’s here, so we have no choice but to fight it! Don’t let it harm the civilians!”

      Several Spiritualists tried to combine their might, dancing across the ground to launch their attacks, but this thing’s skin was so tough the Spiritual Techniques they fired merely glanced off it. Their attacks also caused the large Demon Beast to take notice of them. I was stuck in place as the six-legged Demon Beast attacked them. Some became trapped within its sticky threads, while a large number were crushed. A few Spiritualists darted between its legs, but even those could be used as weapons. One of the more unfortunate Spiritualists was impaled through the chest by a spindly leg. Even with their armor, the sharp endpoint of the leg pierced their body with ease, going straight through and jutting out their back.

      The sight made me sick. There was so much blood. It penetrated my nose, this horrid stench. That, along with the sight of so many people dying, was enough to make me lose the contents of my stomach. However, I didn’t have time to just stand around and vomit. Even as I tried to recover, several of those four-legged Demon Beasts pounced at me.

      Left with little more than instincts derived from terror, I tried to flee from the Demon Beasts. I ran without any sense of direction. It didn’t matter where I ran to. Everywhere was chaos. The Demon Beasts nipped at my heels. I could hear their angry snarls and hungry growls behind me. My breathing came out in short rasps.

      I turned a corner and ran into an alley. That was a bad idea. I found a wall impeding my path. This place was a dead end.

      The growls growing louder at my back alerted me to my imminent demise. Even though I didn’t want to, I turned around and faced the group of snarling Demon Beasts. They walked on four skinny legs, had slightly elongated bodies and fur covering their muscular physique, and their growling muzzles were filled with sharp teeth.

      My eyes widened, my breath grew more rapid as my heart accelerated, and my body felt a chill as if ice had frozen my blood.

      The Demon Beasts were closing in. There was no escape now. One of them, the one in front, growled as it leapt at me.

      “Stay back!” I shouted as I held out my hand. However, my words had no effect, and the Demon Beast—yelped as pale blue lightning suddenly shot from my fingertips. “Huh?”

      I blinked in shock as the Demon Beast was thrown back by the lightning surging from my fingers. I stared at my hands. I’d never used Spiritual Techniques before. How come I was capable of shooting lightning from my hands? And without using any movements to direct my Spiritual Power no less!

      I wasn’t given much time to ponder what happened before all the Demon Beasts attacked. Lightning didn’t burst from my hands this time. I screamed out just as they pounced, but I knew this was the end.

      One of the Dire Wolves leapt on me. I screamed as I went down. It tried to bite at my face, but I somehow got my hands underneath its neck and held it at bay. It snapped. Its hungry jaws dripped drool onto my face. One of its claws came up as it tried to get at me, and I cried out when a sharp claw tore into my left eye. I felt blood burn my eye, and my scream ripped through the air.

      “Do not touch him!” a voice shouted.

      Several beams of light suddenly appeared in the air and pierced all the Demon Beasts attacking me. Each beam went straight through the creatures’ bodies, penetrating their chests or their skulls, killing them instantly. All of the Demon Beasts were airborne. Even the one on top of me was struck and sent sailing. They soared past me, struck the ground, rolled across the dirt, and slammed into the wall.

      As I lay there, catching my breath, I placed a hand over my eye and tried not to cry. It hurt. I’d never felt pain like this before. All I could do to not scream was bite my lip.

      “Eryk!!”

      I managed to sit up and look at my rescuer. A young woman was running toward me. Her golden hair reminded me of the sun. Porcelain skin that looked delicate and fragile gave her a divine, noble appearance. The golden armor covering her chest didn’t extend to her stomach, but I could see scalemail beneath the breastplate. Shoulder pauldrons, greaves, and vambraces helped protect her deceptively thin limbs. Gripped within her hand was a spear that must have been a meter and a half in length.

      “Eryk!” the woman cried as she slammed into me while I was still sitting down. Her arms were around my waist, the fragrance of sweat mixed with perfume invading my nose as she hugged me. “I’m so glad you’re still alive! I was so… I’m so happy to see that you’re okay!”

      It took me a moment, but as she held onto me like I was a lifeline, I soon realized I knew this woman.

      “… Kari?” I asked softly.

      Kari’s response was to increase the strength of her hug, which was actually kind of uncomfortable because her breastplate was grinding against my ribs. The hug fortunately didn’t last long. She moved back and grabbed my hand with her free hand, tugging on it to get me moving.

      “Come on,” she said, her eyes containing a powerful determination as she hauled me to me feet. “We’re getting out of here.”

      I’m pretty sure I was in shock because I barely remember what happened as I followed her. Maybe my inability to remember also had to do with blood loss. I know we ran through the streets, the terrified wails and dying screams of people accompanying our desperate dash, but everything else about the invasion was something I could only recall in vague details. All I really knew for sure was that Kari was the very essence of an angry god as she slaughtered every Demon Beast that stood in her way. It was thanks to her and her alone that we managed to escape from Nevaria, fleeing toward the west, where several hundred kilometers worth of plains and farmlands stretched out before us.

      As she and I left, I took one last look at the city state. Plumes of fire and smoke rose into the sky, flying Demon Beasts flew overhead, and a gigantic creature that stood on four legs and was easily taller than even the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat lifted its head and unleashed a roar that shook the heavens.

      The city state of Nevaria was finished.
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        * * *

      

      I sucked in a deep breath as my eyes snapped open. Sitting up in bed, I ignored the slight chill as the cold sweat covering my skin was struck by a light breeze that came in through the open window. It looked like I had forgotten to close the shutters. Glancing around the room, I took everything in, then pressed a hand against my face and took several slow, shuddering breaths.

      “What a nightmare,” I mumbled.

      I didn’t allow myself to dwell on the nightmare I’d had for long since there were things to do, places to be, and all that stuff. It was morning now. The sun was out. After washing my face and cleaning my body with a rag, I got dressed in my usual clothes and left the room.

      Grabbing a loaf of honeyed bread for breakfast, I went to the library and prepared it for the day. Opening the library involved cleaning, checking the books, and making sure the tables and chairs were set up. It was actually easier to open than it was to close. Once I finished prepping the library, I changed the sign on the door from closed to open.

      No one arrived for at least an hour. During that time, I sat behind the counter and thought about important matters… like that fact that Kari hadn’t come to visit me since I teased her that day one week ago. It was unusual for her to not appear even once in an entire week. Disregarding me, Kari came to the library to read every time she didn’t have classes.

      The library was a bit boring today, but maybe that was because I felt a little moody. There wasn’t much for me to do and Kari hadn’t shown up. I honestly couldn’t have been more relieved when Ms. Nadine arrived to let me off.

      “There’s no need for you to be so happy,” the woman said with a roll of her eyes.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “Anyway, I’ll be going now.”

      “Right. Don’t get into trouble.”

      I nodded and was about to leave… when I paused. A thought occurred to me.

      “Ms. Nadine, has Kari shown up at all?” I asked in what I hoped was a casual voice.

      “Not while I’ve been around.” Ms. Nadine shook her head. She studied me for a moment before a glint came to her eyes. “Have you and your girl had a falling out?”

      “She isn’t my girl yet,” I said with a shrug. “But yeah, kind of.”

      Ms. Nadine seemed surprised by my “yet” comment, but then she waved me off and repeated that Kari hadn’t shown up at all. I had no choice but to believe her.

      It was late in the afternoon when I left the library. After buying something to eat for lunch, I went back to my place, grabbed the bag of pills, and headed for the south gate instead of the east one.

      My Spiritual Pathways had widened to the point where releasing my Spiritual Power no longer caused a massive explosion. That meant it was time to refine my control using a different training method. I also wanted to see if I could still use some of my more prominent Spiritual Techniques like the Flash Step. If I could at least unleash my Spiritual Aura and use the Flash Step, then I could consider myself to be in good shape. If not, I’d have to refine my control even more.

      I needed to use a carriage to reach the south gate, which took me close to the noble district. An hour later, I was hopping off the carriage and traveling out the gate. Like all the others, this one was guarded by a pair of Nevarian Spiritualists.

      The area beyond the south gate didn’t have as much forest as the north and west gates. While there still existed a number of tall trees clustered together, there were also a lot of boulders and rocky areas that made the terrain difficult to navigate. It also had a lot of clearings that could be used for training.

      As I wandered around a particularly large rock sticking out of the ground, a noise caught my attention. I paused and cocked my head to the side.

      “Ha! Ha! Hya!”

      The sound was that of someone yelling. Their loud shouts reverberated around me, symbolizing their physical exertion. I blinked as I realized there was a person aside from myself who had decided to train out here. From the timbre and pitch of their voice, I knew this person was a woman. Her voice sounded young. I guessed that she was probably around my current physical age.

      Curiosity got the better of me, I must admit. I wanted to see who else would be training this far from Nevaria. I followed the sound of the voice, wandering past several boulders, which eventually led to a large clearing.

      The woman who was training within the clearing was indeed young. She was more of a girl than a woman. I’d guess she was sixteen or seventeen years old.

      Her hair was like trails of fire, catching and reflecting the sunlight as she spun around and unleashed a series of punches and kicks. The unblemished pale skin of her face that was purer than snow gave her a refreshing appearance. She wore a simple tunic and pants. The tunic was long-sleeved and she had gloves on, so I couldn’t see her body. I could only see the outline. While she definitely wasn’t any older than myself and Kari, I could see from the outline that she was already maturing. Breasts that were smaller than Kari’s but still quite big pushed against the tunic. From the way the cord wrapped around her waist, I could tell that she was thin. However, the curvature of her hips revealed that she likely had some powerful thighs hidden beneath those pants.

      As I watched the girl from afar, I noticed that she would occasionally stumble when practicing. I thought she was just clumsy at first. When I took a closer look, however, I realized that she was favoring her right foot. Not only that, but the movements of her arms, particularly her left arm, also seemed quite stiff.

      The girl turned her attacks into a powerful dance. I sensed the swirling Spiritual Power rising within her, but it felt sluggish, like something was clogging it. That feeling only intensified when the girl suddenly thrust out both palms. The sluggish Spiritual Power crawled to her hands. Then it dissipated as though it had slammed against a wall.

      “Ah!”

      My eyes widened as the girl fell to her knees, pressed her hands against the ground, and started shaking. Her expression of pain sent a jolt to my spine. I knew exactly what had happened.

      Anger surged through me and caused my vision to go red.

      “What do you think you’re doing?!” I shouted as I stormed out from behind the boulder.

      “W-what?!” The girl tried to leap up in surprise, but her pain was such that all she did was fall onto her backside. She stared at me as I stormed up to her. Her pretty face paled, but she quickly recovered and glared at me. “Who are you? What are you doing here?!”

      “Never mind me! What are you doing?!” I shouted.

      “E-excuse me?!” The girl looked like she didn’t know whether to be confused or angry as I yelled at her. Part of me admitted that I was acting pretty irrationally, but I was seeing red by this point. “Who do you think you are to yell at me?! What gives you the right to scold me as though you’re my father?!”

      I ignored her questions as I knelt before her, grabbed her left arm, and pulled the sleeve back.

      It was just as I thought. Her entire wrist was completely black, and that blackness extended from her hand all the way up her arm. Given how stiff and awkward her movements had been, I wouldn’t be surprised if the blackness extended past her shoulder.

      “Don’t look!” The girl snatched her arm back and covered it with her sleeve again. She glared at me as though I had gravely insulted her ancestors. “How dare you peek at a girl’s skin without her consent!”

      “No! How dare you practice Spiritual Techniques when you’re clearly suffering from Spiritual Poisoning!” I roared back. “Have you no common sense, woman?! Everyone knows that you can’t practice Spiritual Techniques when your body has been poisoned like this! What were you thinking?!”

      The woman stared at me with something akin to shock, her eyes growing wider with each word that left my mouth. I was breathing heavily by this point. Perhaps that was why I didn’t realize what had shocked her so bad.

      “You… you know what’s wrong with my body?” she asked, her tone uncertain.

      “Of course I do,” I muttered. “Anyone with a pair of fucking eyes would know what’s wrong with your body.”

      I wasn’t normally one for swearing, but I was really angry. Didn’t anyone tell this woman not to practice Spiritual Techniques when she was suffering from Spiritual Poisoning? That was one of the most important rules when practicing Spiritualism! Also, why hadn’t anyone created the antidote yet? Judging from just what I’d seen of her arm, she was already at a stage where the poisoning could be potentially life threatening. Damn it! Even the antidote wouldn’t be enough to save her without using an advanced form of spiritual massage techniques now.

      The woman eyed me carefully before speaking. “None of the elders in my family were able to figure out what was wrong with me. How is it that you know what’s afflicting me?”

      “Huh? What do you mean? It’s obvious that you have Spiritual Poisoning. Isn’t that just common sense?” I asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Huh?”

      The two of us stared at each other in uncertainty for several seconds. I went over the conversation we’d just had now, and I slowly came to realize something. It struck me like a Spiritual Lightning Technique.

      Nevaria was behind the times. Their alchemy had yet to reach a stage where they could make antidotes to cure Spiritual Poisoning, which probably meant they didn’t even know what Spiritual Poisoning was. In which case, this girl and her family also wouldn’t know what it was or how to cure it.

      I sat down and crossed my legs as this knowledge coagulated within my thoughts. After staring at the girl for several more seconds as I calmed down, I finally released a sigh.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get angry,” I said at last.

      “It’s fine, I guess.” The girl paused, biting her lip. “Do you know what’s happening to me? You said I had Spiritual Poisoning. Is that what’s wrong with me?”

      “May I see your arm again?” I asked in a soft voice.

      The girl hesitated for a moment before rolling back her sleeve, sticking out her arm, and allowing me to examine her. I studied the black skin for a moment. It certainly looked like Spiritual Poisoning. Using Spiritual Perception, I sent my consciousness into her Spiritual Pathways, only to discover that they were completely blocked.

      “That is definitely Spiritual Poisoning,” I muttered at last. “And it’s at an incredibly advanced stage too.”

      “What is Spiritual Poisoning?” she asked.

      Now that I was calmer, I was able to think more analytically. I answered her with the knowledge I had gained about one year after Kari had been killed by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      “Spiritual Poisoning is what happens when your Spiritual Pathways are unable to cope with your own Spiritual Power, either because they are too small, or because you used a technique that your body wasn’t ready for.” I narrowed my eyes in thought. “It can also happen if you train too much. Basically, what’s happening inside of you right now is that your own Spiritual Power has coagulated inside of your Spiritual Pathways, clogging them up. If you try to use Spiritual Techniques, not only will they not work, but the Spiritual Power will get stuck inside of your pathways and agitate the problem, making things worse.”

      The girl paled. “T-that sounds bad.”

      “It is bad,” I almost snapped at her again, but I held myself back. I could already tell that what happened to her wasn’t her fault. “Not only do clogged Spiritual Pathways damage your body because your Spiritual Power is no longer circulating through them, but if the clogging persists, you will end up either crippled for life or you will die.”

      The girl held a hand to her mouth, her already pale face paling further as all the blood drained from it. “You… are you being serious right now?”

      “I am completely serious,” I said.

      “I had no idea. No… no one knew what was happening.” The distraught girl stared at me with horror clear in her eyes. “T-the elders tried to force my Spiritual Pathways to unclog, but all that seemed to do was increase the pain I was in. I’ve been coming out here to try and unclog them myself, but…”

      “But you haven’t had any luck.” I rubbed my face as she nodded. “Of course you wouldn’t have luck. You can’t unclog Spiritual Pathways with Spiritual Power. That just makes it worse.”

      I grew silent for a moment as I thought about this girl’s situation, and now that my anger had completely dissipated, all I felt was sympathy. This girl was suffering from an affliction that no one in Nevaria understood. Given the level of alchemy this city state possessed, there was no one here who could even think of healing her.

      Except for me.

      “All right,” I sighed as I came to a decision. “Would you like me to heal you?”

      My words startled the girl. “You know how to heal me?”

      I nodded. “I’ve had Spiritual Poisoning before, so I know how to fix it.”

      A determined gleam came to the girl’s eyes. I could tell from this look that she had a will of steel. It made me wonder what would have happened to her if I hadn’t found her.

      “What do I need to do?” she asked.

      “I’ll need you to get several medicinal ingredients,” I began as I uncrossed my legs and stood up. “I’ll create a list of the ingredients you need. Once you have them, I’ll have you come over to my place.”

      “T-to your place?” she squeaked.

      I furrowed my brow. “Is there a problem?”

      A dark red blush sprang to her cheeks as I stared at her. She twiddled her fingers a little and looked away. “Well… it’s just that a woman coming over to a man’s place is kind of… couldn’t you do this at my family’s estate?”

      “I could, but I’d rather not,” I admitted. “I’m trying to keep a low profile right now. I can tell from how pretty you are and how soft your skin is that you’re of noble lineage. I don’t have any desire to find myself in the hands of the nobility at this moment, and given how… involved the method of healing you is going to be, I’d prefer we do it where I know someone won’t be able to watch us.”

      “I… see…” The girl seemed to be considering my words. Her blush hadn’t receded, but I could tell that she had calmed down by the way her pink lips were pursed into a frown. She took a deep breath, then released it. “If that is the case, then I will do as you say… just so long as you can cure my Spiritual Poisoning.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. Now, let’s go. I need to write down those ingredients. The sooner you can buy them, the better.”

      “R-right.”

      The girl was about to stand up when I held out my hand. She looked at it for a moment before tentatively placing her hand in it, allowing me to pull her up. We were walking back toward Nevaria, and I was lamenting about how I hadn’t been able to practice any of my techniques today, but then I suddenly realized something.

      “I never introduced myself,” I said, only slightly embarrassed. “My name is Eryk Veiger.”

      The girl looked startled for a moment, but then she nodded.

      “I’m called Fay,” she said in a soft, lyrical voice. “Fay Valstine.”
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      There was only one way to cure Spiritual Poisoning—at least, one way that I knew of. After returning to Nevaria, I traveled to the library, which I knew had some extra parchment, quills, and ink in storage. I wrote down a list of the ingredients she needed. After which, I gave her my address and told her to come over the moment she had them.

      The ingredients were, quite fortunately, items that could be bought at the apothecary I’d gone to previously. I would have bought them myself; however, not only did I have to prepare my room to receive her, I only had around 12,500 valis left from when I sold the A-Rank Spiritual Lightning Technique and couldn’t afford to spend that much money.

      Fay had been wearing clothes made of silk. While there were plenty of more expensive fabrics, I could tell from a single glance that the silk of her clothes was made from the high-quality threads of a Silk Worm, an F-Ranked Demon Beast that was harmless and often used to create fabrics for clothing. Silk made from a Silk Worm was expensive. That meant she came from a noble family or a successful merchant family and had more money than me.

      Upon arriving home, the first thing I did was tidy up. My room wasn’t messy, but I also wouldn’t consider it clean, so I carried out a few basic tasks like sweeping the floor, dusting off my bookshelf, and airing out my mattress. Once I felt the room was at least somewhat suitable for a female presence, I began filling the bathtub with water.

      Filling the bath was a pain. In. The. Ass. There were no pipes that carried water to this place, so I had to rely on slowly filling the tub manually. I carried a large bucket to the stream, filled it up, and then dumped it in the tub. It required over 130 trips to fill the tub up just once. That was enough to make me wonder if buying the bath was even worth it.

      With the tub filled, all I could do was wait. I sat down on my bed and began going through basic circulation exercises, basically speeding up and slowing down the Spiritual Power running through my Spiritual Pathways. It wasn’t the most effective exercise to do. However, it helped stave off boredom and still let me do at least some training.

      By the time evening rolled around, I began wondering if Fay was going to come at all, but just as this thought crossed my mind, a knock sounded at the door.

      It was Fay.

      “Um… I’m here,” she mumbled in a soft, delicate, and embarrassed voice.

      Fay had changed clothes. Instead of a tunic, she was wearing a dark green robe that contrasted with her hair and matched the color of her eyes. The robe was made from high-quality silk like her tunic. Patterns danced along the surface in glittering gold. I recognized them as runes, but it didn’t look like these runes served any purpose other than decoration.

      “Come on in.” I opened the door further and allowed her to step inside. She did so after several seconds of hesitation. As I closed the door behind her, I asked, “Do you have the ingredients?”

      “Y-yes, I do.” She held out several bags to me. I took them from her and looked inside each bag, nodding only after I had confirmed that she had everything I needed.

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “You can sit on the bed if you want. Preparing these pills is going to take a while.”

      “Pills?” Fay’s eyelids fluttered. “You mean alchemy pills?”

      “That’s right.” I moved over to where my alchemy set was stored, undid the latches, and began setting everything up. “There are several steps that we must do in order to cure your Spiritual Poisoning. The first step involves having you ingest a pill called a Spirit Cleansing Pill. What it does is travel through your pathways and break up the Spiritual Power that is clogging them. Well, I say it ‘breaks up the Spiritual Power,’ but it’s more like it loosens the power clogging your pathways, which will allow me to break it up for you.”

      Fay had already moved over to the bed, where she sat with her knees together, hands on her lap. She was staring at me with an expression of fascination. This was likely the first time she’d ever heard of a pill like this. From what I understood right now, alchemy was something of a joke to the people of Nevaria.

      These people had never seen true alchemy before.

      “I’ve never heard of a pill that could do something like that,” she murmured. “What is the next step?”

      “After the pill takes effect, I will use my own Spiritual Power to remove the rest of the Spiritual Power that’s blocking your Spiritual Pathways.” Fay opened her mouth, but I spoke before she could say anything. “The method for removing the clogged Spiritual Power is not something that just anyone can do. First, it requires someone who understands everything there is to know about Spiritual Poisoning. Second, the method involves massaging the affected area and pouring my Spiritual Power into you through skin contact.”

      “S-skin contact?” Fay’s cheeks flushed a deep red, and I understood that she knew exactly what I was talking about.

      “There’s still time for you to back out,” I said softly. “If you don’t want to do this, we don’t have to do this. However, if you want to live, I recommend never using your Spiritual Power again. If you don’t resolve this issue now, even attempting to use your Spiritual Power will eventually end with you being either crippled or killed.”

      I hadn’t said anything about the process of curing her because, to be honest, I hadn’t been thinking about it at the time. The only thing on my mind had been helping her. However, now that we were here, at this stage, I knew that what was required to cure her might be too much. All I could do was give her the choice to refuse.

      Fay was silent for a long moment, and then, slowly, she shook her head. “I can’t afford to do that. I need to get stronger.”

      In the face of such determination, all I could do was nod. “Okay then. I’m about to begin refining the pills we need.”

      “All right. I’ll try not to disturb you,” Fay said.

      “Thanks.”

      My alchemy set was all set up, so the first thing I did was fill the 500 mL flask halfway with water. Then I lit a fire underneath it using a ceramic plate and some flint to bring the water to a boil. Once that was done, I grabbed one of the ingredients, wind raccoon bone shavings, and set them into the flask. I waited several seconds for each of the shavings to become fully submerged in the water before inserting another. Five shavings were required for this.

      Once that was done, I grabbed another ingredient. A monster core from a C-Rank Demon Beast with a water element. It looked like a blue orb with ripple patterns on it. Setting the core on the mortar, I grabbed the pestle and began the process of breaking it down. The core cracked with each strike of my pestle. Finally, after about two minutes, it shattered, allowing me to grind the core up into a fine powder.

      By this point in time, the bone shavings had completely dissolved into the water, turning it into a bright green liquid. I took a pinch of the monster core powder and sprinkled it inside of the flask. Then I did it again. I did this until all the powder was gone, and then mixed the two ingredients together in the water. The liquid went from bright green to a palish cyan.

      As I worked, I noticed Fay staring at me with unbridled curiosity.

      “You look like you have a question,” I said, not stopping my work even as I spoke. Timing was important in alchemy. If you let the ingredients sit too long, it would ruin them. “Are you curious about how alchemy works?”

      Fay seemed startled at first, but then she nodded. “I’ve never seen someone do alchemy before. While I’ve never been very interested in it, watching you work has made me a little curious, especially if this can truly help cure my Spiritual Poisoning.”

      “I suppose I can understand your feelings.” I stopped talking for a moment, filled up the 250 mL beaker to about a quarter full, and then brought the water inside to a boil. While I was mashing up the next ingredient, nirnroot, I began talking. “Alchemy is all about learning how different ingredients interact with each other, and then finding the right mixture to create various effects. These effects can be wide and varied. For example, the Spirit Cleansing Pill I’m making for you.”

      “What kind of other pills can you make?” she asked.

      “A lot.” I laughed. “Too many to name.”

      I would never consider myself an expert alchemist. It wasn’t something I had studied in depth, so my knowledge would only be at the intermediate level in Midgard. I’d be what people called an adept. That said, I’d probably be considered a master in Nevaria.

      “However, to give you an example, I recently created a Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill. You see that bag over on the shelf? Take a look inside.”

      Fay glanced curiously in that direction, and then, finding the bag I had mentioned, she stood up and wandered over to the bookshelf.

      During the moment she had gone over to look at the pill, I poured the ground nirnroot into the beaker and began stirring. The color of the liquid quickly turned a muddy brown as it mixed into the water. Nodding once at the color, I added in the last ingredient. Fire root grass. It was a red-colored grass that grew in certain parts of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I didn’t even bother grinding this stuff. I just dumped it into beaker and let the boiling water take care of dissolving it.

      I checked on the cyan liquid as Fay came back with a small, bead-like pill in her hand. A light fragrance was drifting up from the flask opening along with some steam. That told me the ingredients were done mixing.

      Once I smothered the fire, I removed the flask and slowly poured the contents into the cauldron. Like last time, there was not enough to fill the cauldron, but I only needed the one pill this time, so it was okay.

      Grabbing the sides of the cauldron, I poured my Spiritual Power into the liquid. Lightning crackled from inside of the cauldron as the liquid bubbled, and several popping sounds issued from it. Seconds passed as it slowly morphed, growing smoother and rounder as the liquid condensed, until it transformed into a cyan-colored pill.

      “Do you mind if I ask what this pill does?” Fay asked as she studied the pill in her hand.

      “It heals Spiritual Pathways that have been ravaged by overuse. Not only do the Spiritual Pathways heal, but they grow wider as a result, allowing someone to channel more Spiritual Power through them,” I answered as I stored the pill and cleaned out the cauldron. Most of the ingredients had been refined into the pill, but there was always residue leftover. It was important to have a clean cauldron when refining, especially when someone planned to refine two completely different pills in one sitting.

      “I could see how this would be useful,” she said with a fascinated sparkle in her eyes.

      “I use it for training.” Already knowing what she would ask, I went ahead and elucidated. “Spiritual Pathways are a lot like muscles. The more you use them, the more they grow. When you use Spiritual Power, the pathways are damaged. Over time, they will heal, becoming stronger and wider than they were before, which allows Spiritualists to increase the amount of power they can wield at any given time.”

      “Yes, I know.” Fay smiled at me. “They teach us this at the academy.”

      “The academy? Ah. You mean the Spiritualist Academy.”

      “That’s right. I’m a student there.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know that.” I finished cleaning the cauldron, and then looked at the beaker. The liquid had turned a burning red color and a faint smoke filled with a heady scent wafted from it. It vaguely reminded me of cinnamon. “Anyway, the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill heals the Spiritual Pathways, cutting down the time a Spiritualist needs to rest before they can exercise their Spiritual Pathways again, which is why it’s useful for training.”

      I grabbed the beaker and poured it into the cauldron. It only filled about one-third of the cauldron.

      Nodding, Fay admired the pill for a moment before looking at me. “I imagine that would accelerate your training quite a bit.”

      “Yes. It can accelerate a person’s training several times over. Imagine someone who can only exercise their Spiritual Power forty-five days a month because their Spiritual Pathways need time to recover suddenly becoming able to practice every single day. If you consider how there are sixty-three days in a month and nine months in a year, that number really adds up.”

      I stopped talking again to focus on refining the pill that was involved in the last step. Sweat poured from my brow as I willed the smoking red liquid inside of the cauldron to change. Fire root grass was stubborn. Since I didn’t have full control over my Spiritual Power, it took almost thirty seconds to fully refine it. Sadly, I was going to need more than one of these, and because of the nature of fire root grass, I could only refine one pill at a time, unlike when I had refined the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill.

      I refined a total of sixty-three pills. Including the one we’d be using here, she had enough to last for one month if she used one of them a day. I put them in one of the bags she’d been carrying to store the ingredients she bought from the apothecary.

      “I’m done,” I announced, taking a deep breath. “Let me clean up first, and then we can begin the second phase.”

      Fay’s cheeks immediately turned red upon mentioning the second phase, but she gave me a resolute nod. “Okay.”

      After washing out the cauldron, flask, beaker, and mortar and pestle, I put them all back in their box and clicked the latches shut. I stored the alchemy set away. Then I turned to Fay.

      “Take the pill now please,” I instructed as I handed the cyan-colored pill to her in exchange for the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill she had been studying.

      Fay didn’t bother asking questions as she popped the pill into her mouth and chewed while I put the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill back into its bag. She grimaced a bit as the pill broke inside of her mouth and liquid gushed forth. The outer shell of a pill was just a small hardened layer of the pill ingredients. The rest was liquid. Right now, that liquid was probably rushing down her throat and traveling into her Spiritual Pathways.

      “I don’t feel any different than before,” she said.

      I almost rolled my eyes. “You shouldn’t feel any different. All this does is break up the Spiritual Power that’s clogging your Spiritual Pathways, which will make it possible for me to clear it out with my own Spiritual Power using a massage technique. Speaking of, how far has the Spiritual Poisoning spread?”

      Fay only hesitated for a moment before sighing. “It’s covering most of my body. The last time I checked, it was beginning to reach my collarbone.”

      I took a shuddering breath. “I had assumed it was bad, but I didn’t realize it was that bad. This is going to be harder than I realized.”

      “You will be able to heal it, right?” Fay asked, worried.

      “Of course. Just leave everything to me.”

      Since the Spiritual Cleansing Pill would take a while to circulate through her body, I spoke with Fay about non-consequential matters, asking about school and family and anything I could to take my mind off what would happen next. Fay was obviously embarrassed by what needed to be done. However, I wasn’t much better. The only woman I’d ever seen naked was Kari… and I guess Kayli too, but dealing with your naked two-year-old daughter running around the house was different than this.

      “The pill should have run its course. It’s time.” I saw the sudden embarrassment permeating Fay’s face and gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. While I can’t do anything about the cleansing part, I can at least look away while you get undressed.”

      “T-thank you,” Fay muttered.

      I turned around on the floor and closed my eyes, but then I immediately opened them when I heard the sound of rustling clothes. Closing my eyes only enhanced the sounds. Worse still, it made me imagine her naked.

      “I’m done,” she announced.

      I turned around and saw a naked girl standing before me.

      In any other circumstance, Fay would have been considered the epitome of gorgeousness. The delicate curve of her waist, hips, and breasts were alluring in ways only a few women ever managed to achieve. Her breasts weren’t massive, but they weren't small either. Firm and soft in appearance, they looked like a pair of peaches sitting perkily on her chest, capped with small inverted nipples. Her stomach was smooth and contained the outline of abdominal muscles. Then I looked at her legs. There was a trim patch of soft red hair at the V of her crotch, just above her nether lips. The gap between her thighs would have made any straight man grow stiff, but it was her legs that garnered the most attention. I didn’t think I had ever seen a girl who had more perfect thighs and calves than her. They contained a perfect muscle to fat ratio, giving them a look that was strong and soft at the same time.

      Yes, on any other occasion, Fay would have easily been a beauty that few could match.

      But this wasn’t any other occasion.

      Marring this beautiful figure was an ugly blackness that resembled a bruise. It was easy to tell that this was not natural. Not only did the black spot undulate as though alive, several glowing blue lines stood out in stark contrast to her skin. Those lines were her Spiritual Pathways.
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“Lie down on your back please,” I said.

      “M-mm.”

      Fay wasn’t able to speak as she lay down on the mattress. She grimaced a little. I imagine this hard, lumpy mattress wasn’t something she was used to.

      I moved over to her and knelt next to the bed. Studying her skin, I honestly found myself a little thankful. If her Spiritual Poisoning hadn’t been this bad, I was sure I’d have an erection. Her condition pretty much killed any possibility of putting me in the mood.

      “I’m about to begin,” I said. “I’m told people feel different sensations when they’re Spiritual Pathways are being unblocked. I felt overwhelming pain. This may hurt, but please bear with it.”

      Fay nodded, but her nod was quick and a little panicked. I tried to offer her a reassuring smile. However, I didn’t think it worked.

      “Okay. Here I go.” I inhaled a deep breath, held it for three seconds, and then began.

      I decided to start with the most important area first: The heart. Because that was the most important organ within the human body, both in terms of how important it was to a Spiritualist and the fact that humans couldn’t live without it, unclogging the pathways there took precedence over everything else.

      The heart was located just behind and slightly left of the breastbone. I found the corresponding Spiritual Pathway that led to the heart, and then placed my finger on it. Applying pressure, I slowly drew my finger across the glowing blue line on Fay’s skin. Her breathing immediately picked up. It hitched several times as I channeled my Spiritual Power into her, and then turned into a series of soft pants as her chest rose and fell. I ignored that in favor of healing her.

      Getting rid of Spiritual Power that had grown strong enough to block the Spiritual Pathways was not an easy task. It required directly willing my power into Fay, sending it through her Spiritual Pathways, and then breaking down the Spiritual Power so her powers could freely flow through her pathways again. This involved shaping my Spiritual Power so it resembled a cone. I was essentially piercing a hole through clogged up Spiritual Power, then widening it as I went.

      Since my control still wasn’t that good, I enhanced the effects by using the water element, which was well known for its healing properties.

      I could see that my “spirit massage” was working. Every section of skin my finger left became a little bit lighter. The darkness didn’t go away completely, but her skin color would only return to normal after she completed the third phase, which would take an entire month.

      As I continued working, I noticed that Fay was clenching and unclenching her toes. Sweat covered her body and trailed down her skin, leaving soft rivulets in their wake. Her breathing had turned into heavy pants that didn’t sound like she was in pain. What’s more, her cheeks had lit up in a bright blush.

      I frowned but kept unclogging her pathways. I followed the glowing blue trails, which took me up her chest and around her breasts. A woman’s breasts held a dense number of Spiritual Pathways. This was mostly because of breastfeeding. Spiritual Power was an important nutrient for babies, or so Kari had told me.

      “Ha… ha… ahn…”

      I paused when the nipple of Fay’s left breast slowly stiffened despite being inverted. I could see it trying to poke out of her areola. The reason I had paused wasn’t because of that, however, but due to the sounds she had produced.

      “Fay…” I was hesitant to ask, but… “Are you aroused?”

      I thought Fay’s face had been red before, but upon hearing my question, it burned so fervently I wondered if it might be possible to use her face as a stove. She turned her head and said nothing.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “You don’t have to answer that. I was just… shocked.”

      “S-so was I,” Fay admitted with something like a combination of wry laugh and embarrassed giggle. It was kind of endearing, but I could tell she was only releasing that sound to hide her shame.

      “I’m going to continue. Is that okay?”

      “Yes. Please continue.”

      I kept this up, following the blue lines as they moved along her shoulders, down her arms, hands, fingers, and across her stomach and legs. It seemed Fay had a very sensitive stomach. Her breathing picked up after I began channeling Spiritual Power there. It was the same response as when I had been unclogging the pathways around her breasts. The greatest response I received, however, was when I began unclogging the Spiritual Pathways in her legs.

      “Ahn!”

      I stopped what I was doing when Fay grabbed one of her feet with the other foot and clenched her toes. Her thighs quivered. A small amount of perspiration broke out on her skin as her heavy breathing stuttered and hitched.

      “Do you want me to stop?” I asked. Fay’s only response was to shake her head. I assumed she couldn’t talk right now. “Okay. Let me know if it becomes too much.”

      She nodded, and I began again. I traced the lines around her thighs, dipping down to her inner thigh before swerving back up when I reached her calf. Throughout it all, Fay bit her lip to keep herself from crying out. That said, she couldn’t stop her body from quivering. I finished at her feet, which were just as black as the rest of her skin. Her right foot was darker than her left.

      Releasing a sigh, I wiped the sweat from my forehead and looked at her face. “Okay. We’re done with the front. Roll over onto your stomach, and I’ll do the back.”

      Fay whimpered but nodded. I honestly felt sympathetic. If I was in her position, I think I would have preferred overwhelming pain to arousal and pleasure. No matter how desperate for a cure she might have been, it couldn’t have been pleasant to have a man she didn’t even know touching her so intimately.

      Her back was a little easier than her front. It seemed she wasn’t as sensitive there. I managed to efficiently unclog all the Spiritual Pathways on her upper back, shoulders, arms, and lower back within just a few minutes. It was enough to make me think I could finish this without further complications.

      Then I began working on her butt.

      “HRN!”

      Once again, I stopped as Fay responded with an extremely loud and throaty moan. It was incredibly sexy, reminiscent of the moans Kari used to release once she and I completely lost ourselves to passion. As she moaned, her butt cheeks clenched and her toes curled. A heady scent filled the air, and I noticed that her nether lips had become glistening wet with her intense arousal.

      “I’m really sorry about this,” I said to Fay. I didn’t let her know exactly how miserable I felt. Whatever guilt I had was nothing compared to the shame she must have been feeling.

      “It’s fine.” She clenched her teeth. “Just… hurry up and finish it…. Please…”

      “Right.”

      I did my best to ignore every groan, moan, and grunt that Fay emitted as I methodically unclogged each and every one of her Spiritual Pathways. By the time I was done, Fay’s body was covered in a layer of sweat and her breathing was ragged. Having slept with Kari plenty of times, I was at least smart enough to recognize that Fay had orgasmed at least near the end.

      It made me feel a little sick.

      “I’m done,” I said softly. “You can cover yourself up now.”

      Fay immediately did as told, grabbing the blanket on my bed and wrapping it around herself. Even though I tried not to look, I couldn’t help but notice that aside from her face being burnt red, there were also tears pricking at her eyes.

      Great. I made her cry. Now I felt even worse.

      I turned away from her and grabbed one of the blood-colored pills I had created, walked up to the tub, and dropped it in. A few seconds later, the tub turned a blood red color. Then steam began rising from the surface. I took a gentle breath and nodded as the scent of relaxing fragrances filled the air.

      “The next step is to take a bath using the substance from the Spiritual Reinforcement Pill I just added to the water,” I instructed her. “I’ll be right outside this door, so if anything happens, please let me know.”

      I didn’t receive a response for the longest time, which made me wonder if perhaps she was mad at me. Just as I was about to leave, I heard a slight rustling sound as Fay sat up, though she kept the blanket around her body.

      “I understand,” she said in a soft voice that I could just barely hear.

      “Good,” I said for lack of anything better to say. “I’m heading outside now.”

      I opened the door to my room, walked out, closed the door, and then pressed my back against it. Sliding down until my butt hit the wooden floor, I took a deep breath and pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes. Guilt slammed into me like an S-Rank Spiritual Technique.

      I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever felt so ashamed of anything I’d done in my life. It didn’t matter that I had done this to save her. What happened in the last few minutes between Fay and me still felt wrong.

      In an effort to switch mental gears, I tried to think of something else, and that was when I realized something.

      “Son of a bitch, I can’t believe she’s getting to use my bathtub before me,” I muttered to no one in particular.
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      I was not sure how long I sat against that door, waiting for Fay to finish bathing. For the Spiritual Reinforcement Pill to be effective, she had to soak in the tub until the blood-red color that permeated the water was completely gone. That could take anywhere from an hour to two hours depending on how well her body soaked up the medicinal ingredients.

      At some point while I was sitting with my eyes closed, I eventually heard the sound of footsteps approaching from the other side, which caused me to open my eyes and stand up. The door opened seconds after I was on my feet. It was just a crack, but it was enough to see a sliver of the girl standing on the opposite side.

      “… I’m done,” she announced in a faint, quiet voice. I could tell she was still quite ashamed of what had happened between us, if not because of her voice then because of her blush. I tried to ignore it for both our sakes.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “I feel much better,” Fay admitted. “My body is still in a lot of pain, but it’s nowhere near as bad as it was before.”

      Spiritual Poisoning was a painful experience. The Spiritual Pathways were constantly circulating Spiritual Power to the extremities and various organs within the human body, which helped them work more efficiently. Someone whose Spiritual Pathways were clogged couldn’t get that much needed power to circulate through the body. This was especially dangerous for Spiritualists, whose Spiritual Power was a lot denser than a normal person’s.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Sighing in relief, I looked at the girl through the small crack in the door. I could only see a small bit of her face and one green eye. “Do you mind if I come back inside now?”

      “Oh… yes, please come in.”

      She opened the door and allowed me to step back inside. I felt a strange sense of irony at being allowed back into my own room by a girl who didn’t live with me, but I said nothing and swept my eyes toward the bathtub. All of the red color that had been released when I dropped the pill inside was gone. The water was back to its normal clear color.

      Nodding with satisfaction, I went over to the bag that contained all of the Spiritual Reinforcement Pills, grabbed it, and turned back to Fay.

      I paused.

      Fay really did look like someone who just finished taking a bath. Her hair and skin were still damp. Moisture clung to her body, giving her a strange allure that bordered on erotic. I watched one particularly adventurous droplet trail down her neck and over her collar bone before disappearing into her tunic.

      I think it was a good thing I wasn’t quite inexperienced with women. While I had only been with one woman my entire life, that woman happened to be the most beautiful one I had ever met. Fay was indeed gorgeous. From a purely objective standpoint, she was every bit as attractive as Kari, but to me, no one could beat the woman whose body I had explored every nook and cranny of.

      At least, that was what I told myself.

      I closed the distance between me and her, and then held out the bag of pills. She looked at me as if she wasn’t sure what to do.

      “Everything that I can do for you has already been done,” I told her. “Your Spiritual Pathways are completely clear now. What you need to do now is drop one of these pills into your bath every night and soak in the water until all of the medicinal ingredients inside the water has been absorbed. You can do that at your own home. I figured you would be more comfortable that way.”

      “Oh…” Fay’s eyes widened slightly. She bit her lip as her eyes went from my face to the pills. “Yes, I suppose you are right.”

      “Right. So, please take them.”

      I shook the bag a little to emphasize my point, but Fay hesitated a little more, causing me to frown. Did she not trust me? I mean, given what happened between us, I think I could understand. At the same time, she should already know how effective this medicine was. She’d said it herself. She already felt better.

      Before I could decide whether or not to say anything, Fay reached out and took the bag. I sighed in relief. However, despite now having the bag in her hand, Fay did not leave.

      “If any complications arise, be sure to tell me,” I said after a moment of awkward silence passed between us.

      “Do you think there might be any complications in my recovery?” she asked.

      “There shouldn’t be.” Shaking my head when I saw her confusion, I explained what I meant. “If other problems do arise, then it is because you have more issues than just Spiritual Poisoning. Sometimes Spiritual Poisoning can mask other problems that your body has, and your case was particularly potent. When I had Spiritual Poisoning, my body was nowhere near as bad as yours.”

      “I understand.” Nodding, Fay seemed to accept my words at face value. However, despite saying that, she did not leave.

      Another awkward silence passed between us. I wondered if I should say something else. I didn’t want to be rude and tell this girl to get out of my house, but at the same time, I really did think she should leave. She already had everything she needed to heal her body. There was nothing else I could do for her.

      “Well…” Fay coughed into her hand and looked away. “I guess… I’ll be going.”

      I nodded. “Hopefully, when I see you again, your Spiritual Poisoning will be cured.”

      “Yes.” Fay gave me a faint smile. “Hopefully.”

      With nothing else to keep her there, Fay turned around and opened the door. She paused and turned her head to glance at me one more time.

      “Thank you,” she said before leaving.

      “You’re welcome,” I said softly as I watched the door slowly close.
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      Half a month passed, and in those thirty-one days, I continued training. Sometimes I would train early in the morning, while other times I would train late in the afternoon. It all depended on whether or not I was opening or closing the library on that day. On the days where I didn’t work, I trained all day.

      My training was progressing smoothly. I would switch between expanding my Spiritual Pathways using the waterfall training method and practicing my Spiritual Techniques every other day.

      Of course, while I told myself that my progress was smooth, the truth was most of my techniques were unusable. About three-fourths of them required more Spiritual Power than I currently possessed, which meant I was stuck practicing only the ones that didn’t require a lot of Spiritual Power. Fortunately, the Flash Step was one of them.

      I hadn’t seen Kari or Fay during these thirty-one days, which I would admit was a bit depressing. While I could understand why Fay wouldn’t want to see me, the fact that Kari seemed to be avoiding me hit hard. Had my teasing really been so embarrassing that she would no longer even speak with me?

      That was the depressing thought circulating through my mind as I worked at the library. I opened it today, so I got there early in the morning when the sun was just peeking over the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I planned on heading to the clearing where I’d met Fay this afternoon in order to practice the Flash Step. Even though it was a technique I had created, I couldn’t use it very well—or at all yet—which was quite humiliating for me.

      Wandering down the aisles on the second floor of the library, I tried to think about other matters as I put the books away. It was harder than it sounded. Just as I placed one of the books back, I frowned when I noticed that someone had misplaced a book. There was a book on the fifth shelf titled Distance Between Here and Now, but it belonged on the fourth shelf.

      “Really,” I muttered as I grabbed the book and pulled it out. “If you don’t know where a book goes, don’t just put it wherever you ple—”

      I froze when, upon pulling the book off the shelf, I was greeted by a bright blue eye on the other side. Staring into the eye, which was as familiar to me as my own, I found myself incapable of speech, completely unable to utter a single word.

      “Um…” Kari also didn’t seem to know what she should say. “H-hello, Eryk.”

      “Kari,” I breathed out the name as my body kick-started with a jolt. My body attempted to bow, but I forcefully stopped myself. I’d smack my face against the shelf if I did that.

      “Listen… Eryk,” Kari began in a soft, hesitant voice. It was such a lyrical sound that I thought I was melting. “I wanted to apologize for, erm, for running out on you like that… you know, back then.”

      “There’s no need to apologize.” Shaking my head, I smiled at the eye visible between two books. “I’m sorry for embarrassing you like I did. I went overboard and forgot my place.”

      “N-no! That isn’t it at all! You didn’t go overboard!” Kari passionately raised her voice as she spoke. “I’m just not used to people teasing me. Everyone I know always kowtows to me and treats me like I’m someone special, even though I’m the weakest and least talented of my siblings. You are the only one outside of my family who has ever teased me like that before.” As she spoke, a soft pink coloration appeared around her cheek. She was blushing. “To… to be honest, I was kind of happy when you said those things to me.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      I could tell that Kari was nodding by the way her eye bobbed up and down. “It made me feel like a normal girl, not the princess who has to uphold her family’s traditions or the student attending a prestigious academy. It made me feel like I was just Kari.”

      Just Kari… back in the previous timeline, Kari had said something very similar to me. She said that I treated her like a normal person. That couldn’t be further from the truth, however. Kari was a special existence, the most special person in my life. Of course, I understood how she felt, so I didn’t mention that. Instead…

      “Does that mean I can continue to tease you?” I asked.

      “W-what? Tease me?” Kari looked startled. The pink hue on her cheek became a more vibrant shade of red as her single visible eye darted away from my gaze. “W-well… maybe in moderation… I don’t mind if you tease me a little.”

      Her words made me smile. “That’s good. You give really cute reactions to stuff like this. I honestly want to see more.”

      “N-now you’re just being mean.”

      The two of us held our silence for a moment before we broke out in soft laughter. It felt good, being able to laugh like this. How long had it been since I really laughed? Well, not including the few times Kari and I spoke since I’d traveled back in time. To be honest, I think it must have been decades since I was able to truly laugh.

      “Do you mind if we talked without this bookshelf between us?” I asked Kari after my laughter settled down.

      “Not at all,” she said with a smile.

      I smiled back before wandering over to my left. Kari must have had the same idea because as I was about to turn the corner, she appeared before me. We almost crashed into each other. In fact, Kari let out a squawk as she swiftly tried to backpedal and tripped over her own feet. I reacted before she could fall, catching her by the hand and tugging her to me.

      “Ah…”

      Kari released a soft sound as she found her face pressed against my chest. I was quite a bit taller than her. Height had been the one thing I had on this woman. Well, Kari had also teased me a few times about how I was prettier than her, but I honestly thought she had been joking. At least, I really hoped she was joking.

      “Are you okay?” I looked down at the girl. She wasn’t looking up, so all I could see was her golden hair.

      Kari nodded. “Y-yes.”

      “Good.”

      We stayed like that for a moment before Kari slowly pushed herself away from me. I didn’t resist. She took several deep breaths, mastered her blush, and then looked at me with a smile.

      “Thank you… for catching me.”

      “You’re welcome.” I gazed into her eyes for a moment before something about this situation caught my attention. “By the way… why were you hiding behind that bookshelf?”

      “Er…” I’ll never forget the way Kari’s expression froze. Her eyes widened and the blush returned. She quickly looked away as she placed her hands behind her back, clasping her fingers together as she nervously rocked back and forth on her heels. “I… that is… well, I have been trying to come up with a good way to apologize, but, um, I couldn’t think of anything, so…”

      “Wait…” I mumbled as I stared at the girl. “Have you been hiding behind these bookshelves for several days?”

      “What? No!” Kari’s face exploded with so much color I worried she might get dizzy from all the blood rushing to her head. “I mean… I only started doing this a few days ago… wait, that sounds just as bad.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I laughed so hard tears appeared in my eyes. Kari, bless her soul, pouted at me as I laughed in her face.

      “T-this isn’t a laughing matter! I was trying to find a way to apologize to you, but I… I’ve never apologized to anyone before!” She stomped her feet. The petulant expression on her face was easily the most adorable thing I’d ever seen, but all that did was make me laugh harder.

      “I’m sorry,” I wheezed out. “I know you seem really troubled by this. I can tell from the fact that you actually came all this way to apologize. It’s just…” I shook my head and took several deep breaths to calm down. “I never imagined you could be this cute.”

      “C-cute?” Kari’s eyes widened.

      “Yeah…” I finally settled down again. “You always have this aura of elegance and poise about you, which is nice, don’t get me wrong. But I like this other side of you as well.”

      “I see.” Kari turned her head and looked away. I wasn’t troubled. She might have been blushing, but I could see the smile on her pink lips. “Then… I guess it’s okay.”

      Since it was a bit weird for the two of us to just be standing around, we went to one of the tables and sat together. As we continued talking, something about our conversation between the bookshelf stirred my emotions, but I couldn’t figure out what it was right away.

      “Is something wrong, Eryk?” asked Kari when I didn’t immediately respond to her words.

      “You said that you were the weakest and least talented of your siblings,” I repeated slowly. Gazing into her eyes, I tried my best to keep her in place with nothing but my gaze. “That isn’t true at all. I think that between you and your three brothers, you are the strongest among them.”

      Kari’s face gained color once more, but she shook her head and laughed. “How can you say that? My brothers are all experienced Spiritualists who have journeyed into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. There’s no way I’m stronger than them.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, startling her with how serious I was. “Your brothers might all be strong warriors, and maybe at the moment, they are more powerful than you, but they do not have your spirit, your determination, or your strong desires. They’re just going with the flow. You are the only one among your siblings who has something you really want to do, something you want to accomplish. I think if you used that desire for freedom to fuel your determination, you could easily surpass them in talent and strength.”

      I thought Kari would get embarrassed by my words, which even I felt I was laying on a little thick, but instead of her face exploding like a star in the sky, her lips began trembling. Water gathered in her blue eyes. She looked seconds away from crying.

      “T-thank you.” She reached up and wiped the moisture from her eyes before they could become tears. Then she offered me a smile that was more stunning than witnessing a sunblossom blooming at the first rays of dawn. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

      “I meant every word of it,” I said.

      I think this was the first time since coming back to the past that I had seen such genuine gratitude in her eyes.

      “I know.” The look of gratitude on her gorgeous face caused warmth to spread through my body. “That is why I am thanking you.”
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      After Ms. Nadine arrived to relieve me, I grabbed the bag of Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills from my house and went to the area where I had met Fay all those days ago. It was a great place to train. Spacious enough that I could move around a lot and flat enough that I didn’t have to worry about tripping over anything. I could see why Fay had decided to use it.

      Fay wasn’t there now, so I made use of it instead. Standing on one side of the clearing, which was surrounded by numerous large boulders several times taller than myself, I unleashed my Spiritual Power.

      The aura that erupted around me was far more contained than before. Arcs of pale lightning danced across my skin, swirling motes of energy flowed around my body like water. Even someone who wasn’t great at using Spiritual Perception would have been able to tell that my two affinities were lightning and water.

      “It seems this is about all I can do so far,” I said with a sigh. No matter how much I practiced right now, I simply lacked the control needed to pull my Spiritual Aura completely into myself, which meant the Second State of Spiritualism was out of reach for now. “At least it’s good enough to practice the Flash Step.”

      Shifting my weight from one foot to the other, I eyed a spot about one dozen meters away. That would be a good exit point. Taking several slow breaths, I prepared myself both mentally and physically, and then I took a single step forward and channeled my Spiritual Power into the sole of my foot.

      BANG!

      An explosion went off underneath me. The world blurred around me as heavy winds slammed into my body. I quickly lost control and began tumbling through the air. The blurring streaks that were all I could see caused me to feel sick. I felt like I was about to vomit.

      I came out of my spin and struck the ground hard, sending jolts of pain through my shoulder and back. It didn’t end there. I tumbled across the ground several more times, striking rocks and loose pebbles, and then slowly rolled to a stop.

      I lay on my side for a moment. My body ached. Once the pain had settled into a dull throb, I sat up and tested my body, rolling my shoulders, rotating my arms, and moving my legs. Nothing seemed broken, which was good. That said, I could not help but lament the fact that the Flash Step was still out of my reach. It was the most basic of all my movement techniques, but I currently couldn’t do it.

      “I guess that means I need to gain more control over my Spiritual Power,” I said in a dejected tone. “Well, fine.”

      There were a number of training methods to help a Spiritualist learn to control their Spiritual Power. The waterfall technique I had been using was actually supposed to help one learn to eject their Spiritual Power. It was an advanced training method for increasing the amount of power someone possessed. I had been using it for the opposite purpose. With my power being what it was, I was using the waterfall’s strength to suppress it while I learned to control it.

      The most basic of training methods was meditation. It was the simple act of sending your conscious inward and feeling the flow of your Spiritual Power. Once a Spiritualist could feel the Spiritual Power flowing through their Spiritual Pathways, they could begin manually circulating it through their bodies. By doing this, a Spiritualist learned more about their own power and how to properly control it.

      Since I had already gotten a handle on my Spiritual Power using the waterfall method, I could now use the meditation method. I sat cross-legged in the center of the training ground and released my Spiritual Power again. It flowed out, once more engulfing me in a powerful aura of crackling lightning and swirling water. I didn’t think anyone would be able to sense it now since I had contained it to just the area around me. However, if someone were to wander by, they would be able to feel it so long as they were sensitive enough.

      The Spiritual Power flowing through me was much calmer now than it had been when I first tried this. It moved like a gentle stream through my Spiritual Pathways. As I sank further into my subconscious, I extended my will into this flow and began manually adjusting it, slowing it down, speeding it up, making it pause before moving again.

      Time was practically meaningless while I was in this state. Most Spiritualists lost track of time after reaching a spiritual state like this, where their souls were lost within the flow of their own Spiritual Power. Through this state, I was able to gain more control over my own power. If I were to open my eyes, I was positive that I’d see the aura surrounding me diminishing.

      Sometime while I was meditating, a loud noise jerked me out of my spiritually aware state. I opened my eyes and tilted my head. The noise came again. It sounded like the angry squeals of several wild boars.

      My curiosity got the better of me. I stood up and followed the sound, passing several boulders, and soon came upon an odd scene.

      Several boars were surrounding a large snake with colorful black and yellow scales, a long body of about five or six meters, and a face that seemed strangely expressive for a reptile. The snake had raised its body and flared out its neck as it hissed in a threatening manner at the boars. I noticed right away that it was injured. There was a large gash running along its body, from which red blood leaked out and formed a puddle beneath it. From the manner in which the snake bobbed its head as though dizzy, I could tell it wouldn’t last much longer.

      I think some part of me pitied the snake, which was why I decided to intervene. I released my Spiritual Power and let it flow over the boars.

      Animals were far more sensitive to Spiritual Power than humans. They had a natural Spiritual Perception that they were born with, whereas most humans had to train to use Spiritual Perception to sense the power of others… unless I went all out and manifested my Spiritual Power as Spiritual Pressure. Then even someone who wasn’t perceptive would feel it.

      The boars immediately went stiff as my Spiritual Power washed over them. Even the snake paused when it felt my power. While the boars ran off, the cobra twisted its head in my direction, and I found a pair of pure black eyes staring at me.

      I walked toward the cobra, who eyed me as though wary. I guess my Spiritual Power was causing it to react like this, so I quickly stopped releasing it, but the snake didn’t relax even after my Spiritual Aura disappeared. Well, it was an animal, so I guess it just didn’t like humans.

      “Easy,” I said to it. “I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to heal your injuries.”

      I felt a little silly talking to the snake. It was a snake. They couldn’t understand human language. I think I was talking to keep myself calm.

      As I approached the snake, it tried to coil up, but it must have reached its limit. The snake’s front fell onto the ground as it released a pitiful hiss. I think it was dying.

      Wearing a frown, I approached the snake and knelt next to it. Spending a moment to observe its injury, I realized that the gash had probably come from the tusk of one of those boars. I put my hands over the injury, not touching it, but letting them hover a few centimeters above the snake’s body. Taking a deep breath, I channeled the water element through my hands and into the snake.

      A weak hiss escaped from the snake as it raised its head, but I ignored that as I stared at the gash, which was slowly closing up. The flesh along its split body healed right before my eyes like I was watching time reverse itself. It was a good thing healing wounds like this was easier than using techniques. With my current lack of control, it would have been too hard if healing required anything more than just covering a wound with the water element.

      The wound soon healed completely. However, before I could sigh in relief, the cobra I had just saved lunged forward and bit me!

      “Ouch!”

      Its fangs sank deep into my right hand, right around my pinky and ring finger. I flinched at the feeling. Cobras were venomous. However, the expected burning sensation of poison flowing through my body didn’t come. Soon after it bit me, the cobra unlatched its teeth from my hand and darted away. I watched it slither off into the bushes, and then looked at my hand after it had disappeared.

      There were two large puncture marks just below my ring finger. Blood oozed from the marks, but the normal blackness that came from poison being injected into my body wasn’t there. I sent my subconscious into my body and tried to search for any trace of the poison. There was nothing. I sighed in relief.

      “Maybe something happened to its poison gland,” I said. “Could someone have removed it?”

      There was a sect in Midgard called the Poison Sect who specialized in poisons. They had a menagerie of poisonous animals, including several types of snakes, which they raised for the sake of extracting the poison glands from and performing surgery to insert the gland into themselves. I didn’t think that was what had happened here, but perhaps someone had removed it for another reason.

      Either way, I guess it wasn’t really my business.

      Looking at the sky, I noticed that it had begun getting dark. The two moons had already appeared and the colors of twilight spread across the sky-

      I walked back over to where I had been training, grabbed the bag of Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills, and began the journey back home.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          

      

    

    








            Weighted Clothes

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure how long the two of us walked through the forest far from Nevaria. The wound over my eye had healed, but it had become a scar. It was now a pale gash of ragged but healed flesh.

      Our days were spent miserably, dodging Demon Beasts whenever we could and fighting them when we couldn’t. The nights were even worse. During the dark hours when the sun had gone down, we were forced to hide in caves, under bushes, and wherever we could. I barely got a wink of sleep.

      Of course, I say “we,” but I really meant “she.” I had no fighting ability to speak of. Kari was the one who had done all the fighting.

      Kari was the only reason I was still alive. While I cowered behind her, unable to do a single thing, she fought against the Demon Beasts. Her beautiful, elegant figure moved to a rhythm of death. During this time, my admiration and respect for her soared to heights I had never believed imaginable. At the same time, I felt completely useless. She was carrying the burden for both of us. Meanwhile, I could offer nothing in return.

      Late one night, I was sitting close to the entrance of the cave, staring into the vast forest beyond. We had found this little place while searching for somewhere to spend the night. It had been home to a pack of Dire Wolves. Kari had killed the Dire Wolves, skinned their corpses, and taken this cavern for herself.

      I had offered to keep watch. I’d actually had to argue with her about this. Kari had been adamant about letting me sleep, but I could tell she was nearing her limit. She had not slept once this entire time outside of a few small naps. There were bags under her eyes, she had stumbled several times during her fight against the Dire Wolves, and she had become exhausted more quickly during the fight than was normal. She needed to sleep.

      Besides, right now, keeping watch was all I could do.

      As I sat there, wondering if there was anything else I could do to help Kari, a soft cry came from inside the cavern. I recognized that voice! Panic spread through me as I stood up. I rushed inside, prepared for the worse. I was expecting some kind of unknown Demon Beast to have appeared and attacked Kari while she slept. No such thing happened. After searching the area and finding nothing, I sighed in relief.

      My relief didn’t last long.

      Kari was thrashing in her sleep. Her cries and struggles were growing increasingly more violent. I rushed to her side and tried to shake her awake. I cried out when her fist struck me in the cheek, but I ignored the pain, grabbed her shoulders, and shook her as I called her name.

      “Kari! Kari! Wake up!”

      Her eyes opened with a snap. Trembling orbs of the brightest blue leaked tears that appeared nearly translucent. I watched in horror as one trailed down her cheek and dripped off her chin, neck, and collarbone before sliding off.

      “E-Eryk?” she asked with a tremor in her voice. I felt shaken, but I didn’t let her know that.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Shaking her head, Kari sat up and pushed me away. She wiped the tears from her eyes as I watched with a growing sense of helplessness. Then she smiled at me, and my heart lurched.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Sorry to worry you.”

      My lips involuntarily twitched into a frown. “You are obviously not fine. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Kari looked away.

      The frown grew. “It is not nothing. You were crying in your sleep.”

      When Kari said nothing, I could only grit my teeth in frustration. She had been like this ever since rescuing me. Kari was burdened by something heavy. I didn’t know what it was, but I believed it was more than just the destruction of our home. However, she was putting on this strong front, and I knew why.

      It was because of me. It was because I was weak.

      Moving closer, I did not give Kari a chance to push me away again and pulled her into my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. Kari stiffened.

      Given her strength, she was more than capable of pushing me off, but she didn’t. Her arms hung loosely at her sides like soggy noodles. Her body seemed to have lost all its strength as she collapsed into me. I wasn’t very strong, so the dead weight was almost enough to send me on my back. Only the little amount of pride I had kept me from falling.

      “Kari,” I said with my chin resting on the crown of her head. “Please tell me what’s wrong. I know something is bothering you. It’s been bothering you this whole time. I want to help you. Please let me help you.”

      She remained silent, but I didn’t rush her. Even though we hadn’t seen each other in years since she married Grant Leucht, I liked to think I knew enough about her that I could tell she was close to speaking. She just needed time to gather her thoughts.

      “M... my mother… is dead.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. It was obvious that her mother was dead, given what happened. However, if she was telling me this, then it meant her death likely had nothing to do with the Demon Beast Invasion.

      “She was poisoned,” Kari continued. “When the Demon Beast attack happened, I rushed into my mother’s bedroom to inform her of what was happening. I…” She paused to choke back a sob, took a shuddering breath, and then continued. “When I entered the room, my mother and all of my fathers were dead, and standing over their corpses was Grant Leucht and this strange man wearing a dark cloak. He… he told me that Nevaria was finished, and then he tried to convince me to come with him.”

      My arms tightened around her shoulders, but that was all the physical response I would give. I didn’t like hearing about that man. He had forced the woman I love into an arranged marriage. He had torn me away from her. I did not know what Kari’s life had been like with that man, and I didn’t know what kind of man he was since we’d only met once, but I could not imagine that her life was pleasant, especially with the information she had just revealed.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I naturally refused,” Kari said. “That bastard not only killed my family, but he dared to try and take me as his own. I think he was upset by the fact that I never let him touch me again after our wedding night. In any case, he and that cloaked man attacked me when I refused. I managed to injure him and flee the Imperial Palace. After which, I searched for you.”

      “I see.”

      I wondered how it was possible to feel both incredible guilt and joy at the same time. What happened to her was something that caused my gut to clench, but the fact that the first thing she did after escaping was to search for me filled my chest with warmth. That, too, made me feel guilty.

      “Kari… I love you so much.”

      Those words left my mouth before I could stop them, but I didn’t take them back. They were true. I had more or less confessed these feelings two and a half years ago when she told me she was marrying Grant Leucht, and those feelings had not dulled with time. If anything, her absence from my life had made them burn even more fiercely.

      I think my words caused something inside of her to break. Barely a second passed after this confession left my lips when Kari, whose body had stiffened in shock, suddenly broke down. My ragged, smelly, and torn shirt became soaked with tears. Kari cried into my chest, bawling in a way I’d never seen before. It was as if all the emotional turmoil and hardships she was dealing with had been walled up by a dam, and now that dam had broken.

      Time passed. I didn’t speak as Kari cried. I held her close, allowing her to release the feelings she had long since pent up. Her tears eventually stopped, though she still sniffled occasionally.

      “Are you feeling a little better?” I asked.

      “Yeah…” Kari’s face was still buried in my chest, so I couldn’t see it, but I imagined it was a mess. I could tell that some of the liquid on my chest was not tears. “I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head even though I knew she couldn’t see it. “I think you needed this.”

      “Yeah…”

      Kari grew silent again, though I didn’t mind. Even though I was covered in two different kinds of fluid, I was happy. I was not strong. I couldn’t protect anyone. Up to this point, I had to rely on Kari for everything, but at least now, I could do something for her. All I wanted was to be of some use to the woman I loved.

      Weakness.

      I frowned as that thought penetrated my mind. I was weak. However, I didn’t think I could remain weak. There would definitely come a time when Kari’s strength alone wouldn’t be enough to protect us both. If she and I were surrounded by Demon Beasts, she would undoubtedly use all of her strength to protect me so I could run, but there was no way I could do that. If something like this scenario occurred, then both of us would die together.

      I wanted her to live.

      “Kari?” I said after a while.

      “Yes?”

      “Will you train me to become strong?” I asked.

      At those words, Kari lifted her head and stared at me. Her blue eyes were red, the rims around her eyes were puffy from crying, and there were streaks running down her pale face. There was even some snot dripping from her nose. Even with all that, her eyes still had the power to leave me breathless.

      I’m not sure if she was searching for something, but whether she was seeking something or merely trying to decide what she should do, Kari eventually gave me a slow nod.

      “Yes,” she said at last. “I will help you become stronger. However, you should know that given our current situation, your training will likely be very… rough.”

      The way she trailed off toward the end, as if trying to find a delicate way of putting it, let me know that there would probably be a lot of hardships in store for me. I didn’t care. If it would make me strong enough to watch her back when danger struck, I would gladly throw myself into a pit of lava.

      “That’s fine.” I hardened myself. “In fact, that couldn’t be better. I’ll do whatever it takes to get stronger.”

      For the first time since we’d fled from Nevaria, a glint appeared in Kari’s eyes. “That’s good,” she began in a slow, deliberate manner. “I’m glad you have such determination. You’ll need it.”

      I didn’t know how true those words were at the time, but I would come to find out very soon that Kari was a cruel taskmaster.

      A very, very, VERY cruel one.
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        * * *

      

      I snapped my eyes open and found a familiar ceiling above me. It took me a moment to remember where I was, but when I realized this was my small, shoddy room in Nevaria, I closed my eyes and pressed my palms against my eyelids.

      The dream I’d just had detailed a memory I had long since forgotten the specifics of. I remembered the moment, but certain things about it had been less important at the time… such as the fact that Grant Leucht had killed Kari’s family. It hadn’t been important to the situation, so I hadn’t thought too deeply on it. I think part of me assumed he’d died during the Demon Beast Invasion.

      Well, now I had a new goal to add to my list of goals: Kill Grant Leucht and his entire family.

      With that new goal etched into my heart, I climbed out of bed and began my day.

      I did not work today. Aside from myself, Ms. Nadine had two other workers who helped her out. They were actually her sons. Both of them were a year younger than I was and attended a basic school that taught reading, writing, and arithmetic. They only helped her out when they could because they were also apprenticed under her husband. I was her main worker and the one who spent the most time at the library.

      As I walked toward the Merchant’s District, my mind went to Empress Hilda—Kari’s mother. I knew nothing about her beyond what everyone else did. She and I had never met in my past life. That said, she’d made a lot of sweeping changes after ascending the throne. I thought her changes were for the better, but I knew it caused friction among the nobles. Kari once told me that a lot of noble families did not approve of the empress or her ideas. While part of that was because of her ideas, the other part probably had to do with the fact that Empress Hilda had been a peasant before her rise to power.

      Could that be why Grant Leucht and his family had decided to kill her? And what about that guy in the cloak that Kari spoke of?

      I dispelled these thoughts upon entering the Merchant’s District, which was as busy today as it had been the last time I’d been there.

      Thirty days had passed since I visited the seamstress. She had requested thirty days to make my clothes. That was the reason I had come today.

      With my destination in mind, I walked to the seamstress’s store and entered. There were a few people wandering around, but most of them were looking at the clothing and fabrics. As I walked further in, I found the seamstress measuring a young boy several years my junior. He seemed slightly enamored with the older woman. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her, and he was blushing to the roots of his hair.

      I waited until she was done. When the young boy hopped off the stool, I walked over and greeted her. She seemed to have been expecting me because a wry smile caused her lips to hold an appealing curve.

      “I was expecting you to arrive sometime today. I have the outfit you requested,” she said. “Wait right here, and I’ll get it.”

      “I won’t go anywhere.” I spread my arms wide as if to indicate I’d remain right there.

      The seamstress walked to a room in the back, then came out about a minute or so later with an outfit in her hands. It consisted of several dark black articles. She handed me the largest article of clothing, which were black pants.

      “Try them on one by one,” she instructed. “I need to see how they fit.”

      Nodding, I slid off my pants and revealed my underwear underneath. I was mindful of the fact that several other ladies were present and watching me. Their giggling made me feel self-conscious, but I shoved those feelings aside as I slid the pants up my hips, and then tightened the cord located near the waist.

      “The vest next.” The seamstress handed me the vest, which I put on over my shirt. “Now the vambraces.” Though they were called vambraces, they were actually just pieces of fabric that slipped around my forearms and could be tied in place with a durable chord. “Hmm… it looks a bit odd.”

      I ignored the seamstress’s words as I looked down. The vest was made of black leather, same as the vambraces, though the pants were made of a thick wool. Located in tightly packed bunches were small pockets that literally covered every part of the vest. The vambraces and pants also had such pockets. However, the pockets in the pants had to accommodate the joint at the knees, so they were only located around the thighs and calves.

      “I must admit, this was a really odd request.” The seamstress placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest in pride. “However, I do believe the clothing I made meets your specifications.”

      “They do,” I agreed. “This is exactly what I was looking for.”

      My words caused the woman to smile.

      I paid her the last 2,500 valis I owed her, which meant I only had 10,000 left. There were two more stops that I needed to make. The first was the apothecary, where I bought 1,000 grams of red flame grass, 1,500 mL of spirit essence, 1 nirnroot, and 1 D-rank monster core with a fire element. That cost me 5,500 valis, which further decreased my funds down to 4,500 valis.

      This might be cutting it closer than I thought. It would have been easier if I could grab the ingredients I needed myself, but a lot of them could only be found within the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Not only did I not have special permission to enter, but with my current strength, I wouldn’t survive in there.

      My last stop was a smithy. A sweltering heat that blasted me in the face caused me to break out in sweat the moment I entered. The fire from the forge in the back of the smithy roared with life. All different types of weapons and armor hung from racks and sat against walls. Chest plates, chainmail, swords, staves, staffs, sickles… I even saw a morning star, which was a weapon few people knew how to wield.

      In the back of the room, over by the forge, a giant of a man pounded away at a hunk of molten iron with a gigantic hammer. He had a full head of hair, though it was tied into a ponytail at the back. His broad shoulders and massive chest made me think of a hairless Werebeast.

      Since he was busy, I didn’t interrupt him and went over to the weapons. There were quite a few. However, while all of them looked decently made, none of them were the type I would use.

      The pounding eventually stopped. I turned to see the man dunk the molten iron into a barrel of water. Steam hissed for several seconds before settling down, and then the man retracted the iron and studied it. From the double-edged shape and general length, I could tell that he was forging a normal broadsword.

      Finally, the man noticed my presence.

      “You here to buy something?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m here to request you make something for me.”

      “A custom job, is it?” Setting his newly forged sword onto a table with several other freshly made swords, he left the back and wandered over to me. Given my height, he wasn’t that much taller, but he was so much more solidly built than I was that I still felt smaller than him. “What sort of job is it?”

      In response to his question, I showed him the vest, pants, and vambraces I got from the seamstress. He looked at them with a curious gleam. His befuddled expression made me smile.

      “I need you to create metal cylinders that can fit inside of these pockets. There are a total of seventy-eight pockets. How much will that cost?”

      “For just metal cylinders?” The man looked a bit put out, but he quickly calculated the cost. “Judging by the price of the metal and the time it would take to make them… 4,000 valis.”

      I almost sighed in relief. “That will be fine. Do you take payments up front or wait until after you’ve finished? Also, how long will it take to make these?”

      “Up front,” the man grunted. Then he scrunched up his eyes as the frown on his face grew. “As for the length of time, I’d wager it won’t take more than two days for a job this easy.”

      “That’ll be fine.”

      I paid the man 4,000 valis and left the smithy. Two more days. I only had to wait two more days before I could begin training in earnest.

      That was what I told myself as I left the Merchant’s District.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t hesitate to set up my alchemy set upon returning home. I got everything ready, and then began refining the ingredients I would need to create the last pill necessary for my training—or at least, the last one I needed for right now.

      I glanced at the ingredients I would need to refine. 1,000 grams of red flame grass to strengthen my body, 1,500 mL of spirit essence to help refine my strength, 1 nirnroot to help heal my body after my muscles were torn, and 1 D-rank monster core with a fire element to enhance the pills effects.

      After crushing the red flame grass into a fine paste using the mortar and pestle, I put it inside of a 100 mL beaker, then added nirnroot shavings into it. I created a flame underneath the beaker and used a metal sheet to keep it from burning the floor. Steam rose from the red flame grass as it hissed and sizzled. I could see the nirnroot shavings catch fire, turning into a strangely liquid form that seeped into the red paste.

      While the nirnroot was mixing into the red flame grass, I placed the monster core onto the mortar. I took the pestle to the monster core and began cracking it. Chips fell away, releasing smoke each time. Flames licked at the pestle as I worked when the monster core shards ignited from the friction. I ignored that and continued pounding until the monster core was turned into many flakey-looking chips, and then I ground it further until it turned into a red powder.

      The nirnroot had completely mixed with the red flame grass paste. I blew out the fire and let the mixture sit. Grabbing the spirit essence, I poured all of it into the cauldron, added the monster core powder, and then stirred. Before too long, the spirit essence was glowing a bright red.

      I nodded once, grabbed the beaker, scooped the nirnroot/red flame grass mixture into it, and then began stirring even more. Lightning crackled as I channeled my Spiritual Power into the liquid as I continued mixing. The medicinal ingredients began bubbling like lava, and a heavy fragrance that contained a sort of fiery spiciness permeated the room. It was ready.

      “Time for the last step,” I mumbled.

      Keeping my eyes open, I stared into the cauldron as I placed my hands on it and began channeling my Spiritual Power. The bubbling liquid undulated underneath my will, breaking apart, separating into bubbles, and taking a new form, or rather, a bunch of forms.

      Mass pill refinement generally wasn’t considered a very smart thing to do, but like with the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill, I was in a hurry.

      The pills were soon formed. Each one was about the size of my pinky nail. Their vibrant red color made them look like a fire was contained inside of them just waiting to be released. As if to emphasize this, they radiated an intense heat despite the shell actually being quite cool to the touch.

      I put them into a bag, cleaned out the cauldron, beaker, mortar, and pestle, and then I put everything away and sat cross-legged on my bed, where I meditated.

      Just two more days before I could begin training my body.
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            Training to the Max!

          

        

      

    

    
      Kari was like a completely different person while she was training me. The always kind, soft demeanor she possessed, the gentle smile she would wear, evaporated the moment we started.

      “Forty-five… forty-six… forty-seven…”

      Within the quiet forest hundreds of kilometers from Nevaria, my voice rang out as I grunted, struggled, and sweat. I was doing pushups. However, these were not normal pushups. Kari had found a boulder that must have weighed a couple of kilos to put on my back. Now I was struggling under the weight of what felt like a two hundred-ton mountain.

      “F-forty-eight…”

      “Keep going,” Kari urged me with a cold voice. “Don’t stop until you reach fifty!”

      She was standing off to the side, watching me. Since we had fled with only the clothes on our backs, she was wearing the same outfit today that she had every day. Her breast plate, shoulder pads, grieves, and vambraces had been removed, revealing the simple white tunic and pants she’d been wearing underneath. It was looking a little dirty and ragged these days. Even if we washed our clothing in the nearby streams and rivers, some things just couldn’t be helped.

      I wondered if Kari had always possessed this “strict trainer” side of her, or if the years of being married to Grant Leucht were the reason she had cultivated this cold personality. Being married to a man you didn’t love, especially one who seemed to define the word “evil,” would have forced anyone to shed their kindness. Then again, the destruction of her home, the loss of her mother, fathers, and brothers, and everything else could have also been reasons for this as well.

      “F-forty… forty… nine…!!”

      My body was shaking. My arms felt like they were going to fall off. My back groaned in protest at the weight sitting on it. Sweat poured down my face, chest, shoulders, legs, and arms in rivulets that stained my clothes. If this kept up, I was sure I would die!

      “Come on!” Kari pushed. “You only have one more to do!”

      I gritted my teeth as I lowered my body until my nose was almost touching the grass. My muscles spasmed as I tried to push myself up. Just one more. I only had to do this one. Come on. Come oooooon!

      “Fif… fif… fifty!”

      I did it. The last pushup of the morning. However, even as I congratulated myself, my body was giving out. The weight of the boulder was too much for me to handle after straining my body so much.

      That was when Kari rushed over and kicked the boulder off me, sending it racing across the forest like it was a glass ball. The rock smashed into a tree, shattered the trunk, and continued moving for nearly another two meters before striking the ground with a thunderous “BOOM!” that shook the earth.

      Having already seen her perform similar feats, I didn’t gawk, but damn, Kari was strong.

      I was lying on my stomach as Kari stood over me. I’ll admit, I didn’t think I cut a very masculine figure. I probably looked like a worm, but I had long since shed any sense of masculine pride I may have had… if I’d ever had any to begin with.

      “Can you stand up?” Kari asked as she held out her hand, her stern demeanor completely gone. Replacing that cold personality was an innate kindness that warmed my soul. Her lips were turned into a gentle smile and her eyes were like gems as they stared at me with compassion.

      I couldn’t help but think of a carrot and a stick.

      “Yeah…” I pushed myself onto my hands and knees, and then reached out and placed my hand in Kari’s. She pulled me to my feet.

      “You did a really good job.” Kari smiled at me as she tucked a stray strand of golden hair behind her right ear. “I honestly wasn’t expecting you to complete all fifty pushups.”

      “Then why have me do all fifty?” I asked. I wasn’t complaining. This was what I had asked for, after all, but I was curious.

      Nodding as if she expected me to ask this question at some point, Kari answered me. “To give you a goal to work toward. If you have a clear goal, you can push yourself harder.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” I groaned as I stretched my arms behind my back. Uuuu… that did not feel good. My chest hurt so much.

      “Since you were able to complete all fifty pushups, I think this means we can increase the number of pushups you’re currently doing,” Kari added. “From now on, your new goal will be 100 pushups.”

      While some part of me wanted to cry at her words, I didn’t do any such thing. Kari was training me because I had asked her to. I was training because I wanted to become useful to her. If I complained or cried about how cruel or painful the training was, it would invalidate her good intentions and my determination.

      “Okay!” Kari clapped her hands. “Time to begin the rest of your exercises.”

      I nodded, even as I mentally prepared myself for a lot of pain.

      My training consisted of three parts: Mornings were for physical exercises, afternoons were lectures on Spiritualism, and evenings involved putting those lectures into practice.

      Morning training consisted of basic exercises such as running, pushups, sit ups, pull ups, squats, and dodging practice. Each day Kari would set a goal for me to complete. An example of this would be today. She had me do a ten kilometer run, fifty pushups with a boulder on my back, two hundred sit ups, thirty pull ups, five hundred squats, and made me try to dodge her attacks for an hour. I was able to meet all of her goals except the last one.

      I only lasted half an hour.

      To be fair to me, I was exhausted by the time we began that last training exercise, but I understood that the difference in ability between Kari and myself was like heaven and earth. Our strength was incomparable.

      One month had passed since I had asked her to train me. We stayed by that mountain cave for those sixty-three days, coming down to the forest and training before returning to the cave at night. There were surprisingly few Demon Beasts around this area. We didn’t have to worry about being randomly attacked too much. Kari had theorized that most of the Demon Beasts had likely gone back to the Demon Beast Mountain Range after destroying Nevaria, but neither of us knew whether that was true.

      After the day of exercise was complete, the two of us went down to a stream and took a bath. We took one separately. While we had both confessed our feelings to each other, I didn’t think either of us was comfortable seeing the other person naked yet.

      Kari had lived with Grant Leucht, but they only had sex once. She had refused to even sleep in the same bed as him after that first night. I was told that her “husband” had tried to take advantage of her only once, but Kari had beaten him so badly that he didn’t dare come near her after that. Her retelling of that moment was one of the few times I had seen such a vicious smile on her face… not that I couldn’t understand why.

      Once both of us were clean, or as clean as could be, we caught some trout from the stream and grilled them over an open fire.

      It was fortunate that both of us were knowledgeable about our surroundings. Thanks to our love for reading, we had read plenty of books on plant biology for the regions around Nevaria. We were able to gather herbs, fruits, and nuts to enhance the flavor of the fish. While we ate, Kari lectured me.

      “Now that you’re able to manifest your Spiritual Aura, we can begin learning how to enhance your physical abilities,” she said as she held a stick of fish in one hand. “Manifesting a Spiritual Aura is considered the First State of Spiritualism. When you’re surrounded by your aura, the aura acts as a shield to protect you from both physical and spiritual attacks. Of course, this shield can be broken if someone hits you with a physical attack or a Spiritual Technique that is stronger than your Spiritual Aura. It can also break if your aura takes too much damage. On top of being able to manifest a Spiritual Aura, you can also use Spiritual Pressure now.”

      “And what is Spiritual Pressure?” I asked as I took a bite of my second fish. I was ravenous.

      “Simply put, Spiritual Pressure is the pressure that other people feel when a Spiritualist releases his or her Spiritual Power. It is the manifestation of power.” Kari paused to take a bite of her own fish, then picked at some nuts, which she tossed into her mouth. Even while eating simple fare like this, she chewed with her mouth closed, daintily hid her mouth with her hand, and only continued after swallowing. “In most cases, releasing your Spiritual Pressure will only make people feel uneasy. However, there are some incredibly powerful individuals who can make people lose all their strength or experience extreme terror.” She paused again, though not to eat. Her face had taken on a slight look of pain. “My mother’s Spiritual Pressure was so overwhelming that people who felt it often described it as an incredible force crushing their bodies.”

      Nodding, I polished off my second fish, jabbed the stick into the ground, and grabbed the large leaf where several fruits and nuts were rolling around.

      “Is that what we’re practicing this evening?” I asked as I enjoyed the refreshing and sweet flavor of the berries.

      “Yes.” Kari gave me a mild look. “Since you can’t seem to use Spiritualist Techniques, we’ll have to find another way to exercise your Spiritual Power.”

      I felt my cheeks grow warm as she mentioned my inability to use Spiritual Techniques.

      Using Spiritual Techniques required one to dance. Of course, I called it dancing, but it was really a form of movement. By moving the body in a specific pattern or rhythm, a Spiritualist was able to channel Spiritual Power through their bodies and externalize it. They could shoot balls of fire from their hands, create spears of lightning to rain down on their opponents, generate water blades… there were any number of phenomenal attacks a Spiritualist could perform. The only limit was the amount of Spiritual Power they had and their knowledge of Spiritual Techniques.

      For whatever reason, I couldn’t do that. No matter how well I memorized the movements, how well my rhythm and timing were, I never managed to use a Spiritual Technique. I did destroy a lot of trees though. While I couldn’t use any techniques, I could shoot water and lightning from my hands, which often resulted in something being blasted apart. The only issue was that I exhausted myself after just one attack.

      Kari continued to lecture me on Spiritual Pressure after we finished eating, telling me everything she knew about how to use it. I listened to everything she said. Her lecture lasted until the sun had begun setting, but I hung onto every word. Once she was finished, it was time to begin training again.

      We stood in the clearing. Kari was off to the side, her arms crossed as I released my Spiritual Power, which manifested in the form of pale arcs of lightning and tiny motes that swirled around my body like water. It wasn’t much. The lightning skittered across my body in small segments, and the motes were miniscule. She said it was because I had just reached this stage and didn’t have much power. That was why I was exercising it.

      “Okay,” Kari began, “I want you to try and use your Spiritual Pressure on me.”

      Had this been before the Demon Beast Invasion, I would have been hesitant to attack Kari in any way, shape, or form. Not anymore. Kari was strong. Not only did she not need to worry about my pathetic attacks, but she was helping me become stronger. Refusing to attack her because she was the woman I loved would be doing her a disservice.

      I took a deep breath and directed my will toward her. To generate a truly ferocious Spiritual Pressure, it was important to have ill will, or the intent to kill or cause harm. I did not have that. Not toward Kari. However, I could still manifest my Spiritual Pressure by directing my will onto Kari.

      “That’s good.” Kari nodded. “Now increase the power output.”

      I nodded again, took a deep breath, and scrunched up my face as I increased the amount of power I was using. I’m pretty sure my face turned red from the exertion. I only had so much Spiritual Power, so increasing the output meant exhausting what I had more quickly. However, that was the entire point of this exercise.

      Maybe it was because I had only just manifested my Spiritual Aura, but I couldn’t maintain it for long. My aura soon flickered. Then it went out. As it did, my body slouched as though all the strength within it had disappeared. This deep-seated tiredness was in my very bones. Thanks to having exhausted my Spiritual Power many times in the last month, however, I was already used to it.

      Kari nodded and smiled. “That was a good effort. I could actually feel your Spiritual Pressure pushing down on me.”

      “But it... it didn’t do anything,” I pointed out through my heavy rasps.

      “Well, yes, but you have only just gained the ability to manifest your Spiritual Aura,” she lectured. “You’re still not very strong. However, if we keep this up, you should become fairly capable within a few more months. To be honest, I’m really shocked by how much you’ve grown. It took me two years to manifest my own Spiritual Aura to the level you have now.”

      I actually had not known that. However, even if that was the case, she had also started when she was a lot younger than me. I was sure the reason it took her two years was simply because it was harder to learn when someone was younger.

      I would later come to learn that the reason Spiritualists began training at a young age was because it was easier to learn when they were younger.

      When training concluded, the two of us had a small dinner, and then traveled back up to the cave. We had no blanket, never mind a bed. The hard ground was uncomfortable, but we had long grown used to it.

      Kari shifted against me as she lay on her side, using my shoulder as a pillow, her body so close I could feel the swell of her large breasts pushing against me. One of her legs had been thrown over my body. The delicate softness of her leg was deceptive. I’d seen that leg crush boulders with a single kick. I also really hoped she wouldn’t shift that leg higher. That would be a problem.

      Ever since that night where Kari had cried against me, the two of us had become much closer. While we still couldn’t bathe together, we both snuggled like this every night. Not only did we find comfort and solace in the arms of the other, but snuggling like this also helped stave off the cold.

      “You did really well today,” Kari mumbled against my ear. I tried not to shudder as her warm breath washed over me.

      “Thanks,” I said softly.

      “Tomorrow… I’m going to increase the difficulty of your training. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine. I don’t mind if you make things more challenging for me.”

      “You have so much determination.” Kari raised her hand, which had been resting on my chest, and placed it against my cheek. She leaned her head up and kissed my other cheek. The warmth of her lips lingered.

      I turned my head to look at Kari, who was smiling at me with half-lidded, sleepy eyes. Even though I knew she wore that look because she was tired and not trying to be sexy, I couldn’t stop my heart from skipping a beat. There was just something alluring about the way she looked right now.

      “Kari…”

      Shifting her body, Kari moved until she was straddling my stomach. Her long, golden hair fell over one of her shoulders like a curtain of shimmering silk. Bright blue eyes that no longer held the innocence of youth stared at me with a look I couldn’t place. I wasn’t sure why, but seeing that expression on her face sent a wave of heat to my loins.

      “I know you are doing all this for me,” Kari said, her voice soft but heated. “You’ve put up with my training for an entire month and haven’t complained once. You keep telling me you want to get stronger, and I know you are doing all of it because of me.”

      “Of course, I am.” I tried to sound nonchalant, but I was positive I had failed. It was kind of hard to act like that when the woman I loved was on top of me. “I love you.”

      Kari’s lips curved into a delicate smile that made my heart race. “I know. And I love you too.”

      She leaned down in that moment, pressing her lips against mine. I didn’t hesitate to kiss back. The softness of her lips was indescribable. Even though we had been forced into the forest, had to eat whatever we could catch, and could only bathe using water from the streams and rivers, her lips and body remained unblemished and impossibly soft.

      We had shared plenty of kisses during this month. However, something was different this time. As we kissed, Kari pushed her tongue into my mouth. It was warm and wet, and the feeling of her tongue caressing the inside of my mouth gave me a strange thrill. I did my best to follow her example. However, this was my first time doing something like this. Then again, I didn’t think she had done this with Grant Leucht either, so it was likely her first time too.

      As our kiss continued, Kari pressed her hands against my stomach and pushed my shirt up, then began roaming over my chest and stomach as though mapping out the contours of my body.

      Even if I had been training for a month, my body still lacked any real muscles. I had grown a little leaner, and my body was a little sturdier, but it wasn’t like I had six-pack abs and a muscular chest like many Nevarian Spiritualists possessed.

      Kari didn’t seem to care. She let her hands roam across my body, traveling from my stomach to my shoulders, and then back down again. Finally, it became too much for me.

      “Kari… can I touch you as well?”

      Our kissing ceased as Kari sat back up, still straddling me. The moonlight that filtered in through the small cave haloed her body, giving her an ethereal appearance that made her seem like a divine being. Her cheeks were graced with a soft blush. I didn’t know if it was from arousal or embarrassment.

      “Yes. You may.”

      As she said this, Kari lifted the white tunic over her head and threw it to the side, exposing herself to me. I was stunned. Her pale skin was covered in a few scars but was otherwise unblemished. I actually thought the scars made her look sexier. Her chest was larger than I had realized, which said something because I already knew they were big. Both of her breasts were capped with pink nipples. Her areola was a lighter pink than her nipples, and they were about the size of a copper valis.

      While her chest was large, the rest of her was slender. Her shoulders and arms were soft and thin. They didn’t look like the arms of someone who could kill Demon Beasts and crush boulders, but I knew better. Her waist thin enough that I’d be willing to call it wasp-like. Yet it held all the delicate appeal of a woman. There was no six-pack or anything that I could see, and if there was, it was hidden underneath the layer of softness.

      I reached out and slowly placed my hands against her chest. Kari breathed out softly as her cheeks lit up. I placed my hands underneath them and lifted each one.

      “They’re heavy,” I murmured. “Don’t these get in the way?”

      “T-they do,” she said. “To be honest, I don’t really like them because it is hard to fight with them shaking and bouncing. I normally wear breast bindings to keep them from being jostled, but my bindings broke when we escaped from Nevaria.”

      “Well… I know they aren’t very practical, but I love them,” I admitted.

      The redness from Kari’s cheeks spread to the rest of her face and even traveled down her neck. “I-is that so? Well, I guess they aren’t so bad then.”

      “Not bad at all.”

      Sitting up, I leaned over and placed a kiss in the center of her chest. Kari let out a soft sigh as I did. One kiss became two, then two became three. I gradually moved up her body until I had reached her collarbone, which I began tentatively nibbling on. It seemed to have some effect, but Kari didn’t respond to it with much enthusiasm.

      Frowning, I went back to her breasts and looked at them for a moment. They really were big. I didn’t know how big, but they were definitely impressive—so impressive that they were pushed together even as they just sat there.

      “It’s embarrassing when you stare at them like that,” Kari mumbled.

      “Sorry.”

      I shook my head before leaning down and kissing her nipple. Kari twitched as her breath caught in her throat. Hmm… were her breasts sensitive? Deciding to test that idea, I flicked her nipple with my tongue. The startled moan she produced made me look up.

      Kari’s face was bright red. “Th-they’re a bit sensitive.”

      I smiled. “Is that so? That’s good to know.”

      While I found myself embarrassed too, I didn’t want to let that rule me. I took one of her nipples into my mouth and swirled my tongue around it. The response I got this time was more impressive. Kari released an even louder moan as she wrapped her arms around my head. This must have been one of her weak spots. Realizing this, I began to alternate between kissing, licking, and tugging on her nipples with my teeth. I switched between each breast, giving both of them attention. By this point, Kari’s breathing was coming out in heavy pants and gasps.

      “E-Eryk…!”

      I stopped after some point and looked at her. Kari’s face was flushed and glistened in the moonlight. A light layer of sweat covered her body, adding an ethereal sheen to her otherworldly features. She was biting her lower lip with her teeth as if to keep from crying out. I looked at how her shoulders were shaking.

      “Kari,” I said. “I want to be one with you.”

      “Me too…” Kari breathed as her shoulders and chest heaved. “I want to be with you too…”

      We both knew what the other meant. Kari stood up and shimmied out of her pants, while I remained on the ground and tugged mine off. I looked up just as she was undoing the strings to her undergarment. She removed it, revealing the patch of blond hair just above her nether lips, which were completely smooth. Her pussy lips were a little plump, but that just made me want to place my mouth over them and push my tongue between her folds. The sight of her slightly wet pussy made my dick twitch.

      Kari saw it and an embarrassed smile came over her face. “Um… I hope you don’t mind that I’m a bit dirty. Bathing in the stream is…”

      “I’ve been bathing in the stream too,” I replied, removing my eyes from her lips to her face. “And I think you’re beautiful.”

      If her cheeks hadn’t already been lit up in a blush, I was sure they would have been now. The smile on her face widened as she walked back over.

      “Lay back down, please,” she said softly.

      I did as I was told, though when I lay down, at least one part of me was still standing. Kari eyed that part of me with something resembling uncertainty.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “Oh, no. It’s just…” She frowned as she turned her eyes away from my dick to my face. “It’s just… you’re quite a bit bigger than Grant. I’m not sure if that’s going to fit inside of me.”

      It was probably stupid to feel pride over being told I had a bigger dick than Grant Leucht, but maybe I was just dumb because my chest swelled with pride.

      “Should we stop?” I asked.

      Kari shook her head as she lowered her body until she was straddling my legs. She reached out and hesitantly touched my dick, which twitched in her grip. Her cool hand was soft and chilled my cock, but that just made me harder. My body shook as her hand and fingers wrapped around it. Her skin was a bit rough because we’d been out in the wilderness for so long, but I wouldn’t deny it felt good.

      “It’s so warm…” she muttered. “It’s hot and throbbing like a beating heart.”

      “Er…”

      “S-sorry,” she muttered. “I was just noticing that.”

      “It’s okay,” I mumbled.

      “Right.” Kari took a deep breath. “I’m about to put it in.”

      “Okay.”

      Kari placed her hands on my chest and lifted herself up. I ignored the rocks digging into my back as she positioned herself over my dick. The tip of my dick touched her outer lips. A little of her juices trickled onto my head, causing a jolt to race through me. She took another deep breath, and then lowered herself.

      I watched as centimeter after centimeter of my dick was engulfed by her pussy lips, which spread apart to accommodate me. The sensations traveling through me in that moment were something I had trouble describing. All I knew was that it felt amazing. Soon my entire head was engulfed in the tight warmth of Kari’s vagina as she continued lowering herself, her face clenching just a bit.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes…” Kari frowned a little as she lowered her body even more. The feeling of my dick rubbing against her insides made me groan. “It just… hurts a bit, but I’m told that’s natural…”

      I wasn’t sure if that was really natural, but I had no experience with sex, so I didn’t say anything. My legs, butt, and toes clenched as I tried to resist the incredible feelings welling up inside of me. Part of me wanted to thrust my hips, but if Kari was in pain right now, there was no way I could do that.

      Finally, she breathed out and lowered herself completely against me. When I looked at our conjoined bodies, I could see that I was completely buried inside of her. Our hips were now touching.

      “Can we stay like this for a moment?” asked Kari. “I need to get used to it. I feel like I might break if you stretch me any further.”

      I nodded. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kari kept her hands pressed on my chest, palms flat, fingers splayed. This caused her breasts to push together, which made her nipples stick out even more prominently. She was taking deep breaths. I wondered if it really hurt that bad. I admit, now that I had gotten used to the sensation of being inside of her, it felt kind of dry. Was that how sex was supposed to be? I had never really learned about it. There was no one who would teach me, and I had been too embarrassed to ask Ms. Nadine.

      “This is a bit uncomfortable. I probably should have used my mouth,” Kari muttered to herself.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” Shaking her head, Kari smiled at me. “I’m ready.”

      At her signal, I grabbed her hips as Kari raised them up, slowly revealing my dick as it spread her pussy lips apart. She stopped until just the head was still inside. Then she lowered herself again. As she began lowering herself, I moved my hips, just providing a gentle thrust upward. Kari gasped as our hips connected.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked, suddenly worried. I was feeling pretty good, so it would make me feel awful if she wasn’t also feeling good.

      “N-no… that… what you did just now. Do it again,” Kari said as she raised her hips. I nodded and watched as she began lowering herself back against me, and then timed my thrust. A slight slapping sound echoed around the cave as our hips met. Kari gasped again as her body shivered. “That felt good just now.”

      “Did it?”

      “Yes. Please keep doing that.”

      She raised her hips once more. By this point, my dick was coated in a layer of her juices, which acted as a lubricant that helped make moving inside of her easier. I think it also helped Kari feel better because her body was beginning to pick up the pace. I made sure to time my thrusts with her movements, and each time I did, the two of us moaned.

      By this point, neither of us were able to talk, and soon the only sounds in the cave were those of our moans, grunts, and the slapping of our groins. As my fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips, I looked up at Kari. Her body was haloed with light, breasts bouncing as she rode my dick. There was a look on her face that was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Her eyes were closed, but her mouth was open as she released lyrical noises that made me even more aroused.

      At some point, she opened her eyes and locked onto me. Leaning down as she used the muscles in her lower back to move just her hips, she claimed my mouth in a sloppy, wet kiss. The sound of our messy exchange mixed in with the slapping of our hips. I could feel saliva gathering in my mouth, but I didn’t mind. I let Kari push her tongue inside and sucked on it. The loud but muffled moan she produced made me feel like I was doing something right.

      I moved my hands from her hips to her butt, reaching around to dig my fingers into her firm cheeks and squeeze them. Kari’s moans grew louder as her butt shook and her thighs clenched.

      Time almost seemed to stand still for us, but I soon felt my balls tighten and realized that something was going to happen. With my lack of knowledge, I had no idea what that was, but Kari also seemed to be feeling it because the speed and intensity of her hip thrusts increased. Her moans had turned into desperate, nasally pants as her body became slick with sweat.
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I kept pace as best I could, but I don’t think I did as well. Kari was far more athletic than me right now. At some point, I was forced to concede and let her just do as she pleased. The feelings soon became even more intense.

      Kari’s insides suddenly tightened. It was like she was trying to milk me. At the same time, her juices flowed out around my dick and leaked onto my hips, and her entire body shook as if she was experiencing aftershocks. The thighs that were straddling me suddenly clenched against me, to the point where it hurt. I didn’t know if it was caused by the pain or the pleasure, but I released whatever was inside of me into Kari, who shook and moaned even more afterward.

      As Kari pitched forward and fell on top of me, my own body felt exhausted, like I had just spent all day training. In fact, I think I might have been even more exhausted now than when I did Kari’s training. It took everything I had to lift my arms and wrap them around Kari’s still shaking body.

      “That…”

      “Kari?” I mumbled.

      “That was amazing,” she muttered. Lifting her head, she gave me a bright smile. “Thank you.”

      “Um, sure.” I blinked. “Anytime.”

      I had no idea what she was thanking me for. To be perfectly honest, I was pretty sure that my mind wasn’t all there. It felt sluggish. Just thinking was a chore that I could have done without.

      Kari didn’t seem to mind my confused response as she lay her head back on my chest and nuzzled her cheek against me, seemingly unbothered by the fact that I was covered in sweat. She must have been similarly tired because her body slackened seconds later. Her breathing also became deep and even as she fell asleep.

      I squirmed around a bit to try and get comfortable. Her breasts, slick with sweat, and her nipples, which rubbed against me, made it hard to relax. However, I was more tired than I realized. Even as I thought about the amazing sensation of her breasts mashing into my chest, my mind slowly succumbed to exhaustion, and I fell asleep.

      A few days later, I would learn that Grant Leucht had been unable to make Kari orgasm during their first and only night together, which was the reason she had thanked me. My chest would once again swell with useless masculine pride.
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        * * *

      

      Two days passed in what felt like the blink of an eye, though I think a lot of that had to do with how busy I was. Between my job at the library, talking with Kari, and training, I had a pretty full schedule.

      I arrived at the smithy early in the morning on the second day. Despite trying not to, I couldn’t stop the yawn that escaped my mouth. Last night, I’d dreamed of when me and Kari had sex for the first time. I’d woken up with the erection to end all erections and been forced to deal with matters myself. Not only had the dream left me in something of an unusual emotional state, but having to deal with the issue of using my hand to relieve myself felt awkward.

      Well… I suppose it couldn’t be helped.

      “You’re here bright and early,” the blacksmith grunted. He seemed a little disgruntled. It looked like he hadn’t even lit up the forge yet.

      I shrugged. “I have a lot do to today, but I can’t start until I have those cylinders.”

      “I still can’t believe you requested a blacksmith to make something so easy.” With a heavy sigh, the man grabbed a large sack that was sitting on the table. The sound of jingling metal echoed around the room as he walked up to me and thrust the sack into my hands. “Here. This is what you wanted, right? Next time you come here, make sure you actually have a job that will test my skills as a blacksmith. At the very least, make sure it’s something that requires some talent.”

      “Of course,” I said as I took the sack. The moment the man let go, the sack immediately tried to pull me down under its immense weight. I grunted and lifted the thing with both hands. The blacksmith grinned at me, but I ignored the condescending look on his face and lugged the heavy sack out of the smithy.

      Getting this sack of metal back to my room was a task in and of itself. It could almost be considered a form of training. What was normally a twenty-minute walk took one whole hour. That didn’t include going up the stairs. By the time I finally managed to enter my room, my back hurt, my legs felt like all the muscles in them had been pulled, and my arms and shoulders were basically jelly. I needed thirty minutes before I possessed the strength to begin my next task.

      Reaching inside of the bag, I pulled out one of the metal cylinders, studying the object before nodding. It was perfectly smooth and rounded. I grabbed one of the vambraces the seamstress had made and slid the cylinder into one of the pockets. It fit perfectly.

      “Excellent,” I said.

      Holding the cylinder in one hand, I channeled Spiritual Power into my other hand, directing all of that energy into my index finger, which began emitting a faint blue glow that crackled and sparked. I placed the tip of my finger against the cylinder. Steam swiftly rose from the metal with an intense hiss. Seeing that I was indeed able to use Rune Writing, I began moving my finger across the metal surface.

      Uruz: The rune of physical strength, speed, and untamed potential.

      Nauthiz: The rune that meant delays and restrictions.

      Isa: A challenge or frustration. Psychological blocks to thought or activity.

      Dagaz: Breakthrough. Awakening. Awareness. Daylight clarity as opposed to nighttime uncertainty. A time to plan or embark upon an enterprise.

      With meticulous movements, I embedded each rune into the metal cylinder one by one, connecting them by thin threads and swirling lines to symbolize how they would all come together and form meaning.

      By the time I was done, I actually felt a little tired. My shoulders sagged as I looked out my window. The sun still hadn’t reached the apex of the sky, meaning I still had at least an hour before I needed to leave.

      I managed to get six more done before I had to head out to the library.
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        * * *

      

      It took sixteen days to embed all of the runes into the metal cylinders. Perhaps if I didn’t have to work at the library, I would have been able to finish faster, but it wasn’t like I could just quit my job either. Besides, I liked working at the library. That was where I could meet Kari whenever she wasn’t attending classes at the Spiritualist Academy.

      The day after I finished drawing runes onto all of the metal cylinders, I went to the library and opened as usual. However, something unusual happened that day while I was putting several books back in their proper places.

      “Eryk…”

      The familiar voice made me turn around. Kari was standing a few steps away, a warm smile on her face. She had chosen to wear a sleeveless green dress that day. A silk shawl sat over her shoulders. The dress itself had a small dip in the middle, revealing a hint of her creamy white cleavage. Like her shawl, the dress must have been made from silk because it was very thin. It stopped at her knees, which was odd because her dresses usually were long and went all the way to her ankles. That said, I wouldn’t deny she looked great. A pair of sandals adorned her feet.

      Her presence caused many people in the library to stop what they were doing, though quite a few of them returned to their tasks after taking a moment to admire her. Most of the people who came here regularly already knew she frequented this place. Even so, there were still quite a few men who glared at me…

      I shook my head and smiled at the girl. “You’re here early.”

      Her smile widened. “I don’t have classes today.”

      “No training either?” I asked. She shook her head. As she did, I noticed the scroll in her hands. “Is that a map?”

      “It is.” She raised the rolled scroll to her face and gave me a proud smile. “It’s a map of the few areas in the Demon Beast Mountain Range that the people of Nevaria have been able to explore.”

      “Huh?” I muttered, not quite sure what to say.

      Kari just smiled at me. “I’ll be going upstairs first. Come up when you’re done with your work.”

      “Will do.”

      I didn’t know why she was carrying a map at first, but I soon found out when I finished my tasks. She was already pouring over the map by the time I finished. Several places had been circled with ink. As I studied the circled spots, which contained a decently detailed drawing, I realized what they were.

      “Are those ruins?” I asked as I sat down beside her.

      “Yes!” Kari’s eyes held an excitement that was hard for her to contain. “These are all of the ruins that have currently been discovered. Some of them have been explored, like this one right here. This is an ancient city that was destroyed during the Great Catastrophe. It’s fairly close to Nevaria and has been completely explored and mapped out. However, there are a number of ruins that have been found but not explored as thoroughly because of how dangerous they are, like this one to the south. It’s one of the ruins that resembles a temple. The Spiritualists who explored it said it looks like a place where people worshipped long forgotten gods.”

      As Kari enthusiastically explained what she knew about each of these ruins, I realized what she was doing.

      “These are places you’d like to explore, right?” I said with a smile.

      Kari’s cheeks suddenly lit up as though two small flames had appeared inside of them. She placed her hands in her lap, twiddled her fingers, and looked at the table. Her hair parted slightly, flowing across her forehead as though to hide her embarrassed expression.

      “You said… before, you told me you’d explore some ruins with me if I asked you to,” she said in a halting, hesitant voice.

      “I did, and I meant it.” Scooting a little closer, I leaned against the table and studied the map. “Which ruin were you thinking of exploring first?”

      Kari looked at me, almost dumbfounded, but when she saw that I was serious, her expression lit up, becoming brighter than the first rays of morning light. She immediately began pointing out which ruins she wanted to try exploring first. They were the ones that had already been explored and wouldn’t pose much danger. She told me it was because she wanted to gain experience before exploring the ones that hadn’t been investigated.

      It was just as well. The unexplored ruins were located deeper in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, which was where Demon Beasts many times more powerful than the ones that Spiritualists normally dealt with lived. I wasn’t even talking about the B-Rank Demon Beasts either. The ones who lived that far out were A-Rank and above. I was honestly surprised someone had the audacity to travel that far into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “By the way…” Kari began, “What happened to your hand?”

      “My hand?” I looked at my hand when Kari gestured to it. It was the one that had been bitten by that snake. The puncture marks were still there, having not healed over. What’s more, there were now numerous black lines running along my ring finger. They looked like thorny vines. “I’m not sure. It wasn’t like this yesterday.”

      “Do you think something happened?” asked Kari.

      “I don’t think so.” I dispelled my concerns over this matter since I couldn’t detect any poison. Glancing at Kari, I decided to satisfy my curiosity over something I’d been thinking about recently. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” She smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear. “What did you want to ask?”

      “I understand that your family won’t let you journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range right now.” I paused, wondering if there was a delicate way to put this, but then I shrugged and continued. “What would it take to convince your parents to let you travel and explore ruins?”

      Kari paused, her face becoming so blank it seemed cold. I didn’t let that bother me. When Kari was thinking really hard, this was the face she often made.

      “It would probably be the same way my brothers convinced them,” she admitted slowly, as if choosing each word with care. “I would have to prove that I am strong enough to protect myself and fight off Demon Beasts.” Her smile suddenly became self-deprecating. “However, right now, I do not have that kind of strength.”

      I hummed and thought about what she told me.

      The Kari that I remembered during the Demon Beast Invasion had seemed invincible. However, the one before me did not have that strength.

      I think the strength Kari gained back then was because of what happened to her. Being forced into an unenviable position had likely given her the determination to become stronger. The years of being married to Grant Leucht had forged her into a woman of incredible strength and willpower. Right now, Kari was just a girl who happened to possess a ton of potential. She was the Kari I knew from before her marriage.

      “If I told you that I could help you get stronger, what would you do?” I asked.

      Kari perked up. “You can? How?”

      I was happy that she didn’t outright deny my offer. It meant she really believed I could help her, which made my chest feel warm.

      Taking her quill and ink bottle, I grabbed a sheet of scrap parchment and wrote the ingredients needed for the Three-Way Spirit Widening Pill and the Body Forging Pill. Once I was done, I slid the parchment over to her.

      “If you can get me these ingredients, I can refine two pills that will greatly increase the speed of your training,” I said.

      Kari bit her lip as she looked at the list. “This is… alchemy, isn’t it? Can alchemy really help increase my training speed?”

      “It can,” I said with all the confidence I had, which was admittedly a lot. I might not be considered anything more than a middling alchemist in Midgard, but I at least had the confidence to refine a number of powerful pills that helped with training.

      “How much of each of these ingredients do you need?” she asked.

      I took the parchment back and quickly wrote the amount before handing it to her again. “This is the minimum amount you’ll want. With this much, I can refine enough pills to last you one month.”

      “The minimum?” she raised an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. “The more pills I can refine, the more you’ll benefit from them… at least up to a certain point. Pills eventually become ineffective after your body builds up a resistance to them, but they’ll help you grow stronger until then.”

      “I see,” she murmured in a soft, almost impossible to hear voice.

      I didn’t know if she believed me at the time. However, the next day, Kari arrived at the library despite having classes to deliver three times the amount of ingredients I had written down in the list.
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        * * *

      

      It was the first day that I would be doing physical training to strengthen my body, and since it was the first time, I didn’t actually use the metal cylinders. I was smart enough to know that I wasn’t very strong right now. It took a whole hour just to get those damn things up to my room. Increasing the weight I had to work with wouldn’t benefit me until I raised my current level of strength.

      I had decided to make the place where I’d first met Fay Valstine my permanent training ground. With the level of control I had over my Spiritual Power, I didn’t need to use the waterfall training method anymore, or rather, that method would no longer work. In either event, I was good in terms of Spiritual Control. That meant it was time to increase my physical capabilities.

      I was using the training method that Kari had first created for me after the Demon Beast Invasion. Since I wasn’t very strong, that meant running for two kilometers, then performing fifteen pushups, fifty sit ups, ten pull ups, and one hundred squats. The only exercise I couldn’t do was the dodging one. However, I replaced dodging with practicing the two fighting styles I was a practitioner of. It was just too bad I didn’t have my weapon.

      “Ha… ha… ugh… I don’t feel so good…”

      I think I might have gone overboard a little. While I did manage to complete my exercise routine, my body felt like it had been put through a meat grinder, and I struggled to contain my urge to vomit. I did my best to shove these feelings aside. If I wanted to change the past for the better, I needed to become stronger as swiftly as possible. Pushing myself was the only way to reach my goal.

      As I began the long walk home, stumbling between boulders and trees, one of the bushes on my left shook. I paused. Looking over at the bush, I waited to see if something would come out. When several seconds passed and nothing happened, I frowned before continuing on my way.

      For a second, it felt like something had been watching me, but now I felt nothing. Maybe I had imagined it?

      It took longer to enter Nevaria than it had to exit, which I chalked up to my dead tired body. The looks the guards gave me when they saw me enter the city were quite something. I don’t think I’d ever seen someone’s jaw drop that wide before.

      While the guards’ reactions amused me, as I walked down the road, I could not help but feel like there was someone watching me. I glanced around. It seemed there were actually quite a few people watching me. A pair of kids were pointing at my bedraggled appearance and giggling as they made fun of me, an old man was gawking at me like he wanted to know what hole I’d crawled out of, and a pair of young women were whispering to each other as they pointed at me. I was getting a lot more attention than I’d thought.

      My frown grew.

      Because I didn’t want to be subjected to these stares any longer, I increased my walking speed despite how much my legs hurt. I wouldn’t say I made it to my room in record time; however, my motivation to no longer be stared at certainly lessened the time it would have taken.

      Upon reaching my room, I took a moment to collect myself, and then began the laborious process of filling my bathtub with water. Given that I had just exercised until I felt like I was dying, it took quite a while to do.

      When I finally finished filling the tub, I was dead on my feet. I couldn’t wait to hop in. However, there was one last thing I needed to do first.

      Similar to how I dropped the Spiritual Reinforcement Pill into the bathtub for Fay, I dropped the Body Forging Pill into the tub as well. The effects were much faster than when the Spiritual Reinforcement Pill had been dropped into it. A vibrant red color like fire immediately soaked into the water, spreading until all of the liquid was the same color.

      Sadly, it didn’t make the water hot like a Spiritual Reinforcement Pill did. As I stepped into the water, my body broke out in goosebumps as the coldness seeped into my bones. This young body wasn’t used to baths. What’s more, when I was older and lived in Midgard, all of my baths used hot water.

      I sat in the tub, my arms crossed as I tried to keep my body from shaking and my teeth from chattering, waiting until my body had absorbed all of the medicinal ingredients that were mixed into the water. It felt like my entire body was frozen. I was pretty sure my balls had become shriveled from the cold.

      The things I did to gain strength…
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            There’s a Snake in my Bed!

          

        

      

    

    
      The Demon Beasts who invaded Nevaria had not stopped at just destroying the city. Nevaria was a city state, so it consisted of more than just the walled-off city I had lived in my whole life. The plains surrounding the city, the farms that spread hundreds of kilometers across the Western Farmlands, all of it was a part of Nevaria.

      Kari and I had run across several farms that had been completely demolished. Houses were nothing more than piles of rubble, livestock had been eaten and the remainder of their corpses were left to rot, and we found the rotting bodies of several people whose lives had been cut tragically short scattered across Western Farmlands.

      We’d found a house that was left somewhat intact, though it was missing an entire wall. It was only one story, contained five rooms, and two of those rooms was exposed to the outside. Still, some of the rooms were more or less untouched. The bedroom also had a bed.

      I couldn’t express how joyful Kari and I were to finally stumble across a room that had four walls and a bed. We just about cried for joy. Of course, while we didn’t actually cry, we did break the bed in pretty good.

      Things became a lot easier after discovering the house. We had a place to stay for the night that wasn’t caves and trees, didn’t have to worry about Demon Beasts randomly discovering us, and could finally rest easy—sort of. There were still Demon Beasts roaming the area. However, they were few and far between. What’s more, between Kari and myself, we were more than capable of dealing with the D- and C-Ranked Demon Beasts in this area.

      Using that house as our base, the two of us would go out every day to scavenge the other houses for things like food, clothing, and whatever else we could find. I felt a little bad about taking stuff from other houses. I was sure Kari felt the same. Even so, it wasn’t like we had much of a choice if we wanted to survive, and the people who used to live there were dead anyway.

      It was late one night when I woke up. I glanced around to see what had woken me, but I couldn’t find anything. The only thing that might have done it was the naked Kari hugging and rubbing herself against me. That wouldn’t have woken me up, though. If anything, Kari’s warm, soft body lulled me into such a sense of peace and security that I always fell asleep when I was in her arms.

      Except when we were having sex. I didn’t fall asleep when she was holding me then.

      I looked over at the window, but it was closed. This house didn’t have glass windows. They were just square holes in the wall that had been covered by wood shutters. Whoever lived here previously probably hadn’t been earning enough valis to buy glass windows.

      As I wondered what had woken me up, my entire body jolted as something warm and incomparably soft stoked my dick. I realized, with some shock, that Kari had grabbed me in her sleep. She wasn’t really doing anything. Her hand was just wrapped around my shaft. That said, I knew for a fact that her hand had been on my chest when we went to sleep.

      At least now I knew what had woken me up.

      Extricating myself—and my dick—from Kari’s embrace, I climbed out of bed and grabbed my clothes, which had been scattered around the room. I was about to put my underwear on when I realized they were ripped. Kari must have torn them when she pulled them off me.

      “She didn’t even bother untying the string,” I mused before sliding my pants on. They were dark pants that felt a little snug around my thighs, but they were also better than the ones I had been wearing for months after the Demon Beast Invasion.

      I didn’t bother putting on a shirt as I left the room. Making sure I closed the door quietly so Kari wouldn’t wake up, I entered the “family room.” Although I called it the family room because I was sure it was where the family gathered, it wasn’t much of a room anymore. The eastern wall had been destroyed, the furniture was ruined, and there was very little left that resembled a room.

      Wandering over to the wall-less side of the room, I checked outside to see if there were any Demon Beasts, including in the sky. There were a lot of flying Demon Beasts. Some of them hunted at night. One could never be too careful.

      Once I was sure there were no Demon Beasts, I went outside, bent my knees, and leapt onto the roof. Then I sat down and stared up at the sky with its twin moons. I wasn’t sure how long I stayed there, letting my thoughts drift to and fro without really thinking about anything in particular. However, it must have been a long time because a presence soon joined me.

      “The moons are really pretty tonight,” I said as Kari sat by my side.

      “They are.” Kari scooted closer and leaned her head on my shoulder. “Seeing the moons and stars like this always reminds me of how small I am. In the grand scheme of things, my troubles and woes are insignificant. Life will continue for this world and those stars no matter how much I suffer.”

      “Does that bother you?” I asked.

      Kari shook her head, causing her long hair to drift across my shoulder and arm. “On the contrary, it’s kind of relieving to know that I don’t really matter to this world.”

      Her words made me frown, but I think I understood what she meant, which was why I didn’t say anything at first. However…

      “Even if you don’t matter to this world, you matter to me.”

      “I know.”

      I wrapped my arm around Kari and pulled her closer, and she in turn snuggled into my arm, placing her hand on my chest. As we sat there in comfortable silence, a thought occurred to me.

      “We can’t keep living like this, can we?” I asked.

      Kari lifted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this.” I gestured toward the house. “We might have a place to stay, food, and clothing, but all we’re doing right now is surviving. We aren’t really living, are we?”

      “… You do bring up a good point.” Kari agreed after wiggling her nose in thought. She worried her lower lip between her teeth and contemplated the situation. “This isn’t really what I would call living either… but what else can we do?”

      Her words brought me up short for a moment, causing me to sink into silence as I thought about our situation. What could we do? There really wasn’t much, was there? Our home was gone, our lives had been shattered, and though we had each other, it didn’t seem like anyone else had survived.

      Didn’t seem like anyone had survived…?

      “Do you think other people might have survived the Demon Beast Invasion and fled?” I asked.

      Kari’s brow furrowed slightly. “It is certainly possible. I mean, when you really think about it, we can’t be the only ones who had the same idea and left before we could become Demon Beast food.”

      “What if we searched for survivors?” I proposed. “Maybe we can never rebuild Nevaria, but it would be a good idea to have more people with us. There’s safety in numbers.”

      “This is true.” Kari didn’t seem as receptive to the idea. I had the feeling she enjoyed the two of us living together without anyone else around, but I think she also understood why I had proposed this idea in the first place.

      “Right now, we haven’t run into any of the stronger Demon Beasts,” I continued. “We’ve only faced D and C-ranks… but if we run into one that is B-rank or above, I don’t have any confidence that I can watch your back… and if we run into a horde of them…”

      Kari shivered. “We’d be killed easily.” She sighed. “You have brought up a very good point, so we’ll go ahead and begin searching for survivors soon. We’ll need to come up with a plan, though. We can’t just go randomly wandering the countryside, looking for people. We’re likely to get ambushed that way.”

      “Right.”

      Despite her words, I couldn’t help but feel excited. We had a plan, a goal to work toward. I really hoped there were other people who had escaped Nevaria. If there were, then we could build a small community and would have more hands to help ensure our continued survival. We might be able to relax more as well. Excitement bubbled inside of me when I thought of that.

      “That said…” Kari began, snapping me from my thoughts. There was a strange glint in her eye that I couldn’t figure out… at least, not until her next few words. “I’m not going to let anyone stay in the same house as us. I enjoy having sex with you and refuse to keep quiet because other people are living with us.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just remained silent.

      I think I had made the right choice.

      I think…
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        * * *

      

      As I woke up that morning, the lingering sensations of my dream drifting through my mind, I realized that there was something on top of me. It wasn’t my blanket. Whatever it was, it was very heavy but not very big, though it was kind of long. It stretched across the entire length of my body and I was sure it extended even further beyond the bed. That was just the sense I was getting.

      Wanting to know what was lying on me, I opened my eyes… and found myself staring into another pair of eyes. However, these eyes had no whites. They were all black. Actually, looking closely, I noticed they were kind of a goldish-black when light was reflected off them.

      The eyes I found myself staring into belonged to a snake. A very large snake.

      I screamed in shock. The snake hissed in what sounded almost like surprise.

      Leaping out of bed, I jumped to the other side of the room. A weapon! I needed a weapon!

      I was seconds away from grabbing the metal sheet I used for alchemy, which I planned on using as a weapon to deliver blunt force trauma… when I paused. I looked back at the snake, which was still on the bed and staring at me, not attacking. It flicked its forked tongue out, but it didn’t do anything else. More importantly than its actions, I think I recognized it.

      “You… aren’t you that snake from before?” I wasn’t sure who I was asking that question to. It wasn’t like the snake could understand me—

      The snake nodded.

      I froze.

      “Do you… understand me?” I asked. The snake bobbed its head up and down in the approximation of a snake-nod. I scratched my head.

      There were many highly unusual creatures out there, too many to count. Not all of them were Demon Beasts either. There were the Lamia of the Great Desert, the Dragons who made their nest on the Misty Mountain Range north of Vesperia, the Werebeasts who lived alongside humans on the Northern Plains, and the Merpeople in the underwater city of Atlantis. I’d met all of them at some point during my travels across the continent. In all that time, during all my journeying, I’d never met a snake or any other regular animal that could understand human speech.

      It left me speechless.

      I’m not too sure how long the snake and I stared at each other, but I eventually realized this would get us nowhere. The snake seemed harmless enough in either event. I set the metal sheet back on the ground.

      “Did you follow me?” I asked after I settled down. The snake nodded. “Why?” It said nothing, and I almost smacked myself in the face. This snake might be weird and somehow understand what I was saying, but that didn’t mean it could talk. “Are you planning to stay here?” It nodded again.

      I thought about how this bizarre one-way conversation was playing out, and then I decided that I could think about it later.

      “Well, I guess you can stay here for now,” I said, running a hand through my hair. I needed to get ready to open the library. I could deal with this weird snake who could understand the human language later.
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        * * *

      

      That day at the library was pretty boring. Kari didn’t show up, though she rarely ever showed during the shifts where I opened. If she wasn’t having classes at the Spiritualist Academy, then she was training with her instructor. I once asked if her mother had ever trained her, but she’d just given me a sad smile and changed the subject.

      I had given Kari the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill and the Body Forging Pill when I met her the other day. She’d thanked me after I instructed her on how each pill was supposed to be used. I hoped they would help her gain the strength she desired.

      My own training hadn’t been making much progress, but this was only the second day I’d started. Forging a body that was physically fit and capable of incredible feats of strength wasn’t something that could happen in a day. Back when Kari had been training me, it had taken three whole months before I had been capable of defeating C-Rank Demon Beasts on my own.

      I didn’t believe it would take that long this time around. With the pills helping increase my strength, I suspected I would reach the same level of physical strength I had been at back then in less than a month. My Spiritual Power was already vastly more powerful than what it had been during that time. While it was nowhere near the strength I possessed when I was at my peak, it was enough that I didn’t think there was anyone except maybe Empress Hilda who could contend with me in terms of raw power.

      When I arrived home after exercising, I found the snake from this morning lounging on my bed like it owned the thing. I stared at it. It stared back. After several seconds of staring, I left the door open and walked into my room.

      “I’m glad to see you’re making yourself comfortable,” I muttered as I grabbed the large bucket and began once more filling the blasted tub with water. I couldn’t wait until I introduced the many uses of runes to this city.

      Once I had filled the tub and dropped the Body Forging Pill in it, I sat in the vibrant red liquid, ignored the cold to the best of my abilities, and began absorbing the medicinal nutrients.

      I could feel them working. While these pills weren’t necessarily top-tier, they were still strong. As my body absorbed the ingredients, I could physically feel them strengthening my bones, muscles, and even skin. My bones felt denser. My muscles seemed sturdier. My skin felt tougher. Oddly enough, despite feeling strong enough to withstand being cut by a knife, my skin was actually softer than before. This was a side effect of the Body Forging Pill.

      As I was soaking in the tub, the snake slithered up and stared into the water. It bent its head, tongue flicking out as it licked the water. There was a brief pause before it licked the water again.

      I watched the snake with an odd sense of detachment. I was too cold to care about what it was doing with my bath water.

      “You like the water?” I asked. The snake stopped licking up the water. It lifted its head, stared at me for a few seconds, and then bobbed once. “Well, good on you, I guess. Feel free to keep drinking.”

      I didn’t know if the hissing sounds that escaped it were happy hisses or not, but it went back to drinking the water, until it eventually had its fill and slithered back over to my bed. I stared at the creature for a little while longer. I was not sure if I would use the word “content” to describe the reptile, but it certainly appeared to be enjoying itself. Withholding a soft sigh, I turned my gaze from the snake and looked up at the ceiling.

      This might just be one of the weirdest days of my life.
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            A Reason to Become Stronger

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleeping on a soft, comfortable bed was a luxury that I had never known before. The mattress was made of a type of soft foam that conformed to my body. It gave me the sensation of sleeping on a cloud.

      I opened my eyes and gazed at the ceiling. It was pure white and made from a material other than wood. Most homes had simple wood panels or a log ceiling. If a home had a white ceiling like this, it meant the owner was wealthy, or in other words, a noble.

      Becoming more awake as the seconds ticked by, I glanced over to my left, at the glass window through which sunlight poured. It was still fairly early. I couldn’t quite see the sun yet, but the light coming in let me know it had likely risen above the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      Soft breathing tickled my ear. I turned my head again. Kari was sleeping right next to me, her beautiful eyes closed, revealing her long eyelashes. Her open mouth was inviting and tempted me to kiss her awake. As was the case with most nights, she had wrapped her arms around me and was using my shoulder as a pillow.

      A devious thought came to my mind as I gazed at this sleeping beauty.

      Turning over, I gently eased Kari off me, until she was lying on her back. Her slack arms flopped a little as I hovered over her. The soft skin of Kari’s collar bone was covered in a few marks from our activities last night. They would disappear once she and I began training, so I wasn’t too worried about them, and besides, I had more bite marks covering my body than she did.

      I looked further down. Kari’s exposed breasts rose against her chest like a pair of large hills. They shook and jiggled as she breathed. I looked back at her face, then smiled as I lowered myself and took one of her nipples in my mouth.

      A soft sigh issued from Kari as I swirled my tongue around her nipple, but she didn’t do anything else. Hmm. I reached out with my right hand and fondled her other breast, pushing my finger against her nipple, flicking it a little, and softly pinching it until it became hard. Kari’s brow furrowed as a blush spread across her face. Her breathing grew heavy as she opened her luscious lips. However, she still didn’t wake up.

      I thought about what I should do for a moment. Should I keep playing with her breasts, or should I go lower? Kari’s breasts were sensitive. She could orgasm from having them toyed with, and I was sure that would wake her up. On the other hand…

      Smiling to myself, I moved even lower. I pressed my lips against her flat stomach. I enjoyed the way the muscles in her stomach twitched and convulsed, and I especially enjoyed the gentle moans and soft sighs Kari released from my actions. I trailed my tongue along her skin, licking the slightly salty flesh. I paid special attention to her soft belly button. This caused Kari to squirm even more, rubbing her thighs together as juices leaked out of her. Finally, I reached the prize.

      Kari no longer had any hair between her legs. She had removed it once she was able to, saying something about how having a hairy crotch felt weird to her. I didn’t particularly care one way or the other. That said, I wouldn’t deny that having a perfectly clear view of Kari’s smooth pussy lips was arousing. There was something to be said about not having my vision obstructed.

      Spreading her legs apart, I traced my fingers along her pussy lips, which were as smooth now as they had been during our first time, moving them with a delicateness that was like a feather tickling someone’s skin. Kari’s breathing deepened a bit as I touched her. I eventually spread her lips apart. It was just the first pair of lips, of which there were two. The second layer was smaller and shaped kind of like a diamond with a longer bottom as it moved into her ass cheeks. The interior of her pussy was colored a soft pink that gradually turned into a darker shade. Her insides and lips glistened. Some of her love juices dripped down her skin and into her butt crack.

      I’d once heard a woman’s naughty bits get described as a flower. At the time, I really didn’t get it. What did flowers have to do with vaginas? Having seen Kari’s plenty of times, I think I finally understood why someone would use such poetic prose to describe a woman’s privates. It did look kind of, vaguely, like a flower.

      Leaning down, I took in Kari’s scent, which caused me to feel an overwhelming heat in my stomach. I closed the distance, unable to resist placing a kiss on her lips. My tongue darted out from between my mouth as I licked around the edge of her soft folds. I made sure to avoid her sweet spots. I wanted to save those for last.

      As I dined on her snatch, Kari’s cheeks turned a deeper red as her brow furrowed in frustration. Her thighs tried to close, but I kept them open as I rested between her legs. Finally, a pair of hands found their way into my hair and pulled me closer, until my nose was caressing the hood that covered a small spongy bud, her clitoris.

      I looked up. I couldn’t actually see Kari’s face because her giant breasts were in the way—they were squished together now because of her arms—but I could tell she was still sleeping because her moans were too soft. Kari was a screamer.

      Deciding to wake her up, I worked out the spongy bud underneath the hood and placed my mouth over it. As I began flicking it with my tongue, I placed my index finger against her entrance and pushed it inside of her. Her walls convulsed around me. I pumped my finger in and out of her pussy, seeking out a certain spot that felt slightly harder than the rest. Making a “come here” gesture with my finger, I soon found this spot and began rubbing it.

      A loud cry suddenly echoed around the room as Kari woke up. The hands that were buried in my hair grew stronger as she pulled me in until my nose was pressing against her crotch. Kari’s thighs shook as she lifted her hips off the bed, practically grinding herself against my face. A good amount of juices flowed from her pussy, which I greedily lapped up like a man dying of dehydration. Kari’s loud scream grew softer and softer as her body lost strength, until her quivering thighs went slack and her hips fell back onto the bed.

      I sat up from underneath the covers and looked at Kari, whose breathing had become hitched and heavy. Her eyes were glazed over a bit. Her mouth had also gone slack and some drool was leaking from it. Sweat had broken out on her skin, making her sparkle a little as sunlight hit her body.

      Quietly congratulating myself, I crawled back up her body until my face was hovering over hers.

      “Good morning,” I greeted.

      “Good morning.” She eyed me warily. “Was this revenge for the other day?”

      The other day, Kari had woken me up in a similar manner. I’d been jolted awake by an intense orgasm and discovered Kari with my dick in her mouth. It had led to a rather passionate round of sex.

      “Are you complaining?” I teased her.

      Kari shook her head and smiled as she reached out and wound her arms around my neck. “How can I complain when you make me feel so good?”

      It didn’t seem to bother Kari that she could taste herself on my mouth as we kissed. Her tongue penetrated my mouth and plundered the inside like an explorer seeking treasure in an ancient ruin. Of course, like those ancient ruins with their deadly traps, I trapped her tongue in my mouth and sucked on it. Kari released a muffled, wet-sounding moan as she lifted her hips and ground her now puffy pussy lips against my erection. Her pussy was wet, so when my dick rubbed against her, the slick and smooth sensation sent shivers down my spine.

      “I want this in me.” As if to emphasize her point, Kari reached down and curled her fingers around my shaft.

      I lowered my head to her neck and began kissing her. “How do you want it?”

      “Slow. Make love to me.”

      “As my queen commands.”

      After Kari helped me line up with her sodden entrance, I slowly pushed myself inside of her, groaning as her interior tightened around me. No matter how much sex we had, her body still remained deliciously tight. It felt like my cock was being gripped by a fleshy vice. Kari’s breathing hitched several times before I bottomed out. As our hips touched, I took a moment to just enjoy the feeling of being inside of her.

      “I wish we could stay like this,” I admitted.

      “Me too,” Kari said.

      Soon after we said these words, I began moving. I pulled back, then moved forward, rocking my hips at a slow, steady pace. Electricity raced through my body as my cock was pulled out of her pussy, the cool air hitting it, and then became engulfed in her warm, tight passage once again.

      As I rocked my hips, Kari’s face scrunched up as her breathing grew heavier. Her moans weren’t as loud as they usually were. I assumed this was because we were taking it slow instead of fucking each other hard. Even so, as I churned her insides with my cock, her body shuddered and shook against me. She curled her legs around my waist, locked them together, and pressed her heels against my tailbone as though to help me with my thrusts.

      Kari’s insides were wet and hotter than a furnace. The strange heat her body produced caused my dick to twitch erratically as I moved inside of her. However, as we were having sex, a strange thought occurred to me, causing me to grin.

      “What’s… so funny?” asked Kari. Her breath hitched between her words.

      “I just realized something.” I slowly shook my head, still grinning.

      “What is that?”

      “We’re sawing logs.”

      Kari looked at me for a moment like she didn’t get it, but then she let out a loud snort. Her face turned bright red soon after. I laughed at her, which naturally resulted in her slamming her heels against my tailbone, causing me to wince.

      “That was mean. You’re not supposed to make me laugh when we’re making love.”

      “Sorry. Would a kiss make it better?”

      “It might.”

      I leaned down and closed my eyes. Our kiss this time was not filled with passion and lust. Just like the slow movement of my hips, this was soft, gentle, and tender. There was no tongue involved. As we shared this kiss, I reached out and sought her hands, lacing my fingers through them. When I leaned back, Kari was smiling at me with both her lips and her bright blue eyes. This made me lean back down, though instead of kissing her, I rubbed our cheeks together.

      “I think I’m about to cum,” I admitted to her. My balls were tightening, though I was doing my best to stave it off.

      “M… me too. It’s okay. Go ahead.”

      Knowing it was a little harder for her to get off than it was for me, I reached down and began stimulating the jewel underneath her hood. Kari’s body tensed as she released a loud cry. Her insides tightened around me. The stimulation was too much, and I ended up releasing my load inside of her.

      “Mmmm…” Kari mumbled as my hips shook while I released the last few spurts I had left. “That was nice.”

      “It was. It’s too bad we can’t stay like this all day,” I said.

      “Please don’t remind me.”

      Despite our words, we stayed in bed and snuggled for at least another half an hour before getting up.

      Our bedroom was large. It was nearly three times larger than the room I’d been renting back in Nevaria. I think it looked even bigger than it actually was because we didn’t have much furniture. There was the large bed that we slept on, a dresser sitting against the wall, the armoire next to it, and a divan over by the far wall next to the entrance.

      This bedroom also had its own bath.

      Of course, the bath had to be filled with water daily, which was an absolute pain in the butt, so we usually just washed each other with soap and a sponge. Still, I wouldn’t say that was a bad thing. I rather enjoyed giving Kari a sponge bath.

      Once we were cleaned up, I helped Kari with her breast bindings, which she now had thanks to the stock of bandages we’d found at our new residence. After I helped her, we slipped into our clothes.

      They weren’t new clothes, though they were new to us. I donned some black pants that actually fit, wool socks, and a long-sleeved black shirt that revealed my stomach. The shirt felt a little weird. Breezy. However, I wore it because Kari said she liked being able to see my six-pack. Except for the socks, everything was made out of a type of silk that came from a Giant Silkworm Demon Beast. It was both soft to the touch and extremely durable against wear and tear.

      I also wore armor over my clothes. It was light armor. The chest plate only covered my chest and not my stomach. I didn’t have any shoulder pads, but I did have vambraces around my forearms and grieves that went over my boots, though I wasn’t wearing those yet. All of my armor was a light bronze color.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Kari.

      The white shirt that she had put on did not have sleeves. It left her arms and shoulders completely bare. A small metal circle at the front and back kept the shirt from falling off. A blue cloth went through the circles and rested against her neck. A simple breastplate had been thrown over the shirt. Like mine, it only covered her chest.

      The black pants she wore were tight and did little to hide the unquantifiable allure of her athletic hips, long legs, and delicious ass cheeks. She wasn’t wearing her boots yet. Those were by the mansion’s entrance. Her small feet with their high arches were awfully cute as she wiggled her toes against the carpet. She also didn’t have any vambraces, but she did have steel handguards and black gloves covering her hands. The gloves were long and went all the way up her forearms.

      She checked herself over before looking at me and nodding. “I’m ready.”

      We left the room and traveled down a long hallway covered in a rich, red carpet. The hall ended and revealed a set of stairs that we walked down, which led to an extravagant foyer made of marble tiles, limestone walls, and featured numerous wooden doors.

      Our boots were sitting by the double doors that would lead us outside.

      The morning air was refreshing and crisp as we stepped outside, and as I gazed at the expansive grounds, I saw that several people were already up. There was a young couple standing next to a small wooden hut hanging up their laundry, a group of children playing a game of tag, and several young men and women sparring at the training ground—a simple square field of dirt.

      Everyone greeted us as we walked out. We smiled back when they waved. The children rushed up to us and excitedly chattered about something that happened to them. Kari and I listened for a while, smiling and nodding along before they went back to playing tag.

      As we wandered over to the training ground, I glanced at the expansive area around us, at the large mansion that Kari and I now lived in, at the smaller buildings arrayed around it, and at the gigantic wall surrounding this entire community. The mansion was a two-story building that had enough rooms to house over fifty people. Most of the rooms were being used. Meanwhile, the wall that was surrounding us had actually been destroyed, but we had rebuilt it after several months of toiling.

      There were many nobles who had chosen not to live in the city of Nevaria. These nobles had manors spread across the city state. Many of them also owned the surrounding farms, which were—had been—manned by peasants who lived under their patronage.

      The mansion we had found was located in an isolated valley near the Demon Beast Mountain Range. This normally would have been dangerous, but the area around it was basically cut off from the rest of the world, and there was only one road leading into and out of the valley.

      This place had been overrun with Demon Beasts before we occupied it. Myself, Kari, and the other Spiritualists we had gathered, after many months of searching, had killed them all off. Now this was our home.

      As the Spiritualists who were currently practicing greeted us with enthusiastic waves and smiles, I could not stop myself from feeling a sense of relief. We had gone through a lot of hardships to get to where we were now, but I could honestly say I was happy. I had a strong and wonderful woman by my side, a group of people who had joined our banner, and a place to call home.

      I couldn’t think of anything else to ask for.
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        * * *

      

      I had a problem.

      “You are not going with me,” I said to the snake, who had currently draped itself around my shoulders and was staring at me with a stubborn look in its eyes. “First of all, I am going to the library so I can open it for the day. It will be very hard to do that if you’re hanging all over me. Second, people would panic if they saw a six-meter long snake. Third…” I trailed off, my face scrunching up. “Well, I guess there isn’t a third. Still, you can’t come with me.”

      The snake stared at me.

      “Don’t give me that look. No matter how much you stare at me, I am not letting you come to the library with me.”

      The snake hissed in dissatisfaction. It continued staring at me.

      My problem had started this morning just when I was about to leave for the library. The snake that I had let stay in my room had draped itself over me as I was about to walk out the door. I told it that it couldn’t come with me, but it had merely hissed and curled itself around my shoulders, as if to say, “I’m going with you and that’s final.”

      “Look, I understand that staying indoors all day isn’t exactly fun,” I said in a calm, patient voice. “However, you are the one who decided to follow me home. If you don’t like it, then maybe you should consider living out in the wild again.”

      The snake shook its head, causing my right eye to twitch.

      “I’m not taking you with me,” I said again. “And that’s final.”
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        * * *

      

      I ended up taking the snake with me. I didn’t have time to deal with the stubborn creature, but while I was in a rush, the snake was in no hurry to let me leave. In the end, it was just easier to let it hang over my shoulders like a ridiculously long and scaly scarf.

      “People are staring at me.” I sighed, and then glared at the snake. “This is your fault, you know.”

      The snake released an odd hiss that sounded almost like… like laughter! Was this snake laughing at me?! It was!

      Trying to pretend this blasted thing around my shoulders didn’t exist, I walked to the library amidst a threnody of shocked gasps, wide eyes, and petrified screams. It seemed the people around me were averse to snakes. Quite a few had run away when they saw me walking down the street, and even more had taken a step back as though they were afraid the snake would bite them. It was honestly annoying.

      I arrived at the library, unlocked the door, and walked inside. Glad to finally be away from all the stares, I took a moment to just relish in the act of being alone. Well, I would have, but I had a snake with me, so I wasn’t quite alone. In either event, I knew I couldn’t just stand around like a lemon, so after coaxing the snake off me, I began setting everything up while the six-meter reptile slithered around the library.

      “Once people start arriving, you are going to have to behave yourself,” I told the snake. “You can’t just go wandering around and getting in people’s way. Stay by my side.”

      The snake gave me an absent nod as it slithered up a bookshelf and made itself at home in the rafters. I gazed up at the thing as it draped itself across one of the support beams, and then sighed. I could only ignore the creature for now. I still had work that needed to be done.

      About an hour or so after I opened the library, people began coming in. Our library was quite popular. While part of the reason was because we were one of only four libraries in Nevaria, I believed a bigger reason was because news had spread that Kari often frequented this place. It had officially become common knowledge.

      Several of those people who’d come to the library fled after the snake suddenly dropped down from the rafters and flicked its tongue at them. I bopped the thing on the head after this happened several times, then gave it a stern lecture, but that didn’t seem to deter it. At some point, I just couldn’t take anymore and tried to pull the thing from the rafters.

      “You’re being a pest! Get down now!”

      The snake hissed.

      “Don’t take that tone with me! I told you to behave yourself, and you didn’t! Your rafter privileges have been revoked!”

      The snake just hissed some more.

      I was currently in something of a tug of war with this creature, which had wrapped its long body around one of the support beams and refused to budge. I’m pretty sure I was stronger than it was. However, when I tugged too hard, the support beam would release an ominous creak, forcing me not to use my full strength.

      Just as I was prepared to zap this thing with lightning, the door opened and closed, and then a soft voice rang out.

      “Um… what are you doing?”

      I looked over in the doorway. Standing there with a befuddled expression on her face was none other than Kari.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry for not being around too often,” Kari apologized as she and I sat by a table on the second floor. The snake was hanging from another of the rafters above us. Fortunately, no one but Kari and I used this floor. Even though anyone could come up here, people avoided it as though it was forbidden ground.

      “You don’t need to apologize for that,” I said with a shake of my head. “I assume you’ve been busy?”

      Kari’s lips twitched into a happy smile as she nodded. “Yes! I’ve been using those pills just like you told me too, and I think they’re really helping. Instructor Brynhild has been really impressed by how much stronger I’ve become, and so she’s been training me a bit more. I’ve also become a lot more adept at using Spiritual Techniques, which has caught the eye of the instructors at the academy. Because of that, I’ve been busier than normal and haven’t been able to come over as often.”

      It had been about sixteen days since Kari and I had last seen each other, which I guessed was when those pills really began showing their effects. Pills refined by alchemy tended to show their effects at different times in different people. This was even more true for pills meant to help enhance a person’s training. Mine began showing their effects about four days after I started using them. It sounded like hers took longer.

      “I’m glad the pills are helping,” I said.

      “They are helping a lot.” Kari’s expression was bright and cheerful. “Instructor Brynhild said that if I keep progressing like this, I can probably match Geirolf in terms of strength if not skill.”

      “Geirolf is the youngest of your brothers, right?” I asked.

      “That’s right.” A strand of hair fell into her face, but she reached out and tucked it behind her ear. Her eyes never left mine. “He is eighteen years old right now, but he’ll be nineteen in two months.”

      “So he’s about two years older than you.”

      “Two and a half, yes.”

      I didn’t know a whole lot about her brothers, but that was because Kari didn’t talk about them much. She had only mentioned them a few times in my previous life. In this life, she had mentioned them once or twice, but she never stayed on the subject for long. I wondered if she was purposefully avoiding talking about them for some reason.

      “How strong do you think you need to be before your mother will let you explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range?” I asked.

      Kari’s smile slowly vanished as she shook her head, uncertainty taking over. “I don’t know. To be honest, I am afraid of even bringing the subject up. The last time I asked about it, my mother told me I had no need to travel into such a dangerous place and that I should never bring the subject up again.”

      “I see.”

      An awkward silence hung over us. I didn’t know what to say. Guilt gnawed at my insides as I realized I had not only ruined the good mood, but I also caused Kari to feel pain. I wasn’t sure what was going on between Kari and Empress Hilda. However, it seemed like they were at odds with each other. At the very least, I could tell that Kari feared talking about her desires with her mother. That might be why she so readily talked to me.

      “You have also been training, right?” Kari asked, smoothly changing the subject. “How is that going?”

      “Good,” I said. “I’ve gained a good deal of control over my Spiritual Power, and my strength has also been steadily increasing. I’m pretty sure I could defeat a C-Rank Demon Beast now.”

      If I had a weapon, I was confident I could defeat even a B-rank Demon Beast, but the weapon I used was a ruler, a weapon that was basically just a large hunk of metal. Of course, the ruler I had used back in my previous timeline was heavily modified to the point where I wasn’t sure it could even be called a ruler. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler had been a weapon created for me by the Dwoergs, a race of beings from Niðavellir. Sadly, I wouldn’t be able to ask them to make it for me until I could find a Warp Gate that would take me there.

      “That’s really impressive!” Kari exclaimed in surprise. “I hear it takes a squad of Spiritualists to take down even a single C-rank. I know the captains are capable of taking one down on their own, but they’ve been extensively trained in combat and have a lot of Spiritual Power.”

      I grinned and shook my head. “I still haven’t actually fought a Demon Beast, so this is only an estimation of my current strength. For all I know, I’m speaking with a forked tongue. If I went up against a Demon Beast right now, there is no telling if my current abilities would actually be enough to defeat one.”

      “I still think it’s impressive.” Kari’s eyes were bright and vibrant as she stared at me. However, her cheeks soon gained a soft pink hue as she looked away. “I can tell that you are much stronger now too.”

      “You can?” I asked.

      Kari nodded, still not looking at me. “Your, um, your body looks quite sturdy and well-built now.”

      “Ah…”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but I was glad that she was able to tell the difference. It was true that my shoulders had become more broad, my chest and arms more defined, and my legs more toned and powerful. I even had a six-pack, though it was still hard to see.

      Nearly a month had passed since I began training with those medicinal pills. In those sixty-three days, my body had become far stronger and sturdier. However, I still didn’t have the large and bulking muscles of others. My shoulders, arms, chest, and legs might have been a bit bigger, but I was still skinny. The muscles I possessed were lithe, but because of that, it was also harder to realize I had muscles unless someone really looked at me.

      I hoped that meant Kari was really looking at me.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks grow just a little warm.

      Kari’s eyes darted around the room, looking at anything but me. “You’re welcome.”

      An awkward silence fell over us again. I didn’t know what to say to break it. Actually, I was tempted to tease her by asking if she liked my muscles, but I didn’t know if that would be appropriate yet. What if I came on too strong and scared her away? The last thing I wanted was for her to run out on me like she’d done the last time I said something embarrassing. Although she hadn’t done that recently, so maybe…

      “Eryk, I have been trying not to say anything, but…”

      Before I could decide whether or not it was appropriate to tease her, Kari suddenly spoke. I looked at her. However, she was not looking at me. Her eyes were looking up, at the snake lounging against the rafters.

      “Why is there a snake in the library?” she asked.

      I looked up at the snake, which seemed to sense me staring at it and looked down. Its tongue flicked out of its mouth. Then it went back to lounging like an indulgent pet.

      “I would like to know that as well,” I muttered, my shoulders slumping in a miserable and dejected manner.
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        * * *

      

      Kari left the library a few hours later. She had practice with her instructor and couldn’t spend much time there today. She only came by because she wanted to talk to me. I ended up spending several hours alone… um… with a snake before Ms. Nadine relieved me.

      She was not amused by the snake.

      

      “The next time you bring that thing here, I will cut off its head and grill it.”

      

      Those had been her words. It seemed she really didn’t approve of me bringing a snake to the library, though it wasn’t like I couldn’t understand why. Fortunately, the snake seemed to realize how serious Ms. Nadine was. The moment she said those words, it hid its head inside of my shirt as though trying to escape the chopping block. I told Ms. Nadine that I wouldn’t bring it anymore and left.

      My first stop was my room, where I needed to grab my vest, the weighted cylinders, and my medicinal pills. The snake slithered off me the moment we entered and hid underneath my covers. I sighed at the thing as I grabbed all of my supplies and left for my training spot several kilometers outside of Nevaria.

      When I arrived, I quickly got ready. I discarded my current clothing, slid into the pants, vest, and vambraces, and then put the metal cylinders into each pocket one by one. After which, I activated the runes inside and increased their weight by six. Each cylinder weighed 2.5 kilos and there were seventy-eight cylinders, so the total weight came to about 195 kilos.

      I began my exercise with a jog, though I had modified it a little to increase the difficulty.

      Racing through a narrow straightaway between two boulders, I leapt up and kicked off one to ascend higher, and then kicked off the other. As I came out from between the narrow path, I reached out and grabbed a branch, which I used to swing through the air and land on a boulder about half a meter away. Hitting the boulder feet first, I pushed off and threw myself into an aerial flip as I fell to the ground.

      Spiritual Power could be used for more than just Spiritual Techniques. By externalizing it, I could use it to create a variety of effects, such as creating a cushion to soften my fall when I jumped from high places. There was a member of Brave Vesperia who used a similar Spiritual Technique called Soundless Step, which completely silenced his footsteps.

      After landing on the ground, I raced across a clearing, ducked underneath a low hanging branch, jumped over another one, and then used my Spiritual Power to run across a shallow pond.

      Because I didn’t have anyone to practice dodging or combat with, I had created an obstacle course that would increase the effects of my jog. Each day I would take a different route that changed the aesthetics of the course. This forced me to keep alert. I also had to watch out for potentially poisonous or dangerous animals, which increased the difficulty.

      By the time I was done, my body was covered in a light sheen of sweat. I didn’t stop, however. No, I couldn’t stop. To gain the strength I needed, to gain the power that would help me change the past, I had to push myself harder.

      The moment I finished the obstacle course, I dropped to the ground and began doing pushups. My arms shook as I counted from one to one hundred. Then I rolled over onto my back, lifted my legs, and began doing crunches. I did twice as many crunches as I did pushups. After which, my exercises continued until the sun was just about to set.

      I was gasping by the time I finished. My body was soaked in sweat, and the weighted clothes felt like they weighed even more due to all the water they’d soaked up. My poor muscles were squealing in protest. However, I still had more to do before I could go back home and soak in the tub.

      Just as I was about to begin practicing the Flash Step, a presence appeared at the edge of my perception. I turned around. Nobody was there, but I could still feel the presence, which I tracked using Spiritual Perception.

      “Fay,” I greeted as I looked at a tree several meters away.

      No one responded at first, but then a hand slowly appeared from around the tree, followed by a head surrounded by fiery strands of scintillating red hair. Fay Valstine looked at me with a blush, as though embarrassed about being caught. She coughed into her hand and soon walked around from behind the tree.

      Her clothing was much different than I remembered. The last time I saw her, she had been wearing clothes that covered her entire body, hiding the ugly black bruises that came from Spiritual Poisoning. Now her clothes were revealing a lot more skin.

      For starters, the shirt that she wore was a lot shorter than her long-sleeved one from before. I wasn’t sure if I could call it a shirt because while it covered her chest, it left her torso completely exposed, allowing me to catch more than just a glimpse of her flat, toned stomach.

      Her shorts were similarly quite short, nothing more than black spats that wrapped around her bottom like a second skin. Despite her shorts not being very long, she did have black stockings to cover up a vast portion of her legs. They were held up by garters and traveled into a pair of sturdy-looking boots. There was just a small gap between her shorts and stockings near the middle of her thighs.

      After studying her outfit and appearance for several seconds, I realized I was admiring her a little too much, and so I switched from gazing at her body to looking at her face.

      “Eryk,” she said in a soft voice.

      “You look much better than before,” I said.

      She smiled. “Thanks to you. The Spiritual Poisoning is completely gone. What’s more, it seems as though my Spiritual Powers have increased now that I’ve been healed.”

      Nodding, I said, “Spiritual Poisoning is a powerful affliction where the Spiritual Pathways are clogged. However, the Spiritual Power that gets unclogged doesn’t just disappear. It flows through your body, widening the pathways before agglomerating inside of your Spiritual Core and increasing your reserves.”

      “I assumed as much,” she replied, and the smile on her face became a bit gentler.

      “Are you here to train?” I asked.

      “No, well… sort of.” Fay’s cheeks suddenly colored as she looked away. She bit her lower lip and glanced at me, then flicked her gaze away again. I watched with a frown as her foot began randomly drawing circles on the dirt.

      “Sort of?” Her words made me tilt my head.

      “I… um… I don’t know how to say this in a way that won’t sound overbearing, so I’m just going to come out and say it.” Fay took a deep breath and squared her shoulders as if she was preparing to face off against her nemesis. She stared me square in the eyes. There was a determined gleam in them that I couldn’t ignore. “I want you to train me!”

      “Huh?”

      I’m pretty sure I heard my brain sizzle.

      “I want you to train me,” she repeated.

      “I heard you the first time,” I said, raising a hand to stop her. I looked at the girl who radiated both determination and embarrassment in equal measure. “Why do you want me to train you? You should know I’m not that strong right now.”

      “I know… but I… I want you to train me anyway!”

      Observing the girl as she gripped her left arm at the elbow, I wondered what made her think I could actually be of any help. Well, I mean, I could probably train her. I had experience from my past life when it came to training people. However, she couldn’t know that. What gave her the confidence that I could help her?

      “Are you asking me this… because I cured your Spiritual Poisoning?” I asked.

      As Fay’s face burned crimson, I realized that my words probably made her remember how I had cured her. When I recalled the “massage” I’d used to break up the Spiritual Power clogging her Spiritual Pathways, even I blushed a little.

      “Th-that is part of it,” she admitted before shaking her head. “But it’s also because… I need to get stronger, and there isn’t anyone in my family who can help me.”

      “The Valstine Family is a minor noble family, right?” I asked. “Couldn’t you hire an instructor?”

      With a complicated grimace, Fay shook her head. “The Valstine Family has fallen on hard times. We don’t have the wealth we used to. In fact, we’re very close to losing our status as a noble family because of it.”

      Kari once told me that hiring a good instructor was costly. If that was the case, then it did make sense that Fay was coming to me for help instead of using her family’s wealth and status. At the same time, I was shocked that she was coming to me. We didn’t know each other. Outside of the help I lent her when she’d had Spiritual Poisoning, she and I were complete strangers.

      That said, I do think the fact that I was able to remove the Spiritual Poisoning played a big factor in her reason for coming to me. She probably assumed I could help her since I’d already done so before.

      And I could. I knew I could, which was why I was so conflicted. I had my own training to do. I needed to get stronger. If I helped her, my training would undoubtedly slow down. Part of me wanted to tell her no because of this, and yet…

      As I looked at the desperation in her eyes, I knew I couldn’t.

      “Is the reason you need to get stronger because your family is close to losing its status?” I asked.

      Fay hesitated before answering. “That… is a part of it, yes. However, it is more like… my family’s current crisis has created the issue I’m currently facing. I need to get stronger so I can overcome this issue.”

      “So it’s a personal problem,” I guessed. Fay nodded. Rubbing my nose as I studied the girl before me, I came to a decision. “Okay. I’ll let you join me while I’m training.”

      “Really?” Fay perked up.

      “Yes.” I nodded, and then raised a hand before she could thank me. “However, I am going to need you to get several supplies. Part of my training involves using alchemy pills and these weighted clothes you see me wearing. I don’t have the money to provide these for you, so you’ll have to provide them yourself.”

      Fay couldn’t nod fast enough. “Don’t worry. The Valstine Family may not be what it once was, but so long as I’m not forced to spend too much, I can probably afford to buy the materials.”

      “Okay then.” Smiling, I reached out and offered her my hand. “I guess you and I will be getting stronger together from now on.”

      “Yes! I’m looking forward to it!” With a smile that reminded me of sunflowers blooming at the first rays of light, Fay reached out and clasped my hand.

      Our partnership was born that day, but I had no idea what sort of trials, troubles, and tribulations it would bring. Then again, given what this partnership would eventually mean to me, all the issues she and I would face were minuscule in comparison.
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            A Quick Word for Kindle Readers!

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to thank everyone who read WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior! I hope you all enjoyed it. If you’ve got a minute, please leave a review. Reviews are vital for an author’s growth and help new readers discover them. By leaving a review, you also help put food on my table, allowing me to continue releasing new books for you to enjoy.

      If you’d like to know when a new book comes out, make sure you click on this link. Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author publishes a new book you unless you follow that author.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books.
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      Hello and welcome to the first volume of my latest light novel series. I hope everyone enjoyed reading this story. Please consider leaving a review before you go. Encouragement, feedback, and support is important for authors to grow. Of course, positive reviews never hurt. Please consider writing a quick review letting me know what you liked about this story.

      You can also help by pre order volume 2, which you can get by clicking on this very conspicuously underlined section right here.

      For those who are newcomers to my stories, my name is Brandon Varnell. I won’t say I’m a great writer, but I enjoy writing more than anything else in this world. For the readers who are returning, welcome back.

      I hope everyone enjoyed the first volume of my latest series. WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior is my first attempt at writing a wuxia/xianxia story. If you don’t know what that is, it is a genre of Chinese web novel that involves a unique magic cultivation system where people gain power through cultivating the energies of the heavens and earth to break through various levels of power. My cultivation system is very basic. Because I still don’t have much confidence in my ability to write something like this, I decided not to focus too much on cultivation and focus more on world building and character development.

      I haven’t read that many wuxia/xianxia series yet. I only discovered the genre about three years ago and began going down this slippery slope like any other adept. So far, the novels I have read are Battle Through the Heavens, Wu Dong Qian Kun, Blue Phoenix, Douluo Dalu, and Against the Gods—though I have recently put Against the Gods on hiatus because I received some spoilers that pissed me off. I plan on waiting for the series to be completed before going back to it.

      … Anyway, the long and short of it is that I haven’t read that many wuxia stories yet. These series tend to be ridiculously long, spanning several thousand chapters and numerous volumes. However, I have fallen so in love with them that I wanted to try my hand at writing one. Like I said, I don’t think I did a very good job on the cultivation front. I’m still learning the ins and outs of everything, but I will hopefully improve as time goes on. I hope I can count on your support while I keep working hard to get better.

      As you have probably guessed, this is going to be one of my longer series. Volume 1 focuses heavily on developing my protagonist, Eryk Veiger, introducing various aspects about the world, the characters, and beginning to set up the harem. Speaking of, I wanted to mention that YES, this will be a harem series. If you dislike the idea of one man with multiple spouses, I would highly suggest you stop reading at volume 1. While the harem won’t become solidified for at least several volumes because I like slow-burn romances where characters develop feelings over time, I can tell you that it will happen.

      As you probably also noticed, this series involves two separate timelines. There is the present and the past/future timeline, which I show through a series of flashback/dream sequences. Most light novels and web novels will have a volume or two that showcases the protagonist’s past, but I always found that annoying, so I wanted to try something different. Throughout this series, I will show you what happened to Eryk in his previous life. This is being done for a number of reasons. First, I want everyone to know where Eryk came from so you can understand how he became the man he is today. This is important because Eryk is a pretty powerful guy. I would even say he’s overpowered, so I thought showing how he became that way would help lessen his OP-ness.

      The second reason is because I wanted to write sex scenes, but I didn’t want to destroy the character interactions and relationship building. Right now, while Eryk loves Kari, Kari does not even really know who Eryk is. She isn’t going to drop her panties for him just because he’s the protagonist. I plan on slowly building the relationship between Eryk, Kari, and the other women that will eventually enter his life.  And because I didn’t want to ruin the relationship building, I decided to show you all Eryk’s past so I can add in some sex scenes without that interference. Yes, I’m a perv who enjoys writing sex scenes and didn’t feel like waiting.

      Before I head off, I want to take this opportunity to thank my editor for helping me fix this manuscript. She’s awesome, and I am always grateful for her help.

      I also want to thank my new artist. I met Mykkel at Anime Matsuri in Texas. She had a table close to mine, saw my banners, and asked me if I had any hentai. I like to think it was the start of a beautiful friendship. Her artwork is some of the best I’ve seen, and I was really impressed with her style. I’m so grateful she agreed to work with me and hope we can continue working together.

      Finally, I want to thank you readers. For the new readers who are giving me a chance, thank you so much. I hope you enjoyed this volume. For the readers who have been following my stories for awhile now, I can never thank you enough. I can only write like this because of your continued support. You are the most amazing people in the entire world, and I am incredibly grateful to you all.

      This afterword is getting kind of long, so I will end things here. I hope all of you enjoyed this first volume and will come back for volume 2, which is currently available on pre order! Please consider pre ordering a copy now. Pre orders really help build hype.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to https://www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell and subscribe today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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      Read Volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11 on Amazon!
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      Pre order Volume 2 today!
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      Read volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 on Amazon!
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      Reading volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 on Amazon!
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      Read volumes 1 and 2 on Amazon!
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      Read Volume 1 on Amazon!
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      Read volumes 1, 2, 3, and 4 on Amazon!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow me on Social Media for news on my writing, book releases, artwork, and sarcasm!

      

      

      
        
        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Patreon

        My Website

        My newsletter
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HAVE YOU EVER EXPERIENCED ONE OF THOSE LIFE-CHANGING INSTANCES? AN EVENT SO MOMENTOUS THAT, YEARS LATER,
YOU'RE STILL MARVELING AT HOW IT CHANGED YOUR LIFE?

EVEN TO THIS DAY, THROUGH ALL THE CHANGES THAT HAVE HAPPENED, THROUGH ALL THE EXPERIENCES THAT I'VE BEEN
THROUGH, I STILL CAN'T BELIEVE HOW THIS ONE MOMENT CHANGED MY LIFE FOREVER.

NO MATTER WHAT CAME AFTER, OUR FIRST MEETING IS SOMETHING THAT I'LL ALWAYS REMEMBER.
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