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            Returning Home

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to find myself resting inside of a tent. A canopy above my head greeted me. It appeared to be made from Demon Beast hide, though I couldn’t figure out what sort of Demon Beast thanks to my sleep-addled mind. On that note, my head was pounding. It felt like someone had split it open with a war hammer.

      Grunting, I placed my hands against the ground and pushed myself until I was sitting up. My muscles felt stiff. Every muscle and bone in my body was aching. Just moving hurt.

      What happened?

      I couldn’t remember.

      It took several minutes for my brain to kick into gear, but I soon remembered what happened. I had gone to an island floating in the sky, fought against Dragons and Sekbeist, and was nearly killed when the Sekbeist unsealed someone trapped within a crystal coffin. Who was that person? Why did seeing him fill me with such dread?

      There were a lot of things I wanted to know, but, for the moment at least, I needed to focus on healing myself. My body was bruised and battered from that battle and falling into the ocean. I closed my eyes and channeled the water element through my body, almost slumping in relief when the element surged through me like a cleansing tidal wave. The aches disappeared. The stiffness in my muscles vanished. I felt a lot better, so much so that I could now take a look at my surroundings.

      The first thing I realized was that I was not alone. Erica, Tungsten, and Dagan were lying on individual futons beside me. All of them were still unconscious. Unconscious, but alive.

      Heaving a sigh of relief, I tried to figure out what I should do now. It was clear that we had somehow survived falling into the sea, though I didn’t know how, and that someone had rescued us, though I didn’t know who. Had we perhaps washed up on shore? I couldn’t even begin to guess, but I knew we were still near the ocean because the salty scent of seawater drifted in through the flaps covering the entrance.

      As I sat there, feeling nothing but uncertainty toward our situation, the door suddenly opened, and a young woman who looked to be in her late teens entered. She paused when she found me sitting up. I stared at the girl, who stared back, blinking like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Should I talk first? Maybe she was waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t know what to say.

      “Oh!” The girl made a startled exclamation before I could even open my mouth. “You’re awake. I’m so glad one of you finally woke up. Please, wait right here. I’ll get the elder.”

      I could only assume the elder was the leader of this place, wherever this place was, but it wasn’t like I could ask her for confirmation. The girl rushed back outside before I could acknowledge her words. Sighing, I decided that the only thing I could do was wait.

      A few seconds ticked by before a noise made me turn my head. It wasn’t coming from outside the tent. It was coming from the woman lying on my left.

      Erica’s eyes slowly fluttered open as I crawled over to her, though they closed again several seconds later. I could tell she was awake, though. The woman raised a hand to her face and released a pained groan. I bet she was feeling how beat up she was. It had been much the same for me just a few minutes ago.

      “I’m glad to see you’re up,” I said.

      “Eryk,” Erica muttered. “What happened? Where are we?”

      “I don’t know where we are, but as for what happened…” I sat down beside Erica and removed her hand from her head, then placed my hand on her forehead and began channeling the water element into her. “I’m sure you remember what happened. That strange person emerged from the crystal coffin, said something about killing us before we became a threat, and destroyed the entire island.”

      Erica sighed in relief as I healed her ravaged body. She was just as injured as I was. Her ribs were bruised, her left leg was broken, and her right arm had several fractures along the femur and wrist. She also had a minor concussion. To be honest, I felt like she and I had gotten off lightly, given what we went through. It could have been much worse.

      Her armor had been removed, or maybe it had been destroyed, and she was wearing nothing but a somewhat roughly textured shirt that looked a little primitive. It also seemed to be several sizes too small. The shirt stretched across her large chest. I could tell from the way her nipples poked through the fabric that she wasn’t wearing her breast bindings either. They must have been removed so she could breathe more easily.

      “I remember now.” Erica’s lips trembled as tears appeared in her eyes, though she didn’t let them fall. Admirably holding them back, she looked at me with an imploring gaze. “How many of us survived?”

      “Aside from you and me? Just Tungsten and Dagan survived,” I said softly, glancing at the two still unconscious men.

      We were all that was left of our party. Everyone else had died. I was the only person from my sect who had come, but the others had brought several of their more powerful members. What’s more, Erica was very close to all her members, so I’m sure this knowledge hurt.

      “I… I see.” Erica bit her lower lip as if the physical pain would help mitigate the emotional agony she was no doubt feeling. “They’re all… dead… Karen and Hilda and Michelle… all of them are gone.”

      Erica gritted her teeth, no longer able to hold the tears back. I didn’t say anything. In fact, I pretended not to see the tears being shed by this strong woman who had just lost several people she loved. There was nothing I could do to ease the pain she felt, except to let her cry it out.

      Erica didn’t cry for long, stopping just a few minutes after she had begun. I removed my hand from her forehead once she was healed and scooted back so I wasn’t in her face when she sat up.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Another two noises echoed from within the tent as Dagan and Tungsten woke up. With a sigh, I went over to them and healed them as well. I also decided to get them up to speed since I was sure they would also be disoriented. I informed them of the same thing I told Erica. They accepted the deaths of their comrades with the stoicism expected of them. I personally thought they’d have been better off crying it out, but these two men were far more stubborn and prideful than me.

      “Do you happen to know where we are?” asked Tungsten.

      “Somewhere near the border of the continent, I imagine.” I shrugged as I sat back on my futon. “I can smell saltwater, which means we are at least close to the ocean. I’m sure the elder that girl went to get can explain our situation to us better than I can.”

      Tungsten accepted my words with a stoic nod and crossed his arms, not saying anything more. I already expected that. He was a man of few words, never talking any more than he deemed necessary to get the point across. That was also the reason so many people listened to him when he did deign to speak. They knew he only did so when it was important.

      “I can’t believe everyone else is gone,” Dagan said with a sigh. He looked worn out and ragged, perhaps feeling weighed down by what happened.

      “Considering what we faced on that island, I’d say it’s a miracle any of us managed to survive,” I said.

      He sighed again. “I am aware of that.”

      I glanced back at the flap, wondering when the elder would arrive.

      “That person we saw on the platform,” Erica began. “The short one. That was Hreidmar, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.” Nodding, I closed my eyes and recalled what I remembered during our time in Niðavellir and compared it to what I had seen on the floating island. “However, he was a lot different from how I remembered him. He seemed broken.”

      “I imagine the Sekbeists tortured Hreidmar to the point where his mind broke,” Tungsten theorized. “They probably turned him into a mindless slave.”

      “Don’t say things like that,” Erica admonished with unshed tears. “After everything that man did to help us return home, you should not say such things—even if it is true.”

      “You are right. I apologize,” Tungsten said before going silent once more.

      At that moment, the sound of footsteps alerted me to the arrival of two people seconds before the flaps to the tent opened and the pair walked in.

      One of them was the young girl. However, the other was an older man with long gray hair, thick eyebrows, and wrinkles lining his eyes and mouth. I couldn’t judge his age. Despite looking old, his body appeared quite fit. He was probably a Spiritualist.

      “It seems all of you are awake,” the man said. “My name is Sigurd. I am the leader of this small village you find yourselves in.”

      “Thank you for treating our wounds,” Erica said with gratitude.

      “You are welcome. However, I hope you will tell me how it is you all came to acquire such injuries,” he said. “When we found you four, all of you were washed up on the shore and in terrible condition. I honestly thought you were dead at first. It’s a miracle you four managed to survive whatever happened to you, so I am curious to know how you received those injuries in the first place.”

      I didn’t know if telling this man about what happened was a good idea, but it wasn’t like we could just not tell him anything. That would have been rude to the man who saved us.

      We did our best to explain what happened. Sigurd and his daughter listened. While the man remained calm throughout most of our story, the girl was staring at us with wide eyes and made weird exclamations every time we reached a harrowing part of our journey. By the time we had finished, the girl was clasping her hands and looking at us with a reverence that disturbed me.

      “It seems you four have indeed gone through something trying,” Sigurd said at last. “You may stay here and recuperate if that is your desire. Our village is small, so we cannot offer much in the way of hospitality, but we offer what we can all the same.”

      “Thank you very much,” Erica said again. This time, she, I, Tungsten, and Dagan offered the man a polite bow of gratitude.

      “Think nothing of it,” the man said. “Now then, I should let you know that this village is located several kilometers from the Rotfang Forest. Should you wish to reach the Northern Plains, you will need to travel west from here and enter through the forest. I can give you a guide when you wish to leave. Many of our members have great experience traveling through the forest and know the best routes to help you reach your destination unimpeded.”

      The Rotfang Forest, called such because it was a forest filled with incredibly toxic plants and poison-type Demon Beasts. Almost everything there was poisonous. I once heard from a sect mate that the Demon Beasts in the Rotfang Forest possessed the deadliest poisons in the entire world, which also made it one of the most dangerous places to traverse.

      Perhaps not unsurprisingly, the Rotfang Forest was popular with the Poison Sect.

      We offered the man our gratitude again, but he merely waved it off with a smile and told us that someone would come by with dinner soon. The mention of dinner made our stomachs rumble. I wasn’t sure how long we had been asleep, but it must have been for quite a long time because it felt like my stomach was running on empty.

      The girl Sigurd was with, who I later learned was his granddaughter, Svanhild, did indeed return with food. As we were eating, a strange sense of nostalgia washed over me. I couldn’t help but feel like I had been in a similar situation to the one that I was in now at some point in the past.

      I just couldn’t remember when that was.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up early the next day to find myself enveloped by the warmth of three gorgeous young women. Kari was on my left, her arms wrapped firmly around one of mine, which was deeply nestled within the valley of her breasts. Unlike her, Fay was slightly removed from me. It was like she felt too embarrassed to snuggle, but she still wanted to be close, and thus had opted to hold my hand instead. Of course, resting on top of all three of us was Lin. The precocious Lamia’s tail was coiled around all of us like very loose bondage.

      Since I was still tired from last night’s dream, I didn’t wake up the four of them right away. Moments like this were precious. Irreplaceable. And I wanted to spend this time simply relaxing within their embrace. The warmth from these three women gave me peace of mind that I hadn’t known in a long time.

      I took a great deal of guilty pleasure in just lying there.

      As I lay there, I thought about the dream I’d had. These dreams no longer bothered me anymore, but this particular dream stood out because it was my first meeting with the man I hated more than anything else in the entire world. Thinking back on that meeting made me realize how strange it was. The way the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had acted felt… off. I could not explain it. I did not know him as anything more than an enemy. At the same time, some part of me was telling me that the way he acted was not the way the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm would normally act.

      There were other things I thought about as well. I still didn’t know why I was having these dreams. It seemed odd for my dreams of the past to be so vivid. In my previous timeline, my dreams were always blurry and indistinct, but here, they were realistic and detailed, to the point where I felt certain that what I saw when I slept was what really happened.

      It was disturbing in some ways.

      It was nice in others.

      And that was why I didn’t know how to feel about them.

      While I wished I could lie in bed forever, time waited for no one, and I knew we had to get up, so I began shaking all three women awake.

      “Come on, you three. It’s time to get up.”

      “Is it… morning already?” Kari asked as she sat up, stretched her arms high above her head, and released a prolonged yawn. Some tears pricked at her eyes, but she wiped them away without a second thought. “I feel like I didn’t get nearly enough sleep…”

      I watched as her breasts bounced within the confines of her shirt. She was wearing clothes, but she wasn’t wearing her breast bindings, making her bosoms all the more prominent. Her shirt stretched across her chest and lifted to reveal hints of her stomach when she raised her arms to stretch.

      “Good morning, Kari,” I murmured, briefly shaking my head to get my mind focused.

      “Eryk. Good morning.”

      Kari smiled at me as I leaned down and pressed a soft kiss on her lips. I enjoyed the way she tilted her head to better press our lips together. The scent of her skin and hair was a bit stronger than normal because of what we had been through not ten hours prior, but I enjoyed how she smelled. It made me randy.

      Great. Now I had a boner.

      “This princess wants to keep sleeping until she’s at least five degrees warmer, Darling. Just five more degrees…”

      Unlike Kari, who at least had the decency to get up, Lin laid her head right back on my chest and nuzzled her face into it. I normally wouldn’t have been bothered by such behavior. Were our circumstances different, I would have been more than happy to indulge her, and in fact, her action more often than not led to us having sex, but we couldn’t do that here.

      Propriety and all that.

      “Lin, if you don’t get up, Big Sister is going to become cross with you,” Kari suddenly said with a sing-song voice and an even more ominous grin.

      “I’m up! I’m up! Please don’t be angry, Big Sister!” Lin suddenly bolted upright, her eyes wide open.

      “It’s so nice of you to get up with the rest of us.” Kari’s smile went from dark to pleasant in an instant as she held out her hand. “Come on. Why don’t we begin helping everyone at the camp?”

      “Okay. This princess will help you. Just please don’t be mad at her.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not mad. Now up we go.”

      Lin took Kari’s hand and allowed the blonde woman to pull her to the tent’s entrance. Before leaving, Kari turned back to me and smiled.

      “Come out when you two are ready,” she said. “I think Fay needs a bit more time with you.”

      “Um… sure,” I said.

      I didn’t know what Kari meant until I looked at Fay and realized that her eyes were red and puffy from crying. I hadn’t noticed it before because my sleep-addled mind had hampered my thought processes, but now that I was awake, I could see that Fay had been crying in her sleep.

      “What’s wrong?” I scooted up to her, cupped her cheeks in my hands, and began gently wiping away the tears on her face. A bright red blush sprang to her cheeks. She didn’t push away from me, however, instead nuzzling her face into my hands as if seeking warmth.

      “It’s nothing. I just had a bad dream.” She reached up to grab my hands, keeping them pinned to her cheeks.

      “Will you tell me about it?” I asked.

      Fay did not say anything for the longest time, but I wasn’t in a rush. I mean, I think we were technically on a deadline since we would be leaving the Demon Beast Mountain Range today; however, I was sure we could spare some time for this.

      “I can’t remember much. Even now, the dream is fading, but… I dreamt that my entire body was in agony, like I was being burned alive, but I did not die. Despite some part of me wishing for death, another part of me refused to give up and kept enduring.” She took a slow, shuddering breath before continuing. “I was wandering through a forest in my dream… a forest? Was it a forest? Yes, I think it was. Anyway, I… I was picking herbs, trying to cure the unending pain of my body being ravaged, but even the herbs could only mitigate it. They couldn’t completely heal me, and so my life became one of constant agony… and then you woke me up.”

      I listened to her as she talked about the dream she had. This wasn’t the first time she’d had such a dream, and she wasn’t even the only one. Kari and Lin often had dreams like this too. I had a theory that these weren’t dreams at all but visions from their past lives before I traveled back in time. In other words, these dreams were memories from their previous life coming back to them.

      Just like the dreams I was having.

      That said, I didn’t know how or why they were having these dreams. Perhaps it was because of the runes that appeared on their chest whenever we had sex, but I didn’t know for sure, which was why I remained silent thus far. I didn’t want to present false information. What I did know was that right now, someone I loved was in pain before me.

      Since I couldn’t think of anything to say that could help her, I pulled Fay into my arms and held her close. This fiery redhead was normally shy. She never instigated intimacy between us, but she never turned it away either. The moment I hugged her, she wrapped her arms around my waist and clutched the back of my shirt with her calloused hands.

      We stayed that way for a moment before eventually breaking apart. I smiled at the reluctance Fay expressed to leave my embrace.

      “Are you feeling better?” I asked.

      “A little.” She gave me a tentative smile. “Thank you.”

      “That’s not something you need to thank me for. I’m just doing what I want. You know I’m always up for a good cuddle.”

      “Don’t I know it?” Fay giggled.

      Deciding I could afford to be a little bolder, I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers. Fay stiffened. Her entire spine seemed to grow rigid. Then she melted into my kiss and began kissing back. Like everything she did, her kiss was tentative and uncertain, but that was fine with me. I loved this side of Fay as much as I loved her competitive nature.

      Her lips were so soft. They were fuller than Kari’s. Their lushness was something I took great relish in nibbling on, though I held myself back today. We were in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, after all, and in a camp with numerous other Spiritualists. There was a time and place for everything, and now was not the time for me to let my amorous desires take hold.

      “Come on.” I grabbed Fay’s hands and pulled the woman to her feet. “Let’s head outside.”

      “Mmm. Okay,” Fay said in a soft voice.

      The two of us traveled outside of the tent and looked around at the people walking across the campsite, carrying boxes, loading up cargo, and taking apart tents. It seemed we would be getting ready to move out soon.

      Kari and Lin were standing beside a large pot filled with a type of gruel that had been prepared. They held a bowl filled with the gruel in one hand and used a spoon in the other to scoop up their food. Lin didn’t seem to care for it, but she ate the food without complaint despite her carnivorous nature.

      Her disgusted grimace as she ate was priceless, however.

      I was sure the man who had done the cooking did not appreciate that look.

      Fay and I also came up and were given a bowl and spoon to eat with. The one standing by the pot, ladling our food, was none other than Mykkel. He smiled at the two of us.

      “Morning, Eryk. I didn’t get to say this yesterday, but thank you for rescuing my brother.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied, trying hard not to shrug. “Geirolf is a part of my family too now, so it’s only natural that I would rescue him.”

      “I guess so,” Mykkel replied cheerfully. “Still, I am grateful to you all the same.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything more, instead choosing to focus on eating. The gruel wasn’t great. Actually, the bland taste made me wonder if anything had been used to give it flavor. Did these people not know of butter? Salt? There wasn’t even a single berry in this!

      Even though it tasted like nothing, I still ate the food because I was hungry.

      After the meal, Kari, Lin, Fay, and I rolled up the futon, took apart our tent, and loaded it into one of the wagons that the Nevarian Spiritualists had brought with them. Everyone else was doing the same. Most everyone had already finished loading all their supplies up and were getting ready to begin moving again. Only a few stragglers were trying to quicken their pace.

      Once everyone was ready, Dante and Rainer ordered their forces to move. I was told to hop in one of the unused wagons with Kari, Lin, and Fay. As the Mastodons attached to the harnesses began pulling the carts, I leaned back against the wall as Lin rested her six-meter-long tail across our laps and watched as the scenery rolled by. Our current location was filled with grass and a sparse copse of trees, but that would soon change as we got closer to Nevaria.

      Our journey home had begun.
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        * * *

      

      When I had journeyed to Bucharest with no one but Kari by my side, it had only taken a few hours to reach the ancient and long-abandoned city. I had pushed the Flash Step to the limit and made the journey in record-breaking time. We sadly could not do that here with so many people traveling alongside us. We started our travels early in the morning, but we did not arrive in Nevaria until late evening.

      The sun had set by the time we reached Nevaria. I could make it out as it dipped below the Demon Beast Mountain Range. While the area around the sun was bright orange with streaks of red, it transformed into a gradient that gradually turned into a deep purple. Several stars had already begun to sprinkle heaven’s canvas.

      Once we made it past the north gate, the Nevarian Spiritualists traveled back to the northern barracks. Our group, which consisted of myself, Kari, Fay, Lin, Earland, Mykkel, Geirolf, and Dante climbed into a cart that was waiting for us. Once everyone had climbed inside, the driver whipped the reins and the Mastodons began lumbering forward.

      Rainer did not join us.

      “I’m going to let Rainer handle the paperwork,” Dante admitted with a careless shrug when I asked him about it. “He’s a lot better at administrative work than me.”

      Given how lazy Dante acted, I wasn’t surprised he had decided to foist his responsibilities onto Rainer. I just sighed and accepted it.

      As the cart moved, very few people conversed inside, though I think that had more to do with how tired everyone was. Traveling through the Demon Beast Mountain Range was always an exhausting experience. Kari, Fay, and Lin did talk a little, but they spoke in hushed voices so as not to be obtrusive.

      I was quietly sitting against the wall, listening to the hushed conversation of my fiancées and contemplating the matter of the Sekbeist Shaman. It worried me that there were more Sekbeists out there. It also left me with many questions. Was this Shaman the only one? Were there more? If so, how many more? There was so much about this new knowledge that I found worrying. I didn’t know if Nevaria was prepared to deal with a threat of this magnitude so soon after recovering from the Demon Beast Invasion.

      While lost in thought, I felt a pair of eyes on me. I turned around to look at the person who had been staring at me.

      Geirolf looked away when he realized I had spotted him staring. I frowned, but then went back to my musings… only to sigh when I felt his eyes on me again. It seemed he had found a new fascination with me.

      I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.

      What to do? I couldn’t quite figure out why Geirolf was staring at me, so I didn’t know whether I should confront him about it now or later, but the more he stared, the more discomfiting I felt. I decided to just confront him.

      “Is there something on your mind?” I asked him.

      “Wha—no.” Geirolf looked away. “There’s nothing on my mind.”

      “Really?” I muttered, not believing him for even a minute. “So, you don’t have something you wish to say to me?”

      “W-why would I want to say anything to you?” he snapped back.

      I frowned at how difficult this boy was being. If he didn’t have anything to say to me, then why was he staring so much?

      “I personally think what you should be saying to Eryk is ‘thank you,’” Kari chimed in without shame. “Eryk dropped everything to journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and rescue you. The fact that you haven’t even thanked him yet is pretty rude.”

      “W-whatever,” Geirolf grumbled.

      “I agree with Kari,” Mykkel added.

      “You should thank him,” Earland put in his two valis.

      “Sh-shut up! Shut up, both of you!”

      As Geirolf put on a strange hot and cold act, Dante laughed, which only riled the boy up further. Fortunately, Fay did not seem interested in joining the others as they teased the boy, though sadly, Lin had absolutely no trouble doing just that.

      “A man who is unable to show gratitude isn’t really a man,” she told Geirolf, whose face had gone red with shame.

      “Okay, everyone,” Dante said, gesturing with his hands for them to calm themselves. “Settle down. There’s no need to get on Geirolf’s case right now.”

      While it was clear that a few of them—like Kari and Lin—wanted to keep harassing the boy until he expressed gratitude to me for saving him, everyone grew silent. Lin extended her long tail across the cart until it was resting on my, Kari’s, and Fay’s laps. Kari had set her head against my shoulder. On the other hand, Fay’s brows were furrowed and it looked like she was thinking deeply about something. I was curious to know what she was thinking about. However, I didn’t ask right now.

      We eventually made it to the front gate of the Imperial Royal Palace. Members of the Imperial Royal Guard were guarding the gate, but when they saw Dante sitting in the cart, they snapped off a salute and opened the gate for our group to proceed. The driver cracked the reins again, and the two Mastodons pulled the vehicle up the hill and into the main courtyard of the Imperial Royal Palace.

      It amused me that we were using Mastodons instead of Mares. Mastodons were normally used to pull heavy equipment like the kind used in construction. I could only assume we were using them here because Lin weighed about six times more than the average human.

      Lamia were a heavy species thanks to that tail of theirs.

      When we reached the entrance, our group was shocked to discover Empress Hilda and Valence waiting for us. The empress was dressed in a simple gown that looked expensive but was unembellished with any sort of decorations. That said, I didn’t think the woman needed something extravagant to look magnificent. If anything, the lack of adornments allowed her beauty to stand out, making her all the more radiant.

      The moment she saw our group arrive, Empress Hilda walked up to us with feigned poise and stopped in front of Geirolf, who was trying to look anywhere but at her. The young man was practically radiating nerves. Not that I could blame him. His mother could be an intimidating figure. 

      “Mother, I—”

      Geirolf was unable to say anything more as Empress Hilda engulfed him in a hug. She held him tightly to her chest as if afraid he would disappear the moment she let go. No tears fell from her eyes, but I thought I could sense the intense relief she felt upon seeing her youngest son alive and well.

      “I am so glad you are okay,” she murmured, speaking not as the Empress of Nevaria but as the mother of Geirolf. “I was very worried about you when I found out what happened.”

      Empress Hilda did not seem like the type to dole out affection often, which perhaps explained why Geirolf didn’t seem to know what he should do. He just stood there like an idiot. His eyes were wide, his mouth hanging open, and his body stiff like a board.

      The empress eventually had her fill of hugging her youngest son. She released the confused boy and hugged both Earland and Mykkel. They were a lot more accepting of the hug than Geirolf. Perhaps they had expected it and mentally prepared themselves.

      Then she got to Kari.

      “I’m so proud of you, my daughter,” Empress Hilda said as she hugged the girl tight. “You’ve made me so proud.”

      “Th-thank you, Mother,” Kari mumbled as she hugged the woman back. Her voice was soft but filled with an overwhelming amount of emotion.

      Everyone else stood back as they allowed mother and daughter their moment. Looking at the two of them gave me a warm feeling. The others seemed to feel the same way. Fay and Lin were smiling as they watched the scene, and even Dante, Earland, and Mykkel looked like they were happy to see such a touching moment. Geirolf looked a little conflicted.

      However, the true shocker was none of them.

      It was Valence.

      I couldn’t remember a single time since meeting the man where I had seen him smile, but right at that moment, he was wearing a soft, tender smile. It was warm and gentle, filled with what I could only assume were fatherly feelings. Of course, the moment he realized I had noticed him, his expression became stern and unfeeling once more. Cold like a block of ice. Even so, I would not be forgetting that sight any time soon.

      “All of you must be exhausted,” Empress Hilda said after she had hugged all of her children. “Why not rest and recover from your ordeal?”

      No one was about to disagree with her idea. In fact, the moment it was suggested, Kari and Lin grabbed me by the arm and began pulling me along behind them. Of course, Kari had also grabbed Fay’s hand and dragged her with us.

      “Come on, everyone. Let’s get some rest,” Kari said.

      Lin nodded. “This princess longs for a hot bath and an actual bed.”

      I looked at Fay as she and I were dragged along behind Lin and Kari, who were chatting about how they longed to have a hot bath, and gave her a helpless smile. Fay smiled back.

      That evening, I luxuriated in a warm bath with the three women who had become an indispensable part of my life.
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      After exiting the Rotfang Forest via one of several mountain passes, Dagan, Erica, Tungsten, and I journeyed to the nearest town, waited for a caravan to pass through, and offered to protect them in exchange for a free ride. Very few people did not know who we were. Erica and Tungsten were famous for their legendary battles against the Sekbeists, Dagan was the most powerful healer in the world, and I was the leader of Brave Vesperia, a rising star within the Northern Plains.

      They were more than happy to have our protection.

      I was sitting in the wagon near the back with the other three people I had journeyed with. Heedless of the jostling, I looked at the passing scenery as the bumpy wagon traveled along the dirt road. I wasn’t sure where we were. I couldn’t recognize any of the landmarks.

      Someone shifted beside me. I looked over to find Erica leaning against the wagon. The woman offered me a smile, and I returned it, though I didn’t much feel like smiling. There was so much on my mind.

      “What are you going to do when you get back?” asked Erica.

      I wanted to know…

      “Hug my wife and daughter,” I answered.

      I wanted to know who that man was…

      “I had already assumed as much.” Erica rolled her eyes even as the smile on her face widened. “I meant after that.”

      “Oh.” I paused and thought about it for a moment, cupping my chin and adopting a mock-serious pose. “Play with my daughter, then make love to Kari when Kayli falls asleep.”

      That strange man who had been trapped within the crystal coffin, who had been released by Hreidmar, and who had very nearly killed all of us. His power had been overwhelming. I had never met anyone who could just destroy an island like that, yet he had done so like it was nothing. An island the size of Midgard had been annihilated simply by that man releasing his Spiritual Power. It was frightening to think about.

      Erica rolled her eyes. “Are they all you think about?”

      “Yes,” I answered honestly. “Kari and Kayli are my entire world. Without them, my life is utterly worthless.” Giving the now shocked woman a smile, I continued, my voice taking a more serious demeanor. “After I return home, I’ll have to let Kari know about what happened here. She’s the researcher between the two of us. I’m sure she’ll be able to discover something about that strange man who emerged from the coffin.” I paused again as another thought occurred to me. “We should also inform the Dweorgs about the man we saw. I think they might know something about him.”

      “What makes you say that?” asked Dagan. He was sitting a little further from everyone else, his eyes dull and his posture slumped. I think he was taking the deaths of his comrades harder than anyone else. After all, this man was not a warrior but a healer.

      “Because the person who undid the runes sealing that coffin was Hreidmar,” I explained. “The fact that the Sekbeists needed him to unlock the coffin means the Dweorgs must have been the ones who built it.”

      Runes were the specialty of the Dweorgs. They were the ones who had created them, so anything involving runes fell under their purview. I was sure Immig or one of the others who specialized in runes would be able to tell me something.

      They just had to.

      “Now that you mention it, I have been wondering why the Sekbeists attacked Niðavellir.” Erica placed a hand underneath her chin, eyes narrowing in thought, lips pursed. “I had always assumed it was just because they were a warlike race who enjoyed enslaving others and abusing worlds, but what if the real reason was that they wanted someone who had the skills to undo the seals on that coffin?”

      “It’s a frighteningly plausible scenario,” Tungsten admitted.

      “I’m not sure I like where this is going,” Dagan muttered.

      I agreed with them both. Assuming what Erica said was true, there might have been more coffins containing people like that, and they intended to unseal them all. However, I still didn’t know what all of this meant. And I still didn’t know who that man was. All I had was guesswork and uncertainty. 

      Continuing with this line of thought, I spoke some more. “According to what I learned from the Dweorgs, the war against the Sekbeists a thousand years ago ended when eight of the Nine Great Overlords sealed away their leader. What if that man was the Sekbeist leader—their overlord?”

      It was really the only thing that made sense, though I still couldn’t fathom it, and for very good reason.

      “There’s no way!” Erica exclaimed. “You saw what that man looked like! He appeared nothing like a Sekbeist!”

      Yes. The man who had come from that coffin did not look like a Sekbeist at all. If anything, he looked more like a human, except his ears were long and pointed at the tips.

      “I know.” I nodded, but then shuddered. “However, that Spiritual Power he was wielding felt very similar to the Sekbeists, didn’t it? Certainly, it felt slightly different. There was a light element within him, and I could sense some strange power unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, but aside from that, it was almost identical to what I feel from Sekbeists.”

      “Identical? Maybe.” Tungsten leaned back against the wagon, placed his hand on his thigh, and stared at his fingers in thought. “It did feel very similar to the Sekbeists’ powers, but it was so much more powerful than anything I have ever felt from any Sekbeist before.”

      “Exactly my point,” I said. “Maybe when a Sekbeist becomes the ruler of their race, they undergo some kind of transformation that makes them look more human… like… like an evolution of some kind.”

      Erica still didn’t look convinced, but it wasn’t like she had a better theory. None of us knew anything about that man. All I knew was that his powers were simply overwhelming, to the point where I was incredibly afraid of him and what he could do.

      Of course, I also couldn’t get what he’d said out of my mind.

       

      “You… To think there’d be another one of your kind still left in this realm. Are you here to stop my glorious resurrection? No matter. As you are now, you lack the power to consider yourself even close to being my equal.”

       

      He had said something about his “glorious resurrection,” but I honestly didn’t understand. It seemed like he had already been resurrected, or maybe he meant that he wasn’t completely resurrected yet, like perhaps something was missing to make him complete? I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. I only knew two things.

      First: That man had powers similar to the Sekbeists, but they were far more overwhelming than any one Sekbeist—even the Warlords.

      Two: That man looked an awful lot like the long-eared man I had seen depicted in murals at the ruins Kari and I had explored. But something about that also felt wrong.

      Just judging from what I had seen in the ruins, that person should have been one of the Ljósálfar, and they were allies who had fought alongside the other races against the Sekbeists—Hreidmar and the other Dweorgs had confirmed this when they shared with me the history of what happened over a thousand years ago. Could they be wrong? Maybe this man wasn’t a Ljósálfar. Maybe he really was the Sekbeists’ leader.

      I was so confused.

      I didn’t have enough information to create any concrete theories.

      That meant the only thing I could do right now was continue on to headquarters and let Kari know about this. I was certain she would be able to find the information I needed. 

      “D-DEMON BEAST ATTACK!”

      A shout suddenly came from outside. I couldn’t see what was happening, but a screech echoed all around us, alerting me to the danger.

      “I’ll handle this,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” asked Erica.

      Nodding, I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and leapt out of the wagon. The people in this caravan were already panicking. Their Struts were acting wild and trying to run away. Meanwhile, the caravan members were trying to calm down the Struts with little success. It was hard to calm down a beast when you were anything but calm.

      A quick glance at my surroundings revealed the Demon Beast that was attacking the caravan. It charged forward on six massive legs that were about four times larger than myself. A long tail in the back curled around and ended in a stinger. The torso growing out from the creature’s front was, like everything else, covered in chitinous red scales the color of rusted blood. It had two arms, but it didn’t have hands. Instead, massive pincers akin to mouths clacked together with bone-shattering force. Sitting at the very top of this creature was a head. It had a nose, a mouth, and eyes, but the similarities between it and a human ended there. This thing was incredibly grotesque.

      It was an A-Rank Demon Beast. Giant Skorpomorfe.

      My eyes narrowed as I wondered what a creature like this was doing so far in the Northern Plains. These monsters normally made their homes in a mountainous desert region far to the southwest of here, close to the borders of the Rotfang Forest and the Endless Desert. However, as the beast thundered forward, I realized I really didn’t have time to think about that.

      Spiritual Power exploded from my body, transformed into the water element, and engulfed me. I could feel the change happening near instantaneously. Everything felt… wet. It was like I had been submerged in water. However, that wasn’t actually what happened. I hadn’t been engulfed in water.

      I had become water.

      With my body no longer constrained to a human form, I exploded forward, transforming into a giant tidal wave that slammed into the Giant Skorpomorfe without mercy. I swept over the creature, sending it back. As the beast stumbled around on all six legs, I reformed my body right next to it, channeled water through the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, and sliced off one of its legs.

      The Demon Beast howled in rage as the leg flew off and turned to sand. I’d heard their bodies were composed mostly of sand. They had a strong attunement to the earth element. However, this was my first time seeing it.

      The Giant Skorpomorfe turned around and tried to attack me with its pincers, but I used the Flash Step to disappear and reappear next to one of its other legs, which also turned to sand when I sliced through it.

      The Giant Skorpomorfe howled again.

      Skorpomorfes were creatures with a powerful earth affinity. In fact, their entire bodies were made of extremely dense sand that had been packed together so tightly it was even tougher to cut through than adamantine. However, being creatures made of sand, they had a weakness to water. I had already covered the thing in water, letting it soak into the Demon Beast’s body. Sand sloughed off its wet body in droves, and my attacks were even more effective like this.

      It did not take long before I had hacked the A-Rank Demon Beast to pieces and taken its core. I was sure Sundur could make something nice out of this monster core.

      I ignored the gawking stares from the caravan members as I traveled back toward the wagon, hopped in, and sat down next to Erica. After a few seconds, the caravan began moving again, and I looked out the back to view the passing scenery.
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        * * *

      

      Several days had passed since Kari and I rescued Geirolf. Life had once again become relatively peaceful. I used the peace to quickly get my priorities in order.

      The first thing I needed to do was create my sect, which I still hadn’t named. Now more than ever, I needed to create a group of Spiritualists who could travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and gather medicinal ingredients. We also needed a group who could help clear out the stronger Demon Beasts that had moved their territories closer to Nevaria. I refused to let even one of those creatures get too close to this city.

      That was exactly why I had arrived at our headquarters early with Lin, Kari, and Fay.

      When we got there, several dozen Spiritualists had already arrived, congregating around the front gate as though they were waiting for us. Some of them were the people I had hired—the butlers, maids, chefs, and receptionists—but most of them were people who wanted to join the sect.

      For the past several days, I had been using Empress Hilda’s people to pass out flyers and speak in the middle of town squares. They were to inform everyone that my newly formed sect was looking for members. My goal was to gather all the strong Spiritualists who were not tied down to a group like the Nevarian Spiritualists or Imperial Royal Guard and transform them into a cohesive group with a common purpose. If we could get at least a hundred members, I could train them up, until each one was capable of going toe-to-toe with a Nevarian Spiritualist captain. 

      My group of four walked through the crowd. They parted for us, allowing us to reach the gate. I heard whispers from within. Everyone spoke in hushed voices as we walked past them, though I could hear them just fine.

      “So that’s the famous Eryk Veiger. This is my first time seeing him.”

      “He doesn’t look like much.”

      “You only say that because you didn’t see him during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. He demolished every opponent he faced like they were babies still feeding on their mother’s milk. I also hear he defeated several A-Rank Demon Beasts during the invasion. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn he’s the strongest person in Nevaria.”

      “Is he really that amazing?”

      “Yes!”

      “Oh, gosh! He’s so pretty!”

      “It’s Lady Kari! She’s so graceful!”

      “I wish I had boobs like hers.”

      “L-Lady Fay just looked my way! Kya! She’s so amazing!”

      “There’s just something about her that makes you want to call her ‘big sister,’ right?”

      “I don’t know about you girls, but I kinda wish my skin was like Lady Lin’s. It’s so exotic.”

      “It’s definitely something you can’t get from simply being out in the sun.”

      I ignored the people as they spoke, reached the front gate, about-faced, and looked at all the people present.

      “Thank you all for coming! Today marks a grand day! Before that, however, I need everyone we hired for positions within the sect to please step forward! Those of you who are here to join the sect as a member to take on quests, please step back!”

      Everyone did as I ordered. About forty or so of the people present stepped back, while only twelve people stepped forward. These were the staff members we had hired after debating the merits of everyone we interviewed. Most of them were people Kari had chosen. She always had a strong grasp of administrative work, no doubt a result of being the Princess of Nevaria, but there were a few like Jessie Vanderburg who had been Fay’s choice.

      On that note, Lin hadn’t chosen anyone. I had the feeling she didn’t really care about who worked for us.

      “I would like you twelve to go with Kari,” I told them. “She is going to explain your duties to you. Once that is done, you may either choose a room if you wish to live here, or you can travel back to your home and return for work tomorrow.”

      Having explained this to them, I opened the gate and pushed it forward.

      “Follow me.” Kari gestured with her hand as she walked past the gate. “We’ll find an office to use and I’ll go over your duties.”

      The group of twelve, including the nervous Jessie Vanderburg, followed Kari as she traveled up to the front entrance, unlocked it, and stepped inside. I think the poor girl was nervous because most of the people we hired were Spiritualists. Even the people who would be working as chefs, maids, and clerks had at least reached the First State of Spiritualism. Meanwhile, Jessie was just an ordinary woman with no strength.

      Kari and I had determined that anyone working for us would need to be strong enough to handle the rowdier members of our sect, so the clerks who would be dealing with sect members day in and day out were Spiritualists who weren’t interested in traveling to the Demon Beast Mountain Range but wanted stable employment. This meant the remaining eleven staff were strong and imposing to a girl who didn’t have any training as a Spiritualist.

      I felt kind of sorry for her.

      I also wondered if hiring her was really a good idea.

      Once Kari and her group disappeared, I turned back to the Spiritualists who wanted to become members. They stared at me with anticipation. A thick tension hung around this large group, which consisted of about forty people if I was counting right.

      “All of you, follow me to the back courtyard,” I ordered before turning back to the gate and entering.

      Fay and Lin followed right next to me. Meanwhile, the forty or so Spiritualists who remained hesitated for just a moment before following me. I could almost feel the uncertainty in their jerky movements. A nervous tension seemed to build up around us.

      I let the tension continue.

      The back courtyard was a massive space surrounded by a high wall that blocked off our sect from the rest of Nevaria. It was a large and open space. At Kari’s suggestion, I had set it up so that about three-fourths of it had been converted into a training ground. There was an archery range a little further back, but the rest of the courtyard was mostly dedicated to sparring circles that were each about ten meters in circumference. There were also tables and benches set up near the entrance.

      Because it was next to the outer rampart, I could see several Nevarian Spiritualists who had stopped patrolling the wall when they saw our group. Some pointed at us. I didn’t pay them any mind. Turning to the group of Spiritualists with me, I studied them with keen interest.

      They were a mixed group if I had ever seen one.

      Some of them were clearly nobles. They wore gleaming armor that looked far gaudier than was necessary and had the arrogant bearing of someone who had grown self-entitled because their family was rich. Not all of them were like that, of course. Some of the nobles present actually looked more noble than arrogant, like Catalyna and Marko, whom I noticed were standing among the crowd.

      I wasn’t too surprised to see Catalyna, who I had a feeling would be interested in at least seeing what this sect was about, but Marko was a surprise. He had never liked me. Whether that was because Lin wanted me over him or some other reason, I did not know. All I knew was that I hadn’t expected him to come to join the sect.

      The rest of the group was a combination of peasants and mercenary types. Their armor was a lot more worn and rugged than the nobles. Scratches, dings, and dents covered their chest plates and shoulder pauldrons. Their greaves were scuffed up. It was clear that they had seen great use. While this made them seem less presentable, I had a favorable impression of some of these people.

      You could generally tell how experienced a Spiritualist was not only by how worn their armor was but also by how well-maintained it was. Armor that appeared used but perfectly maintained was a sign of someone with at least a few years of experience traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. A dent that had been repaired here. A scratch that had been filled there. I saw at least half a dozen people with armor that let me know they were well-versed in fighting Demon Beasts.

      “All of you have come here in the hopes of joining our sect,” I said in a loud voice as I gestured to myself, Fay, and Lin. “But before we begin determining who is eligible to join, let me tell you what the main purpose of our sect is.”

      Everyone remained silent as I spoke. Even those whose faces were covered in scars and presented an intimidating and reckless aura said nothing. They had all seen me dominate the competition during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, and I was sure quite a few of them had also spotted me during the Demon Beast attack two months ago.

      Strength meant everything in Nevaria, and I had proven mine several times already.

      “We have several goals,” I began, holding up a hand and extending a single finger. “The first is to explore the deeper regions of the Demon Beast Mountain Range.” I extended another finger. “The second is to exterminate any powerful Demon Beasts that have made their territories too close to Nevaria.” A third finger. “The third is to gather medicinal ingredients on behalf of the Alchemist Association.” Another finger. “And the fourth is to take jobs that the people of Nevaria come to us with.” I retracted my fingers, lowered my hand, and paused to allow everyone time to absorb this information. “Members of this sect will be paid for each completed quest. The amount you make will depend on the difficulty of the quest taken, and a quest’s difficulty will be determined by its rank.”

      In general, the more quests a person took, the more money they earned—at least, during the initial phase when they were still untested rookies. Stronger Spiritualists who took on higher-ranked quests would earn more for one quest than beginners earned for a dozen quests. I didn’t tell them that. I could see from the nods and knowing expressions that they instinctively understood this.

      “Quests are classified into several ranks,” I continued. “They are ranked F through S, the same rank in which we classify Demon Beasts. As the lowest ranking quest, F-Ranks will be more numerous but pay less, while S-Rank quests will be rarer but pay more.”

      I began pacing down the line of individuals. Lin and Fay did not join me in my pacing, but they did follow me with their eyes as they stood several paces behind me.

      “Before any of you can join, I need to see what you are capable of,” I said. “I need to know how strong you are so I can properly rank you. To that end, each of you will fight me.” I almost smiled when everyone present paled, the blood draining from their faces. “Don’t worry. I don’t actually plan on fighting back. My goal isn’t to beat you black and blue, but to find out how strong you are. Having you all fight me one-on-one will let me determine your strength and give you a proper rank.”

      After saying all this, I moved to one of the sparring circles and faced the group of now uncertain Spiritualists. None of them said anything. None of them stepped forward. They looked at each other as if wondering which of them had the guts to face me. A few of them elbowed their companions in the ribs and tried to egg them into stepping into the ring, but those being goaded did not fall for it.

      I placed my hands on my hips and raised an eyebrow.

      “Now, who is going to come at me first?” I asked.

      I was expecting everyone to hesitate more, but someone stepped forward barely a second after the question left my lips.

      A blond man who looked somewhere in his mid-twenties, with a body covered in hard muscles easily visible beneath his leather jerkin, stepped forward. He wore chainmail underneath the jerkin, which clicked together as he walked, and his pants and long-sleeved undershirt were an off-white color that complemented the dark brown of the jerkin. His hands were covered in a pair of gauntlets made with bare-fisted brawling in mind.

      “I’ll go first,” he said.

      “Marko,” I greeted the man who had stepped into the circle. “I had no idea you wanted to join my sect.”

      Marko looked at me with an intense frown, but then his expression relaxed, and he released a sigh. “I have been debating about whether or not I should join ever since word that you were forming a sect began spreading. Truth be told, I have never been too fond of you. However, I do acknowledge your strength. I wish to become stronger, and I believe I can become stronger if I join your sect.”

      I didn’t think he was telling the whole truth—I saw him glancing at his sister, who gave him a thumbs up—but I didn’t detect a lie and his reasons were straightforward enough. I couldn’t fault them. Nevaria was a place that celebrated the strong. Of course, this entire continent honored those who were strong. The strong went on to create legends, carved out a place in history, and were revered by everyone. Marko’s reasoning was just keeping in line with this basic principle.

      “I understand.” I nodded. “Come at me whenever you are ready.”

      Nodding, Marko slid his boots across the ground and adopted an orthodox fighting stance. He hesitated for several seconds before launching himself at me.

      He was much faster than he had been when last I saw him. I could tell that he had been training ever since the Demon Beast Invasion. That said, he was still too slow in my opinion. He might be fast compared to the average Spiritualist, but someone of mine or Kari’s caliber could track his movements easily. Once he joined my sect, one of the physical aspects I would have him focus on during his training was speed.

      Marko threw a basic straight punch at me, and when I dodged it by tilting my head, he tried to slip a knee into my stomach. I raised my left leg, blocking the attack. A loud cracking sound echoed from where his knee met my shin. From the way he flinched, I could tell he felt that one, and when he stumbled back, his knee shook from the impact.

      “I recommend you be a bit more careful,” I suggested. “My body is quite durable. An attack like that is more likely to hurt you than it is me.”

      I didn’t know if Marko took my words under advisement, but he didn’t attack with his knees again. He came in with several punches, throwing out different combinations. Wide hooks were mixed with straight jabs and powerful uppercuts. He kept up the pressure and never stopped attacking me for even a second.

      While I was more used to fighting with the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and Spiritual Techniques these days, I used to be well-versed in unarmed combat. It took years before I found a weapon that could contain my Spiritual Power. I parried most of his attacks with the back of my hands and palms. I pushed away a straight jab with a strike from my palm. His left hook was redirected over my head when I smacked the underside of his wrist with the back of my hand. We constantly danced across the battlefield, sticking to this ten-meter circle.

      In terms of pure fighting technique, Marko seemed to have improved a lot. I could tell he had been working hard. However, physical combat was not the only aspect of fighting that a Spiritualist needed to know.

      “Feel free to use any Spiritual Techniques you might have,” I said.

      “Fine… don’t say… I didn’t warn you,” Marko said in a heavy voice. He was already sweating profusely and breathing like he had exerted a lot of effort.

      Jumping back, Marko stomped on the ground with his left foot, drew a circle in the dirt, and tucked his right hand into his torso. A brown sphere popped out of the ground. Marko didn’t hesitate to launch his fist forward, punching the sphere with such strength that it shot toward me like a crossbow bolt. I believed this technique was called Mud Bullet. It was an attack that fired spheres made of earth at a person. The number of spheres fired was determined by the skill and power of the user.

      I waited for it to come closer.

      And then I punched it.

      Marko didn’t look too shocked when his attack dispersed. He repeated his technique. Stomping on the ground with his left foot, he generated Spiritual Power. Drawing a circle in the dirt directed the Spiritual Power toward his front. When he tucked in his hand, the Spiritual Power his movements generated gathered into his fist as an earth sphere appeared in front of him. He once again punched the sphere, which was bigger than the previous one, and it flew at me just like the last attack had.

      I still destroyed it with a single punch.

      Marko clicked his tongue as he adopted a stronger stance. He dropped to a knee, placed his hands on the ground, and moved them in figure-eight patterns that caused a brownish-green glow to appear within the patterns. The longer he moved his hands in figure eights, the brighter the patterns began glowing, until they were so bright it was impossible to look directly at the ground.

      I could have stopped him. A technique like this took time and could be easily disrupted, but I didn’t. I wanted to see what technique he was using, to quantify its strength.

      Once the glowing reached a peak, he slammed his palms into the ground, which caused two powerful spikes to suddenly sprout from the ground right next to me. The two attacks did not hit me at first. Instead, they combined about halfway to me, transforming into a single, powerful spike that was about twelve meters long and maybe two or three meters wide.

      “Not bad,” I muttered. “That looks like a B-Rank Spiritual Earth Technique.”

      The technique he used was called Earth Spike, and it was exactly what it sounded like. A Spiritualist would channel his or her Spiritual Power into the ground, manipulate the earth by drawing the infinity symbol several times in the dirt, then launch the attack. The size of the spike was determined by the amount of Spiritual Power put into the attack. I had seen some earth affinity Spiritualists create spikes so large they could penetrate a Warlord’s chest.

      As I praised his technique, I channeled the water element into my fist, adopted a wide stance, and threw a punch. The water element leapt from my fist. It took the shape of a water lance as it pierced the earth spike. My water lance drilled into the spike, buried itself deep inside of it, then exploded, causing the spike itself to break apart.

      Silence reigned within the clearing as everyone stared with rapt attention at the battle taking place. Several jaws had even dropped in surprise. My eyes were focused solely on Marko, however, who was hunched over and breathing heavily, sweat dripping from his face. Despite how tired he clearly was, the man still looked raring to go. In fact, he was seconds away from launching another Spiritual Technique, but I held up my hand to stop him.

      “That’s enough,” I said. “I’ve seen what I need to. Step back and allow the next person to take your place.”

      Marko looked like he wanted to keep going, but then he took a deep breath, held it, and nodded as he released all the air in his lungs. He stepped out of the circle and walked back into the crowd of Spiritualists. Several congratulated him on a job well done.

      Even before Marko had left the circle, a beautiful woman around the same age as him walked out of the crowd. She carried a sword at her waist. It was bigger than a broadsword but smaller than a claymore, with jagged edges and a wicked appearance.

      Unlike her brother, Catalyna was wearing a chestplate, which was large enough to accommodate her chest, but it only covered her chest and not the rest of her torso. The ends of a white tabard swished back and forth as it extended from beneath her chestplate, as did the blue skirted end of her dress. The dress had long sleeves that were barely visible between the joints in the segmented armor covering her arms. Her boots were covered in metal, which clicked against the ground as she walked.

      “It’s been a while, Eryk,” Catalyna greeted me with a saucy smile.

      I nodded back. “It has. I’m guessing you’ve been training hard since the Demon Beast attack. I look forward to seeing how strong you’ve become.”

      Catalyna was one of the stronger Spiritualists I knew. It would not be hard to help her break through the Second State of Spiritualism and move up to the Third State of Spiritualism. She could probably reach that level within a year or two if she trained hard and took alchemy pills to boost her elemental affinity.

      “I’m certainly more than willing to show you my strength.” The smile remained in place, but her eyes shifted to something behind me. My ears twitched as footsteps headed my way. “However, the one I want to fight is not you. Would you mind watching from the sidelines?”

      I already knew what she wanted, just as I knew that the person who wanted to fight her was right behind me. A hand landed on my shoulder. I turned my head to glance at Fay, who looked at me with a determined expression.

      “Please allow me to test Catalyna,” she said, a fire blazing in her eyes.

      “Okay. I’ll leave this to you then.”

      It was easy to tell that Fay didn’t just want to test Catalyna.

      She also wanted to test herself.

      During the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, Fay had fought Catalyna and lost. I was sure that loss was still eating at her. Fay tried to act confident and tough, but she had an inferiority complex that made it hard for her to act sometimes. Even though she and I were betrothed now, she still kept a certain amount of distance between us like she was afraid of not being able to measure up to Lin and Kari.

      I think she needed this. That was why I acquiesced to her request so easily.

      I went to stand beside Lin as Fay took my place, rolling her shoulders before adopting a fighting stance with her dominant foot forward. Catalyna gripped the hilt of her sword and pulled it from its sheath, revealing the jagged edges of her blade. She held the weapon in a standard two-handed grip.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing how much you’ve improved,” Catalyna said with a smile.

      “Me too,” Fay confided. “I want to see how much stronger you’ve become since the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. And I want to see how I hold up to you.”

      Although they had journeyed together into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, neither of them had interacted much, and Fay had not really seen Catalyna fight. She and I had separated from Catalyna and her group when Skygge had enacted a small-scale ritual that activated Dyr’s power and drew tens of thousands of Demon Beasts to our location. I was sure neither of them had really been able to see how much the other had improved.

      The one who started this battle off was Fay. She used the Flash Step, but she didn’t appear next to Catalyna. She appeared above the woman. Her left fist was already tucked into her torso, and she thrust it forward in a corkscrewing punch that generated a powerful spiral-shaped bolt of fire. I could feel the heat from where I stood, so I could only imagine how her opponent felt.

      Catalyna’s reflexes and spatial awareness had clearly been honed to a fine point, for she moved even before the attack was launched. That said, she didn’t move quite far enough.

      The fire spiral slammed into the ground in front of her, exploding with an impressive amount of force. I could feel the heat from here. Several of the Spiritualists watching even took a step back and covered their faces as if afraid of getting burnt.

      Catalyna stumbled backward several steps. During that time, Fay used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, to push herself behind her opponent, feet slamming on the ground hard enough to leave dents. I blinked when I saw her figure flicker out of existence.

      She’s gotten faster.

      Not even a second later, Catalyna spun around as if she had sensed Fay’s sudden presence. Lightning coated her blade as she swung it. Her sword passed through Fay like the redhead wasn’t even there. Fay’s figure blurred out and disappeared seconds later.

      “Well, that’s new,” Catalyna said out loud.

      Fay appeared behind Catalyna again, but she was several meters away, her fists tucked into her torso. Spiritual Power gathered around her fists, transforming into fire. The impressive heat emanating from her caused waves to distort the air. Rather than delivering a single powerful double-punch, Fay launched several dozen lightning-fast punches, which created several less powerful flame projectiles that shot toward Catalyna.

      “HAAAAA!”

      Tightening her grip on her sword, Catalyna swung it up and down in a vertical pattern. Each swing created a blade of lightning that slammed into Fay’s fire projectiles. The attacks negated each other. However, Fay could produce many more fire projectiles with her punches than Catalyna could create lightning blades with her sword, which was heavier, more unwieldy, and therefore took more time to swing. Catalyna was forced to activate her Spiritual Aura, a bright yellow flame crackling with lightning that appeared around her and protected her from the projectiles. Each fire projectile exploded against her Spiritual Aura. She stumbled back a few steps from the consecutive impacts. However, it was clear that she hadn’t been harmed.

      “You really have improved!” Catalyna shouted.

      Fay didn’t respond with words as she activated her own Spiritual Aura, but she didn’t keep it up for long. Her Spiritual Aura was soon sucked back inside of her. This caused her skin to produce a glossy red shine, becoming rosy and soft.

      Catalyna narrowed her eyes. “I see you’ve reached the Second State of Spiritualism. Well, so have I!”

      With this declaration, Catalyna took her Spiritual Aura into herself. Unlike Fay’s rosy hue, her body produced a soft yellow glow. Some crackling emitted from her body like she was coated in electricity. It was proof that she hadn’t mastered this state to the level that Fay had. Still, reaching the Second State of Spiritualism was something only a few hundred people out of the tens of thousands of Spiritualists in Nevaria had managed, so it was impressive that she had come so far at this young an age.

      The battle quickly picked up. Fay and Catalyna closed the distance between each other and began a powerful bout that combined physical combat with Spiritual Techniques. Flames spewed from Fay’s hands as she threw punches and her Spiritual Fire Technique, Rotation Fire Fist, at point-blank range. On the other hand, Catalyna’s sword crackled with repressed energy as she cut through the techniques and tried to counter Fay’s attacks.

      Fay blocked a downward swing by catching Catalyna’s sword on her left gauntlet. She had used the back of her left hand. Fortunately, the sword didn’t strike the monster core or it could have been disastrous. Rotating her arm, Fay forced the sword to her left and down. At the same time, she tucked her right hand into her torso and threw a powerful punch that released a burst of fire. This time, the attack did strike Catalyna, but she was fortunate that Fay hadn’t put too much Spiritual Power into her technique.

      Hissing as she stumbled back, Catalyna looked down at where her tabard had been burned all the way through, revealing a torso that was blackened and emitting smoke. Fay’s Rotation Fire Fist hadn’t broken through her skin. Even so, she was going to have some burns the next morning. What’s more, Catalyna must have known that Fay could have put more power into that attack if she chose to.

      Smiling, Catalyna sheathed her sword and stepped back. “I yield. I can already tell that I’d lose if we kept going.”

      Catalyna had not used her strongest attack, the Lightning Wolves Asunder Technique, but even if she had, I was sure she realized that Fay would be able to defend against it now. Lightning Wolves Asunder was a powerful B-Rank technique. However, for as powerful as it was, it was also easy to defend against if you knew its weakness, and Fay now had enough Spiritual Power that she could simply overpower the technique with Rotation Fire Fist.

      “Thank you for letting me battle with you,” Fay said, bowing slightly.

      “Sure.” Catalyna raised a hand in the air and smiled. “I hope this battle told you what you wanted to know.”

      “It did.”

      “Is that so? Then I’m glad.”

      Catalyna walked off the now ruined sparring ground and joined Marko and the other stunned Spiritualists, while Fay joined me and Lin. There was a satisfied smile on Fay’s face. She looked a little more at peace with herself. This battle had proven to her that she had grown stronger, that she was no longer as weak and inexperienced as she had been during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. I hoped this match would help her overcome that inferiority complex she had.

      Offering a smile to Fay as she stepped up to my side, I soon shifted my gaze to the sparring circle, now covered in scorch marks, craters, and cracks. I sighed. Then I walked over to one of the other sparring circles and asked for the next person to step forward.

      As I began the tests again, I hoped we wouldn’t ruin too many of these sparring circles before I had finished testing everyone.
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      We managed to get through the rest of the tests without ruining another sparring arena. Fortunately, most of the Spiritualists did not have the same strength as Catalyna and Marko Kriger. Most of them were decidedly average. Only two other Spiritualists among this group had reached the Second State of Spiritualism, which went to show me how much training everyone here would need to undergo before I could even consider letting them take on jobs.

      Kari had joined us at some point during the testing and was now standing beside Lin and Fay as I gazed at the worn faces of the people who had taken my test. Many of them were sweating heavily, their clothes caked to their skin. I had not gone easy on anyone. I had forced them all to push their limits to the utmost so I could properly classify their strength. It had been a long time since I had led anybody. However, I still recalled what it felt like to be the leader of a sect… even if I was mostly just a figurehead.

      “The testing is now over,” I began. “Thank you for coming out here. All of you have performed admirably. I’d like you to come back here tomorrow. During that time, I will be handing out your ranks, which will determine what sort of missions you can take.”

      Hearing this dismissal, most of the Spiritualists left, but Catalyna and Marko stayed behind. The brightly smiling young woman walked up to me. Her surlier brother followed a few paces behind.

      “That was a pretty interesting test,” she began, then changed the subject. “It seems you’re moving up in the world. When I first heard word that you were looking for people to join your sect, I couldn’t believe it. The idea that someone of your stature would start a mercenary company was unfathomable. However, I suppose anything is possible with the backing of Empress Hilda.”

      “Mercenary companies don’t have a very good reputation,” I said. “Most of them are disreputable and untrustworthy, so you can’t hire them for delicate or confidential tasks. The sect I’m creating is one that has the trust of Empress Hilda. I’m hoping that by having the empress herself vouch for us, the people of Nevaria will be more inclined to hire us for quests. The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard are only supposed to protect the people, the royal house, and the peace. They cannot take on dangerous quests that weren’t given to them by their commanding officer or the empress.”

      There was a very specific chain of command within the ranks of both organizations. Regular members deferred to their captains, captains to the commanders of their regiment, and commanders to the empress—who could be likened to the grand admiral of both groups.

      The empress would sometimes call upon the Nevarian Spiritualists to complete a task a member of the nobility asked of her, but that was rare, and she certainly wouldn’t call upon them for a commoner. This was why I believed my idea would work. A sect that took requests from commoners and nobles alike for a price, and had the backing of Empress Hilda, was sure to get a lot of business.

      “Yes, that is very true. The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard are limited in what they can do,” Catalyna admitted. “I must admit, it’s a good idea, this sect of yours. I look forward to seeing how all this pans out. Well, I suppose we’ll be off for now. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Catalyna turned around and began walking away. Marko took one last look at me, then Lin, and then he too left, trailing after his sister.

      After making sure everyone had exited through the front gate, Kari led me, Fay, and Lin up to the top floor. On the way to our living space, we ran into Jessie. The girl was already hard at work cleaning the halls.

      “Jessie,” Kari said.

      “Y-yes, Princess Kari—I mean, Mistress Kari?” asked the nervous Jessie, who was holding a duster in one hand and dressed from head to toe in a frilly black and white tunic.

      “Could you please travel down to the kitchens and ask Storkokk if he can make a light snack for us? We’ll be in our living quarters on the top floor, so please deliver the food there,” said Kari.

      “Y-yes! I will do that at once!”

      Jessie was so nervous that she actually tripped over her own two feet as she turned around and walked down the hall. As I watched her faceplant, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe we shouldn’t have hired her. While thinking this, Jessie stood back up quickly and renewed her march, but with her ears now redder than a bonfire.

      “That girl is afraid of us.” Lin frowned as her longer-than-average tongue flicked out from between her lips. “This princess can sense that girl’s fear.”

      “Jessie is very nervous because she’s never been near people so famous before,” Kari explained to us. “Anyway, let’s head up to our living quarters. We can talk once we’re there.”

      Nobody argued with her and we made our way up to the fifth floor.

      It was no surprise that our living space had undergone a major case of redecorating. Several new bookshelves filled with tomes and scrolls lined the walls. Demon Beast skin stretched across some of the walls where no bookshelf resided, giving the room a rustic appeal. There were no paintings, but given how this was a sect and not a noble’s mansion, that only made sense. I was glad the girls had the sense to not make our living space too gaudy.

      The only object that appeared out of place was a simple charcoal drawing featuring the four of us. It hung from the wall, framed within a crystal pane that had been polished to a shine. Despite the ostentatious decoration, the drawing itself was amateurish and looked like several different people had drawn it. Kari had made sure to give this particular object a place of honor where everyone could see it.

      Kari had all of us sit down in the main room, which consisted of a desk over by the far wall at the back, a pair of sofas in the center, and a number of drawers, cabinets, and even a few hardy-looking plants, their greenish-yellow hue giving the room color.

      The desk was easily the largest piece of furniture in the room. It was several meters across and curved in the shape of the rune Uruz. The chair sitting in the middle was built on a spoke, so it could swivel around 180 degrees. I personally didn’t think such a big desk was needed, but I knew better than to argue over something so small.

      We sat down on the two couches, with myself and Kari sitting on one couch, while Fay and Lin sat on the other. They were comfortable. I sighed in relief as my back and bottom sank into the soft cushioning.

      “Most of the people we tested aren’t what I would call the cream of the crop,” I began with something of a sigh. “Not all of them are bad, but only four of them have reached the Second State of Spiritualism. The rest are still stuck at the First State of Spiritualism. Even Catalyna, who is the strongest among them, would not rank higher than a C-Rank Spiritualist.”

      When the three women heard my assessment of those looking to join us, Kari and Fay seemed surprised by my harsh words, but they mastered their expressions soon enough.

      “How would you rank us, then?” asked Kari.

      I studied her for a moment before answering honestly. “I’d rank you three as B-Rank Spiritualists. All three of you have reached the Second State of Spiritualism and are well on your way toward mastering it. Once you’ve reached the Third State of Spiritualism, I’d bump you up to an A-Rank Spiritualist.” I paused to consider something. “Of course, even without the Second State of Spiritualism, you three are a lot more powerful than other people thanks to the alchemy pills I’ve made to refine your bodies and increase your Spiritual Power. Reaching the Second State of Spiritualism doesn’t automatically make someone a B-Rank Spiritualist, but it does help.”

      “If no one except the four of us are B-Rank and above, doesn’t that mean none of the other Spiritualists can take on harder quests?” asked Fay.

      “It does.” I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. “I think I’m going to have to train the Spiritualists who join us until they have met my standards.”

      Leaning back on the sofa, I could not help but regret my decision to form a sect, even though I knew it was necessary. We needed to create a group that could accomplish tasks that were not in the modus operandi of the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard. What’s more, the Alchemist Association needed help gathering herbs and other medicinal ingredients—including monster cores. Sure, they could hire mercenary companies for that, but I thought it would be better if they had a group dedicated to gathering ingredients for them.

      “Do you plan on training them while Fay and I are in school?” asked Kari.

      “I’m gonna have to,” I admitted with a frown. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I released a weary sigh. “At least it won’t cut into my training right now. I’ve currently reached a bottleneck in my cultivation. I do not have the ability to gain enlightenment and reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism, which means the only thing I can do is increase my Spiritual Power, but I can’t gain more Spiritual Power using the methods I have been.”

      Up to this point, I had been using the method of exhausting my Spiritual Power and using Spiritual Recovery Pills to replenish and increase what I had lost. This method was similar to how people exercised. You tear down the muscles through various exercises, then rebuild them stronger than before with rest and a healthy diet. However, this method could only take someone so far, and I had reached the point where this form of exhausting and recovering my Spiritual Power barely netted me any gains.

      “I think refining a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill would help you break through this bottleneck,” Fay said suddenly. “But the ingredients you need for this pill are very rare. You’ll have to travel even deeper into the Demon Beast Mountain Range if you want to get some of those ingredients.”

      My thoughts ground to a halt as I stared at Fay in shock. “How do you know about the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill?”

      “I… I don’t know…” Fay suddenly placed a hand on her forehead as her brow crinkled. Her eyes became glazed over as if she was looking at something that couldn’t be perceived by human eyes. “I just… I think I remember seeing something about it in a dream… but I… I can’t remember the specifics.”

      This wasn’t the first time Fay had said something weird based on a dream she had, and she wasn’t the only one who had been having strange dreams. Some of the nights when I slept with Kari, she would wake up from a nightmare and begin crying. Her dreams were often filled with death and violence, she said, though not all of them were bad. That said, their dreams were always fuzzy, they could never remember the specifics, and they eventually forgot about them entirely after a few hours.

      I never said anything, but I really was worried about those two.

      “Well, you aren’t wrong,” I said at last. “The Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill is what I need to refine in order to break through my bottleneck. It’s a powerful pill that calls upon a specific element, summoning that element to you and forcing it into your body, allowing you to become more intimate and familiar with your elemental affinity, to the point where your body becomes able to naturally absorb that element. However, not only does it require over six hundred ingredients, but at least ten of those ingredients can only be found by traveling deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      I knew where to find the ingredients, of course, having refined this pill back in my previous life. The problem was that it would probably take several months to gather the ingredients. It had taken me about five or six months in my previous life, and this time I would want to also find ingredients for Kari, Lin, and Fay, which meant it would take even longer.

      Sadly, with the current state of Nevaria, I couldn’t afford to just drop everything I was doing and leave.

      “Well, we’ll worry about that later,” I said with a sigh. “For now, I am going to focus on increasing the strength of the people who joined us today. I also need to begin contacting noble families whose business relies on buying and selling items from the Demon Beast Mountain Range like monster cores, Demon Beast hides, and furs. I’d like to set up a supply chain where our sect gathers those for merchants and the like.”

      “You can leave that part to me,” Kari said, winking. “I’ll use Mother’s connections and send out letters to the various noble families, letting them know they can hire us for quests. I can also teach our clerks how to rank quests based on things like difficulty, payout, and other factors.”

      Kari was a wiz at administrative work, training, and politics—much better than me, that was for sure. Hearing her say she’d handle these matters took a weight off my shoulders.

      “This princess will help too!” Lin said suddenly.

      “Do you want to help by learning about the ranking system and how to classify quests?” asked Kari.

      “No.” Lin shook her head. “This princess wants to learn about runes.”

      “You want to learn about runes?” Kari blinked.

      “What brought this on?” I asked.

      Lin had never expressed an interest in runes before. She seemed to care more about learning how to read and write, refine her Spiritual Techniques, and spend time with me. This was a first.

      “This princess has been thinking a lot, and she has realized that she hasn’t been able to help Darling at all.” Lin crossed her arms and frowned. “She also can’t train like the rest of you can. Her powers increase with age and don’t grow through training, so she can only hone the skills she already has. But if this princess can learn runes, she believes she can become an asset to Darling.”

      “I don’t mind teaching you about runes,” I said. Lin’s eyes lit up like an S-Rank Spiritual Light Technique.

      “Um… I would also like to learn about runes,” Fay admitted, timidly raising her hand.

      “I can teach both of you,” I said.

      “We can learn together,” Lin said with a bright smile.

      “If you two are going to learn more about runes, then I believe I shall as well.” Kari looked at the three of us with a glimmer in her eyes. I recognized that sparkle. “It’s more fun to learn something new alongside the people you love.”

      I didn’t disagree with her, and so it was decided that on top of training to master the Second State of Spiritualism, I would also be teaching them about runes.

      “By the way,” Kari suddenly started talking again. “Have you come up with a name for our sect?”

      Her words made me, Fay, and Lin realize that I had never named our sect, and now the other two girls were looking at me as well. I felt a little put on the spot. I tried my best to ignore their stares and think of a good sect name, something that would let everyone know what we were about.

      “I think I have one,” I said at last. “The Nevarian Braves.”

      It wasn’t a very original name. Admittedly, I was taking from the name Brave Vesperia, replacing Vesperia with Nevaria, and flipping the words around. I never claimed to be good at naming things. Even the Spiritual Techniques I created had unimaginative and uninspired names.

      “That works,” Fay said.

      “This princess approves,” Lin added.

      “Kari? What do you think?” I asked.

      Kari didn’t say anything for the longest time, and the look on her face, which displayed far more emotional depth than I felt my name should have given, took me aback. Her face was a little pale. Her eyes were wide. She looked like she had seen a malevolent spirit.

      Before I could ask if she was okay, this expression disappeared and was replaced with a smile.

      “I like it. It has an oddly familiar ring to it,” she said at last.

      I wanted to ask her about the look on her face, but I wasn’t sure if now was the appropriate time. It seemed to me like she didn’t know why she reacted so strongly either. Asking probably wouldn’t give me the answer I was looking for. In any event, it looked like we finally had a name for our sect.

      The Nevarian Braves was officially open for business.

      … Sort of.
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      We arrived back at the Imperial Royal Palace several hours later, when the evening sun was beginning to set. A pair of servants opened the door for us upon our return. When we entered the entrance hall, Garret the butler was waiting for us.

      He bowed low and said, “Mistress Kari. Mistress Lin. Mistress Fay. Master Eryk. It is good to see you have returned home safely. Her Majesty Hilda has requested that I ask you to travel to the informal dining hall upon your return. Her Majesty Hilda wishes to have dinner with the four of you.”

      Empress Hilda did not often have dinner with her family. She was normally busy working. If she wanted to see us, then it meant she had something important to talk about.

      I wonder what she wants to tell us?

      This was actually a good opportunity since I had something I wanted to speak to her about as well.

      “I understand,” Kari said for the four of us. “We’ll get refreshed and meet with Mother. Is she in her study?”

      “She is right now, but she’ll be heading to the informal dining hall soon,” Garret assured her.

      Kari acknowledged Garret’s words before leading Fay and Lin back to her room. I didn’t share a room with them since we were not wed yet, and instead, I went to the room I slept in on the second floor, grabbed a spare change of clothes, and took a very quick bath in the bathing room on the first floor of the west wing. Then I dressed in simple black pants, a white collared shirt, and a black vest made of Demon Beast hide.

      I was the first to arrive at the informal dining hall, but that was to be expected since Kari, Lin, and Fay usually took longer to bathe. Empress Hilda was already present, of course. The woman sat at the head of the table. Valence was also there, but he was sitting at the other end. She saw me, smiled, and gestured toward the seat on her left. The invitation could not have been more clear.

      “I never did thank you for rescuing Geirolf,” Empress Hilda said as her opening line while I sat down in the seat indicated. “I truly am grateful to you for rescuing my youngest son. He is a bit of a handful. He tries to act overly confident because of his inferiority complex toward his brothers, which leads him to make rash decisions. I was afraid he might have finally gotten himself into more trouble than he could handle, but thanks to you, he made it back safe and sound.”

      “You are welcome.” I could have said something cool like, “This isn’t something you need to thank me for,” or, “I only did what anyone else would have done,” but I knew that was not what Empress Hilda wanted to hear. When the empress thanks you, you do not reply with false modesty. “How is Geirolf?”

      “He has made a full recovery thanks to you,” Empress Hilda said with a smile. “I do not know where he is currently, but the last I saw of him, he, Earland, and Mykkel were training hard in the courtyard. I’m certain that their recent encounter with the Basilisk and that Sekbeist Shaman have opened their eyes to their own inadequacies.”

      While Empress Hilda and I spoke, Kari, Fay, and Lin entered the dining hall.

      Fay and Kari were dressed in simple gowns that went down to their ankles. Fay’s gown was a fiery red that perfectly matched her glorious locks of hair, while Kari’s was blue several shades lighter than her gorgeous eyes. On the other hand, Lin was not wearing a dress but a simple sleeveless shirt that resembled a tube wrapping around her chest and a skirt that was just long enough to hide her privates from view.

      “Mother,” Kari greeted Empress Hilda as she sat on the woman’s right. Fay sat on my right, while Lin sat on Kari’s left.

      “Kari, you seem well.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Some small but inane conversation took place between Kari and her mother. It was the kind of talk that seemed natural between a mother and her daughter, though I honestly didn’t know if that was true. Empress Hilda asked Kari about how she was doing, and Kari enthusiastically explained to her all of the things she was doing in school, what she was doing for the newly formed Nevarian Braves, and how she, Fay, and Lin planned on learning about runes from me.

      “I had not realized you were also a Rune Master, Eryk.” Empress Hilda expressed some surprise after Kari finished speaking. I felt the full weight of her stare as she turned to me. “A powerful Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism, a Master Alchemist, and now a Rune Master. My, but you are truly full of surprises.”

      “I wouldn’t call myself a master of alchemy or runes,” I said at last. “I know enough to be considered an adept at most. If we go with standard rankings, that would be an intermediate-level learner. Among Alchemists and Rune Inscribers, the rankings would be as follows: Novice, Apprentice, Adept, Expert, Master, and Grand Master. As you can see, I am literally right in the middle.”

      In my previous life, Kari had become an Expert Rune Inscriber, but she had apprenticed herself under Immig—a Dweorg Grand Master Rune Inscriber who inscribed all the weapons Brave Vesperia had used, which had been forged by Sundur. Had she lived a few more years, she probably would have become a Master Rune Inscriber.

      I was nothing compared to her.

      “Be that as it may, it sounds as though your knowledge of runes far surpasses anyone else’s in Nevaria,” Empress Hilda stated. “That armor you four wear is incredible. My own armor is inscribed with several runes that make it lighter than a feather and easy to maneuver in, but it is nothing compared to the runes your armor has been inscribed with. The same goes for your knowledge of alchemy.”

      I honestly did not like taking credit I wasn’t due. The runes inscribed into our armor had been created by Immig. I was merely copying his work, but I also couldn’t tell that to Empress Hilda because I wasn’t sure I could explain the concepts of time travel properly. I didn’t even understand how I had traveled back to the past to begin with.

      “Thank you,” I said instead.

      “Would it be possible to have you teach others?” she inquired.

      I shook my head. “Teaching people how to inscribe runes is a time-consuming task, and it would cut into the time I have to train the Spiritualists who are planning to join the Nevarian Braves.”

      “Nevarian Braves?” Empress Hilda asked.

      “That’s the name of our sect,” Kari answered for me.

      “I see.” Nodding to signify her understanding, Empress Hilda looked at me. “Please continue.”

      At her gesture, I kept talking. “All of the Spiritualists who joined us so far are only C-Rank and below. While some of them displayed a decent amount of knowledge and have combat experience, they aren’t strong enough for what we need, so I need to personally beat them—er, I mean train them to become stronger. On top of that, I plan on teaching Kari, Fay, and Lin about runes. I also have to help them with their own training, and I need to begin planning a trip to attain several rare ingredients for a set of alchemy pills that I need to refine for the four of us.” I gestured to myself, Fay, Kari, and Lin. “All of this is going to take a lot of time, so I can’t really afford to teach others.”

      As I denied her request, Valence frowned at me with stern disapproval, but I wasn’t bothered by this. Valence was incredibly loyal to Empress Hilda. When she said “jump,” he didn’t even ask how high and just jumped as high as he could. Naturally, he believed that someone should never deny a request from her.

      “I understand.” Empress Hilda, fortunately, didn’t see things the same way. “You do indeed have a lot of tasks ahead of you. I certainly won’t force you to teach others about runes if you do not believe you have the time.”

      I nodded in thanks, then offered a small concession. “That said, if you know people who are capable of inscribing runes into items, I can gift you several rune arrays that they can use in their crafting.”

      “That would be greatly appreciated,” Empress Hilda said, smiling.

      Dinner arrived halfway into our conversation. It was braised beef in red wine. The meal was delectable. The meat that melted in my mouth was tender and juicy, hitting my tongue with a burst of simple and complex flavors that blended together in perfect harmony. It was made along with a simple salad on the side that complemented the bold flavors of the meat and helped cleanse the palate.

      While I ate several helpings worth of the meat, Lin scarfed down four times more food than anyone else. As always, she was an impressive eater.

      After dinner, a bottle of dessert wine was brought out for us.

      “Do you know if the Nevarian Spiritualists were able to return to Bucharest?” I asked Empress Hilda.

      Smiling as if she had been wondering when I would ask this question, the empress nodded. “They have. That is actually why Dante is not here right now. He traveled there with a large squad two days ago. They plan to salvage the Basilisk you killed and search through the sewers to see if they can find any clues about what that Sekbeist Shaman was doing there.” Her brow suddenly furrowed. “The fact that a Sekbeist was found so close to Nevaria is disturbing, but more than that, I am concerned by the fact that we have encountered two of them within the span of two months. I cannot help but think there may be more of them hidden within the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “I’m certain there are,” I said. “That Sekbeist Shaman referred to himself plurally. I believe what he meant was there are more Sekbeists out there. Sadly, he managed to escape, so I can only assume he left to inform his leader about us.”

      Empress Hilda took a deep breath, and even Valence seemed to stiffen in his seat.

      They understood the gravity of this situation better than anyone save myself. The Sekbeist had been a threat beyond reckoning in my previous life. Our forces had been pushed to the brink, always on the back foot. I had left halfway through the war, and when I returned, nearly all of the Northern Plains had been destroyed.

      “So what you are saying is that we should do everything within our power to become stronger,” Empress Hilda said.

      “Yes.”

      My words didn’t just get a reaction from Empress Hilda and Valence. Kari, Fay, and Lin also straightened in their seats. I could see determination blazing quietly behind their vibrant eyes. No doubt they were planning to train even harder than before.

      “That reminds me,” I began, causing everyone to look at me. “Is there anything here in Nevaria that the Sekbeists could want?”

      Empress Hilda suddenly appeared uncertain. “I do not believe so, but I will also admit that even I do not know all of Nevaria’s secrets. This city-state was built thousands of years ago, long before even the Great Catastrophe that engulfed the world and destroyed many of our cities. A lot of knowledge has been lost to us. That said, I can check the Astralia Royal Family’s hidden library to see if there is anything they might be after.”

      I sensed the lie but decided not to pursue it right now. Whatever she knew wasn’t important at the moment, so it could wait, and I didn’t want to jeopardize the trust I had earned from her.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “There’s no need for that.” Empress Hilda waved a hand through the air. “This matter concerns all of us, after all.”

      “On an unrelated note, since we now have to deal with managing our new sect, we plan on moving to our headquarters,” I announced.

      “It would be easier to manage your sect if you lived there.” Empress Hilda tapped a finger against the table in agitation. “I suppose that is fine. However, I will request that you four visit the Imperial Royal Palace every few days. We can use the excuse that you are making a report to me on your progress. When do you plan on moving?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “So soon?”

      I shrugged. “Better sooner than later.”

      Empress Hilda sighed again, but she accepted my simple reasoning.

      Our conversation for the rest of the evening was nowhere near as grave a topic as what we had been discussing, but while I laughed at Lin praising the chef’s cooking as she shoveled food in her mouth, smiled at Kari as she told her mother about her training, and felt my heart grow warm when Fay joined the conversation, I couldn’t stop a small nugget of worry from making my gut writhe in agitation. There was so much that I didn’t know, so much that I thought I knew that had turned out to be wrong. What other knowledge did I possess that was inaccurate?

      I could not help but worry that Nevaria was in great danger, and there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

      Dinner eventually ended and Empress Hilda retired with Valence. The girls went to Kari’s room. Since I wasn’t married to them yet, we didn’t sleep together save the times when I or one of them requested it. Kari and Lin were much more forward about sleeping with me than Fay. The redhead had yet to actually come to me and request to share my bed. It was always the other way around.

      Of course, we didn’t always have sex.

      Sometimes we just snuggled.

      That night as I lay on my bed, I thought about everything I was learning in this life, and I wondered: how much of the information that I had painstakingly gained about the Sekbeists in my previous life was true and how much of it was false?

      I didn’t have an answer.
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            Darkness and Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      We arrived in Midgard and were pushed through the checkpoint. As the gates opened to admit us, I looked out the wagon and sighed as I realized that nothing had changed. The people were still living in fear. They still huddled together, still walked down the streets with their shoulders hunched, as if they were trying to make themselves as small as possible. About the only change I could see was the number of refugees.

      “Do you think another city was destroyed?” I asked out loud.

      Erica was also peering out of the wagon. She looked at the city streets with narrowed eyes and a delicate frown.

      “It is certainly possible, though I hope not.”

      “If another city has been destroyed by the Sekbeists, then we will have our work cut out for us,” Tungsten said.

      The caravan pulled to a slow stop just a few dozen meters outside of the gate. Several dozen caravans were before us. They were all trying to get into the city, but the process was incredibly slow. Taking that as our cue, the four of us climbed out of the wagon we had been sitting in.

      Getting processed through the checkpoint was an ordeal in and of itself, taking several hours long as the line moved at a snail’s pace. Fortunately, the process sped up considerably once it was our turn. Everyone in my group was a famous Spiritualist. These city guards wouldn’t dare impede our path, and they ushered us into the city with the utmost courtesy.

      As our feet landed on the road, a middle-aged man came up to greet us, rubbing his hands together in a way that made him seem grimy. He was a big guy. By big, I meant he had a large gut. It hung over his belt and wobbled as he moved. This man was not a Spiritualist, which explained why he wasn’t in the best of shape. While his gut was big, his eyes were small and kind of beady.

      “Thank you very much for protecting our caravan,” the man said in a grandiose voice. I noticed that his eyes were focused solely on Erica, or rather, on her chest. It seemed he was a fan of busty women. “I don’t think we would have survived if you four had not shown up when you did. These roads are getting more and more dangerous with each passing day.”

      Erica ignored the way the man eyed her chest and smiled at him. I was sure she dealt with this type of person quite often. She had probably grown used to these sorts of looks, though I didn’t think that was necessarily a good thing.

      “You are welcome. Considering our own circumstances, our meeting was most fortuitous,” she replied politely.

      “Indeed.” The man nodded and laughed. “Should you ever need anything, then please, do not be afraid to come by the Merchant’s Union and request Markus Lukt. I’ll do everything within my power to accommodate you.”

      “I will be sure to do that,” Erica said.

      With a final goodbye, we parted ways with Markus and his group, who were leading their struts and wagons to a nearby building that was five stories tall and looked like a warehouse. I watched them only for a moment. Switching my gaze from Markus as he disappeared through the door to Erica, I was not surprised to see the woman shuddering as she hugged herself.

      “Ugh… I hate dealing with slimy people like that,” she complained.

      “I can see why,” I said with a slow nod. “He wasn’t mean or rude, but the looks he kept sending you were not very pleasant.”

      “Tell me about it,” Erica grumbled.

      “Ah, the woes of being beautiful,” Dagan said, causing Erica to roll her eyes.

      Since our guilds were located in the same general direction, at least to a point, I traveled with this group through the crowded streets full of displaced and fearful people. While there were a lot of people, some of whom were shopping and some of whom were just sitting on the side of the roads with dead looks in their eyes, no one seemed happy. No children were playing in the street. No older folks were sitting down to have a game of hnefatafl. The pastry shop Kari and I sometimes took Kayli to when we were in Midgard was boarded up. I heard the owner’s wife had been killed by Sekbeists during a trip out of the city.

      While fear permeated this place, as our group passed by, several people looked our way and began whispering.

      “Hey, isn’t that Erica of the Battling Valkyries?!”

      “It is! And that man next to her! I know him! That’s Eryk Veiger from Brave Vesperia!”

      “No way! That girly-looking man is Eryk Veiger?!”

      My right eyebrow twitched. Girly-looking? I might have been a lot more feminine in my youth, but I had filled out quite a bit since then. Certainly, I would never have the bulging muscles that Tungsten possessed, but did that mean I was still girly-looking?

      A sigh escaped unbidden from my mouth, but I soon sent a stern frown to Erica as she giggled at me. The woman wiped away a few tears from her eyes and gave me a truly radiant smile.

      “Sorry, but you can’t tell me it isn’t funny,” she said.

      Ugh…

      I didn’t respond to Erica’s provocation and instead said my goodbyes to her, Dagan, and Tungsten before parting ways with them. Those three were all members of the Six Great Sects. Meanwhile, Brave Vesperia was only a mid-level sect.

      While Erica, Tungsten, and Dagan went to find a carriage that would take them to those massive towers looming in the distance, I walked the rest of the way to Brave Vesperia’s headquarters in Midgard. It was a five-story building that was longer than it was wide, located in one of the busier parts of the city. When I entered through the front door, I looked at the large group of people lined up near the requests counter, where people could make formal job requests for our sect. There seemed to be a lot of people who wanted to hire us. I wondered if we had enough personnel to handle all these requests.

      Since it looked like everyone was busy filing requests, I slipped past the large crowd and made it to the double doors near the back. A pair of guards were standing on either side. The moment they saw me, their eyes widened before they relaxed.

      “Welcome back, sir!” they said at the same time.

      “Thank you. It’s good to be back,” I replied.

      The guards opened the door, and I slipped past them and walked down the hall, until I reached a massive room that seemed almost empty, save for the large Warp Gate in the very center. It was not active right now. However, I walked up to it and channeled my Spiritual Power through the gate, which caused a thick nebula of energy to expand within it. Once the power had stabilized, I stepped through.

      My skin tingled as the energy washed over me, but it was only for an instant. I stepped through to the other side and arrived inside a room that appeared identical to the one I had just left. Exiting the room, I walked down the halls and ascended several floors.

      There were quite a few people walking down the halls. Most of them were humans, but there were also Lamia, Catfolk, and Dweorgs. When they saw me walking down the hall, everyone stopped walking to greet me.

      “Welcome back, Master Eryk!”

      “Lord Eryk, good to see ya!”

      “I hope your latest quest was a success!”

      “Yer wife and daughter have been worried sick about ye, ye know! Ye should go see them!”

      I responded to their greetings with a smile and replied to a few of them with quips of my own, especially when they talked to me about Kari and Kayli. Some of these people I recognized by name. However, there were also quite a few whose faces I recognized but whose names I couldn’t remember. That made me feel a little bad. Even so, I never let this fact show on my face and made sure to greet every person who came up to me.

      Eventually reaching the office/living quarters that Kari and I lived in, I knocked on the door exactly three times. Nothing happened at first. I waited until I heard the sound of thumping, then stepped back seconds before the door opened.

      A beautiful woman with blue eyes brighter than the sky and golden hair framing an alabaster face greeted me. Her face appeared noble and gentle, like a naive and innocent princess, though I knew she was anything but. This was a woman who had battled against all manner of monsters. She wore a light blue tunic that went just a little past her hips, but her legs and feet were completely bare. The tunic also stretched across her massive bust.

      It hadn’t been that long since I last saw Kari. At the same time, as I looked at her womanly figure, I couldn’t help but feel like it had been years. I had missed this woman so much. I didn’t even realize how much I had missed her until this very moment.

      “Eryk!” Kari cried the moment she saw me. I was prepared for her to lunge forward and wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her into a tight embrace—and not-so-secretly enjoying the feeling of her boobs smashing against my chest. She wasn’t wearing breast bindings.

      “I’m home,” I said as I stroked her hair with one hand and hugged her waist with the other.

      “I’m so glad you’re back! Welcome home,” Kari said with her head tucked underneath my chin. Her nose was buried in the crook of my neck and she took several deep breaths as though breathing in my scent. As she did this, my body relaxed as the calming and familiar scent of her shampoo pervaded my nose.

      I had finally returned to where I belonged. I was home.
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        * * *

      

      The morning after I informed Empress Hilda of our plans to move into the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters, Kari, Lin, Fay, and I finished packing our belongings and loaded them onto a large wagon that was at least ten meters long. Despite being a wagon and not a carriage like what members of the nobility normally used, it still had the extravagant decor of something owned by royalty. The white paint was glossy and inlaid with gold. It didn’t have a cover to protect it from the rain whilst moving, but since we only planned on traveling through Nevaria, I wasn’t sure that mattered.

      Empress Hilda, Dante, Rainer, Valence, Mykkel, Earland, and even Geirolf had come to see us off. I was a bit surprised since I had not seen hide nor hair of Kari’s three brothers since we returned from Bucharest. While the youngest of the group hung back and appeared uncertain, the others all stepped forward to wish Kari well in her endeavors.

      “I can’t believe you’re moving out. Good luck, Kari,” Mykkel said.

      “You’ve grown very strong. I wish you well in your abode,” Earland added.

      “Kari, I’m very proud of you,” Rainer said.

      “Right. Right. Same here. You’ve really come into yourself, haven’t you?” said Dante as he ruffled the girl’s hair.

      “Kari,” Valence began, then paused. He looked away. His ears were a mild red. “Stay safe and don’t be reckless.”

      Could this guy be any more hot and cold? What kind of stoic parent got so embarrassed about giving their child affection? I wondered if there was a word for that kind of person? If not, maybe I should create one.

      “Thank you. All of you.”

      Kari accepted their well-wishes with a smile, hugging her family tight. She even hugged Valence. I didn’t think I would ever forget the way his stern face morphed into one of shock. At the same time, the surprise he displayed made me realize he had probably never acted very affectionately toward Kari, which made me wonder if he was even that great of a father. Valence was a talented Spiritualist and a dedicated man, but he seemed to be lacking when it came to treating people he claimed to love with affection.

      “Please take care of yourself,” Empress Hilda said. “And remember your promise. I expect to see all of you stop by at least once every seven or eight days.”

      “We will,” Kari responded to her mother with a bright smile.

      Everyone began climbing into the wagon. Lin went first since she was so big, crawling all the way to the front, then Fay hopped in next.

      I was about to follow them, but just as I was getting ready to hop in, a hand landed on my shoulder. The person who had stopped me from leaving was Valence. As I looked at the stern-faced man who was at least a head taller than me, Valence’s grip on my shoulder tightened.

      “I am entrusting my daughter to you.”

      That was all Valence said before he removed his hand from my shoulder and took several steps back. As always, this man spoke very little. Maybe the problem wasn’t that he was uncaring so much as he didn’t know how to properly express his feelings? In either event, I decided to give this man some face.

      “Please do not worry,” I told him. “I’ll protect Kari with my life.”

      My words caused Kari, who was still speaking to her mother, to blush beet red. It was quite rare to see that blush these days, so I enjoyed the sight while I could. I’d need to store this moment in my memories. Empress Hilda raised a hand to her mouth and demurely giggled. Meanwhile, Valence nodded as if satisfied with those words.

      “Since you four are moving into the northern district, don’t be a stranger,” Dante said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder in a manner that was far friendlier than what Valence had just done. “Stop by the Nevarian Spiritualist northern barracks every now and then to say hi.”

      “Sure.” I shrugged. “Why not?”

      Our goodbyes were soon said, and I loaded myself into the wagon with Kari. Once we were sitting down, Kari informed our driver that he could begin moving, and with a crack of the reins, the wagon was slowly pulled forward by two Mastodons.

      During the ride to our new headquarters, the four of us discussed our plans for the sect, but I feel like I did most of the talking. I had a lot of ideas that I wanted to implement. The first thing I needed to do was make our members strong enough that all of them could contend with B-Rank Demon Beasts on their own. This was going to require an extensive amount of alchemy pills and time. We wouldn’t be able to start accepting missions right away.

      “I’ve already spoken with Feinrea, and she has agreed to give us Body Forging and Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills for free,” I said.

      “I don’t think she can afford to not give them to you,” Kari responded to me in a somewhat dry voice. To complement her tone, a wry smile caused her lips to curl. “You are the one who taught her how to refine those pills. Without you, the Alchemist Association would have never reached the lofty heights it's at now.”

      I shrugged but didn’t deny what she said.

      “How do you plan on training everyone?” asked Fay, leaning forward curiously as she placed her hands on her knees.

      “The same way I trained you two,” I answered. “I already have several dozen sets of weighted clothing prepared for everyone. I plan to have all of them begin strength training to increase their physical prowess, followed by spiritual exercises to increase their Spiritual Power, and then sparring to sharpen their skills.” I swept my gaze across the three women. “I hope I can rely on you three for that last one. I can’t spar them all myself.”

      “Of course, you can.” Lin thumped a hand against her chest. “Just leave everything to this princess! She’ll do anything she can to help you.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be counting on you,” I said, grinning at the Lamia’s enthusiasm.

      We soon arrived at the Nevarian Braves headquarters. None of the Spiritualists who had appeared the other day were present yet, but Jessie and the two other maids, Gertrude and Vansette, were there. They greeted us after we entered. It seemed they had been cleaning the front lobby. It was good to see they were taking their new jobs so seriously.

      “Good morning, Master Eryk and Mistresses Kari, Fay, and Lin,” Gertrude greeted us with a curtsy. She was a lean woman about two or three years older than me. Her blonde hair was sandy and fell around her in curls. She didn’t have much of a chest, but her body was packed with lean muscles that were currently hidden underneath her white and black dress. The information Kari had acquired said she was a former Spiritualist who had settled down after giving birth to twins.

      “Morning,” we greeted her.

      “Everything is ready for today,” she informed us. “The chef also just arrived a few minutes ago. He’s preparing the kitchen right now.”

      “Good. Please keep up the good work,” Kari said.

      “Yes, Mistress Kari.” Gertrude bowed to us once more before she resumed her tasks.

      The first thing I did upon arriving was to have Fay, Kari, and Lin grab the supplies—the alchemy pills and weighted clothes—and bring them out to the back. While they did that, I began setting up an obstacle course.

      Our courtyard out back was fairly big, large enough that we had several sparring circles, an archery range, and a sitting area for people who wanted to relax outside. There was still a lot of room leftover too. I had asked for a large courtyard that I could customize as I pleased.

      Past the sparring arenas was an open space. I really had no idea how big the space was, but it was enough to suit my purposes. I placed my hands onto the ground and channeled the earth element, which flowed through my hands, into the dirt, and caused the area around me to rumble and shift.

      Having only used the earth element once before, I wasn’t that good at manipulating it. The first time I tried to make a pillar out of the ground, it only shifted a little. I tried a second time. A pillar rose from the mostly flat surface, but then it crumbled because I hadn’t packed enough dirt into it. Frowning, I realized what the problem was and channeled even more Spiritual Power into the ground, imagining a pillar that was densely packed to the point where it was more solid than rock.

      I felt a drain on my Spiritual Power, bigger than when I used the elements I was naturally aligned with. Sweat broke out on my skin. This time, a pillar that was at least two meters tall and one meter wide rose from the ground. Well, I called it a pillar, but it was more of a wall really.

      I took a deep breath after finishing. Creating this one pillar was a good bit harder than I thought it would be. This element was one I hadn’t even begun to use, so it required nearly three times more Spiritual Power. I would have to practice and see if I could increase my affinity with it.

      After taking a several-minute break to recover, I went back to creating the obstacle course. I made objects for people to run around, small cliff faces for people to climb up and leap over, suspension bridges made of densely packed dirt, and even used the water element to create small ponds and streams that flowed together in a continuous cycle.

      I wasn’t sure how long I had been working, but it must have been longer than I expected because Kari, Fay, and Lin had already finished their tasks and were watching me. They seemed pretty surprised by something. I only realized after several seconds of staring that it was because I was using an element I shouldn’t have an affinity for… which reminded me that I hadn’t told them I was now capable of using Lin’s elemental affinities.

      “Since when were you able to use the earth element?” asked Kari.

      “Since before my fight with the Basilisk,” I admitted. “However, I think I could have activated the earth element inside of me for a while now. I just never realized it.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Fay.

      Since I was done creating the obstacle course, I gestured for everyone to join me at the tables and sat down. Kari took my left. Fay and Lin sat together on the other side. This seating arrangement seemed to denote their pecking order, as it were. Since Kari was considered my First Wife, Fay and Lin often gave the spot beside me to her.

      Once we were comfortable, I began speaking. “When Kari and I went to rescue Geirolf, I began meditating to enter my subconscious and seek out my elements.” I paused when I saw their confused faces and realized I’d have to start from the beginning. “When you reach the Third State of Spiritualism, you’re able to look inside of your subconscious, which is like a realm inside of your body where all of your Spiritual Power exists. This includes your elemental affinities.”

      It was hard to describe the subconscious, especially since it was supposedly different for everyone. My subconscious simply appeared as a vast and empty space. In the center of this space was a large nebula of swirling Spiritual Power being orbited by several spheres that represented my elemental affinities.

      “Anyway, I checked to see my affinities because I remembered accidentally using the light element during the battle with Hagan Leucht and Skygge. Do you remember what happened toward the end, Kari?” I asked.

      “Toward the end?” Kari pursed her lips in thought for several seconds before her eyes widened. “Yes! I do remember something that happened. During my fight against Skygge, there was a nearly blinding flash of light, and the next thing I knew, Skygge was dead. I don’t know what happened because I couldn’t see, but I assume he was killed by you.”

      “He was killed by me. That flash of light also came from me,” I said, placing my hands on the table. “When I saw what was happening to you, I panicked, and then my Spiritual Power suddenly surged and activated the light element very briefly.”

      “But… that shouldn’t be possible, should it?” asked Fay, eyes wide. “Everyone knows that the affinities you are born with are the only affinities you can have.”

      “That isn’t actually true,” I corrected her. “It is possible to train yourself into having more than one affinity, but it generally takes decades to learn how to use a second affinity, so most people believe it’s a waste of time and focus on mastering the affinity they are born with. Saying that, I believe what is happening here is different.” I paused for a moment to look at Lin, who tilted her head curiously. “I think Lin gave me her affinities when she bit me.” I held up my hand where the Ring of Marji, which looked like black rose thorns surrounding my ring finger, was prominently displayed. “When Lin bit me, she injected her blood into my body, which formed a connection between us. After we had sex, the connection grew even stronger. I believe the combination of our blood mixing inside of my body and us having sex is what caused me to gain her elements.”

      This was honestly just a theory that I was making based on what happened in my previous life. When Kari died, I had ingested some of her blood when she kissed me just before dying, which I now believed was the reason I had gained her element.

      Thinking back on everything that happened, I believe the runes that appeared on Kari, Fay, and Lin every time we had sex was somehow connected to this ability. Because Kari and Fay hadn’t exchanged blood with me, the runes were not complete, so they disappeared after they climaxed. However, Lin had exchanged blood with me during our first meeting when she bit my hand after I rescued her from those boars. That was why, even now, I could see the runes imprinted on her chest like black tattoos against her mocha skin.

      The women were silent for a time after I explained all this as best I could. I didn’t rush them and remained quiet as they contemplated my words. This was a pretty shocking revelation.

      “I didn’t understand even half of that,” Lin began, “but I did get the gist of it. Basically, you can use this princess’s elements?”

      I nodded. “I can use both the earth and darkness elements, though I am not trained in their use, so I’m not very good at using them.” I raised a hand, furrowed my brow in concentration, and called upon the darkness element, which caused a small black flame to appear on my hand. Sweat built on my forehead before I dismissed the element and turned back to the women. “I also think you can use my elements. However, you won’t be able to activate them until you can travel into your subconscious.”

      That seemed to depress Lin, whose shoulders slumped a little, but then she perked up. “At least you can use this princess’s elements. That is good. It means we’re even closer now than we were before.”

      “I suppose it does at that,” I agreed with her.

      “If you can learn how to use our elements by ingesting our blood, that means you should be able to use them after our wedding ceremony,” Kari said at last.

      I blinked. “Does the wedding ceremony involve drinking blood?”

      “It’s an old ritual from a very long time ago,” Kari informed me. “These days, it is mostly symbolic. The drinking of blood during the wedding ceremony is meant to symbolize us becoming a family, becoming of the same blood. But I read in a book once that there used to be a ritual long ago that actually bound married couples together using their blood. It formed a link between them that could only be broken with death. However, just what exactly that ritual entailed and what sort of bond it formed is unknown. The book didn’t say since the ritual has been lost to time.”

      I honestly hadn’t known that. Kari and I had never been married in my previous life. We probably could have gotten married at some point, but by the time we had the opportunity to hold a ceremony, neither of us had ever really thought about it. We were already as good as married. I think we both just assumed that holding a ceremony to reaffirm what we already had seemed pointless.

      Now that I was thinking about this, I wondered what would happen after the wedding ceremony. Would those runes that kept appearing on Fay and Kari every time we had sex become permanent like they had with Lin? Would I be able to use the fire and light elements as well? And what about them? Would they also be able to activate and use my elements once they were able to travel into their subconscious?

      I honestly had no idea, but I was looking forward to finding out.

      Before our conversation could continue, several of the Spiritualists who had joined our sect walked into the back courtyard. Catalyna and Marko were among them. All of them were wearing armor and appeared ready for a fight. I wondered what they would think when I told them they wouldn’t be doing any quests until they reached what I deemed was an appropriate level of strength.

      “Let’s shelve this discussion for now,” I said, standing up. “We need to begin training the others.”

      The three girls agreed and, standing up, the four of us went over to greet the Spiritualists who had arrived.
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      “I’m glad all of you could make it,” I said to the Spiritualists. “Before we get started, I’d like all of you to line up.”

      From the confusion visible on their faces, it was clear none of them really understood what was going on, but just as I requested, they all formed a line. I nodded, inwardly containing my sigh of relief. It seemed I could still get people to follow simple orders, which I hoped meant I still possessed the charisma I had been known for.

      Now came the hard part.

      As Lin, Fay, and Kari stayed back with their postures erect like the commanders of an army, I stepped forward. The person I had stepped in front of was Marko. I didn’t know if it was fate or coincidence, but I stared into his eyes without blinking. Marko could only hold my gaze for a few seconds before looking away.

      “Every single one of you is weak,” I said at last.

      My words caused the group to bristle. I could already see the thoughts going through their heads. Weak? Them? Ha! They were experienced Spiritualists who had time and again braved the Demon Beast Mountain Range! How could they possibly be weak? That was what their faces told me. The only one who didn’t respond with anger was Catalyna… and she was blushing and looked ready to jump me.

      I shook my head.

      “The strongest among you is Catalyna, and she would only be categorized as a C-Rank threat,” I continued as I began pacing back and forth in front of the group. “Of course, this means even if all of you were to combine your strength, you’d barely be able to defeat a B-Rank Demon Beast, and at least half of you would lose your lives. Am I wrong?”

      No one said anything as uncertain looks crossed everyone’s faces. It was common knowledge that defeating a B-Rank Demon Beast took a squad of at least six. What’s more, it was almost a guarantee that half of them would die. When a squadron of Spiritualists took on a B-Rank Demon Beast and survived with more than half their squad, they earned the right to brag about it to their comrades and rivals when they went out drinking.

      “These three women standing behind me can defeat B-Rank Demon Beasts on their own,” I told everyone, gesturing to Kari, Lin, and Fay, who suddenly blushed at being put on the spot. “In fact, just the other day, Kari practically killed a Behemoth all by herself.”

      Now the Spiritualists were startled. They looked over at Kari, the Princess of Nevaria, an idealized icon if there ever was one, in a whole new light. Kari’s cheeks turned a brilliant red as she looked at the ground and scuffed her boot against the dirt.

      I smiled.

      “I can make it so that every single one of you is capable of doing what they can,” I began again, redirecting attention to myself. “I formed the Nevarian Braves because Nevaria needs a group that can travel outside of these walls and do the things that the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards can’t. We will be out there—” I pointed toward the Demon Beast Mountain Range “—exploring the most dangerous place on the continent, going deeper than anyone else ever has before. That is why I plan on making the people in this group the strongest in Nevaria.”

      I had never really been one for pep talks, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t give them. I had been forced to give them before as the leader of Brave Vesperia. Of course, Kari had written all of my speeches back then, and she had even helped me write the one I was giving now. Past or present, my wife was an impressive orator.

      My words had an effect on the group. I could see the way their shoulders straightened. Even the gnarly and battle-hardened mercenary-types with scars covering their faces suddenly looked more determined and eager than they had been before.

      If my smile could have widened, I was sure it would have.

      “Before we take on any quests, I want all of you to at least reach the level of a B-Rank Spiritualist,” I informed them. “That means several things. First, all of you must have the same level of physical strength that you would normally have when using your Spiritual Aura. Second, your Spiritual Power must be so strong that you can consecutively fire off B-Rank Spiritual Techniques for an entire hour without rest. And third, all of you must reach the Second State of Spiritualism.”

      As I listed off each goal I wanted them to reach, the group suddenly began growing restless. They shifted from foot to foot. They looked at each other as if wondering whether they had heard right.

      A person was considered strong if they reached the First State of Spiritualism. Very few people in Nevaria had reached this state, which meant our Spiritualists were weaker than Spiritualists of the Northern Plains, where the Second State of Spiritualism was considered the average.

      “I am going to help you reach this level of strength,” I told them. “With the help of the three ladies behind me, I am going to train all of you until you are strong enough that even a B-Rank Demon Beast won’t pose a threat to you.” I stopped pacing and returned to standing in front of my three fiancées. “That said, I’m not going to force you. If any of you wants to back out, now is your chance.”

      I waited to see if anyone wanted to quit. If they decided to leave now, I would let them. However, not a single one of them moved. Looking at their faces, I could see a fire blazing in their eyes, a determination and excitement that couldn’t be masked. Part of me wondered how long those expressions would last once they realized what my training entailed, but that wasn’t my problem.

      They would learn what it meant to experience hell in due time.

      “In that case, your training begins now.” I smiled. “I had some clothes custom-made for everyone here. I want you to put them on before we begin your training.”

      Everyone was confused when I gestured toward a large box, which contained strange long-sleeved shirts and pants with what appeared to be thousands of pockets on them. Situated next to that box was another box. This one contained metal cylinders with runes engraved on them. Despite their confusion, everyone began stripping off their armor and putting the new clothing on. There was about an even mix of men and women among them.

      As I looked at the group, I recalled how I used to train the members of Brave Vesperia and felt an odd tightness in my chest.

      Ah, crap. I was beginning to feel nostalgic.
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        * * *

      

      I had this really weird feeling that none of the Spiritualists understood what they were truly getting themselves into until they began exercising.

      The first thing I had them do, of course, was wear the weighted clothing. It was special clothing I had designed, made from the hide of a Silverback. No one understood why I was having them change at first.

      That was when I had them activate the cylinders located inside of the outfit’s many pockets.

      I had no idea what weight these people put those cylinders at, but many of them had fallen to the floor almost immediately after pumping Spiritual Power into them, so I assumed it was a lot. Looking at the many struggling Spiritualists, I found that even Catalyna was on her hands and knees, gasping as her eyes widened in shock.

      “It seems you all pumped too much Spiritual Power into the weights,” I told them. “Place a hand on your clothes and try to will the weights to become lighter. The weight you want to use is one that you can still move around in, but it should be hard enough to give you a challenge.”

      The first to follow my instructions was Catalyna, but Marko and a few others weren’t that far behind her. It wasn’t long before more than half of them could stand up. That said, their shoulders were still slumped forward as if they were being weighed down by something immense, so I could at least tell they were taking this training seriously.

      Once everyone was able to control the weight they were using, it was time to begin the training.

      “I want all of you to run this obstacle course I prepared.” I gestured toward the obstacle course several meters behind me, toward the back of the courtyard. “You must complete this obstacle course ten times. After which, you will do a hundred pushups, five hundred sit-ups, a hundred pull-ups, and a thousand squats. When you finish, I will let you rest for one hour until we begin the next step of your training.”

      At this point, everyone, even Catalyna, was looking at me like I had said something incomprehensible, but I just smiled at them.

      “Well? Why aren’t you starting? Do you need me to motivate you some more?”

      As if to emphasize the kind of motivation I would give them, I raised my hand and channeled lightning through it, causing my hand to spark dangerously. That jolted them into action, with Catalyna once more being the first to move. She traveled toward the obstacle course and began running. Her movements were slower than normal like she was wading through waist-deep mud, but that proved to me that she had made her clothes a weight that would be challenging.

      Marko went after her. His expression was determined as he began running the obstacle course. Perhaps he felt a sense of competitiveness toward Catalyna. They were brother and sister, and they always seemed to be competing when I saw them together.

      More and more Spiritualists began running the obstacle course until all of them were doing their best. Some did worse than others. I wasn’t surprised to discover that Catalyna and Marko were the ones with the most strength and stamina. However, there were a few who surprised me. One of the men who had a scar over his right eye was doing a pretty good job. What was his name again? Skarmann? I couldn’t remember.

      Since physical training like this no longer helped us, we didn’t join them. Fay, Kari, Lin, and I sat on one of the benches and watched the group as they exercised.

      “How long do you think it will take for them to finish their exercises?” asked Fay.

      “Catalyna and Marko will be done faster than anyone else,” I judged as I continued watching. “Aside from being members of the Kriger Family, both of them clearly had the benefit of training from a young age. I suspect they’ll finish the obstacle course and exercises in about three hours.”

      They would have finished sooner, but the weights from their clothes made it several magnitudes harder to do anything.

      “This princess is getting exhausted just watching them,” Lin mumbled as her golden eyes darted from individual to individual.

      We kept conversing as we watched, and soon, the first group of individuals finished all of their exercises. Catalyna and Marko were among this group. There was also the man with the scar running down his face and a young woman with unruly auburn hair and clear blue eyes. Despite having finished, the four of them were lying on the ground and breathing heavily as sweat ran down their faces, necks, and backs.

      Standing up, I grabbed the bag containing Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills and walked over to them.

      “I want each of you to take one of these,” I told them. “After you’ve taken the alchemy pill, I want you to begin meditating. If you know the leaf floating exercise, then grab a pair of leaves and do that. If you don’t, then simply circulating your Spiritual Power through your Spiritual Pathways will be enough.”

      I handed a pill to each person, had them consume it, then left them to meditate. While Catalyna and Marko knew of the leaf floating exercise, it seemed the other two did not and were forced to circulate Spiritual Power through their bodies. That was fine. So long as the Spiritual Power was flowing through their Spiritual Pathways, the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill would naturally widen their pathways.

      In pairs of ones and twos, the remaining Spiritualists slowly finished their exercises. I gave them a few minutes to recover. A lot of them were so exhausted that after they finished, they collapsed on the ground, their chests heaving as they gasped for breath. However, once I deemed they had rested enough, I gave them a Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill and told them to meditate.

      While the Spiritualists I was training meditated for close to an hour, Kari, Fay, and Lin each did their own thing. Lin pulled out a book from somewhere and began reading. Fay looked like she was deep in thought. The one who gained my attention the most, however, was Kari, who had pulled out a sheet of parchment and was writing something down.

      Curious, I sat down beside her and looked at the parchment.

      What I saw shocked me.

      There were runes written all over the parchment, which I recognized from having studied them for several years in my previous life under Immig. However, I couldn’t comprehend what these runes meant when put together as they were. Yet even though I didn’t know what these runes meant, I at least knew what they did.

      “Where… did you learn this rune array?” I asked.

      “Hmm?” Kari glanced up at me, tilted her head cutely, then looked back at the runes she had scribbled all over the parchment. She bit her lip. “I’m… not sure. I think they came to me in a dream, but…”

      “A dream?”

      “Yes.” Nodding, Kari continued worrying her lower lip as she tried to explain her dream to me. “I… I can’t really remember it all that well. I was talking to a short man with a beard, and he was telling you and me about this new item he had invented. It was supposed to be something that created a… a… oh, what was it called? I don’t remember, but it was used to store items… I think. It’s just a dream, but I didn’t want to forget the rune array, so I tried to write it down.” She turned to me and smiled. “Silly, right?”

      I didn’t say anything. I think I was too shocked to speak.

      The “short man with a beard” could only be a reference to the Dweorgs, and there was actually one of them who had created a ring that could be used to store items inside of a pocket dimension. I remembered the day Immig had proudly shown us that item.

      While a few of the runes in her array were incorrect, the ones written all over this parchment were most definitely the same ones that Immig had used in his storage ring.

      This all but confirmed my previous theory that Kari, Fay, and Lin could recall their past lives through dreams just like I did, but what did it all mean?
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        * * *

      

      Since it looked like Kari was working on runes, I decided now was a good time to teach Lin, Kari, and Fay more about runes in general. Kari might have begun dreaming about her previous life, but that didn’t mean she understood runes. At the moment, her dreams were indistinct. She could only remember them for a certain amount of time after waking up before they disappeared like dust in the wind.

      “Runes are a unique form of symbols and letters that can be infused with Spiritual Power to create a variety of effects,” I explained to the trio. “However, in order to use them, you not only need to memorize the entire alphabet and their meaning, but you must also learn through experimentation. Different combinations of runes create different effects. For example, if I combined Isa with Uruz, I would be able to create a powerful attack.”

      Channeling Spiritual Power into my finger, I used Rune Writing to create the two runes I was talking about in the air. The runes glowed as I pumped more Spiritual Power into them. Seconds after they fully formed, ice shot from the symbols and slammed into the ground not far away, impaling the dirt.

      Lin squawked in shock. “How did you do that?! You wrote in the air and ice suddenly appeared out of nowhere!”

      “The great thing about runes is that you don’t need an elemental affinity to use them,” I said with a smile. “If you can use Rune Writing, then you can activate the runes just like I did.”

      I looked at Kari, Lin, and Fay. While Kari had pulled out a jar of ink, a quill, and some parchment and was jotting everything down, Lin and Fay looked a little lost. I didn’t think they were as interested in this as Kari despite having said they wanted to learn about runes.

      “There are several ways to use runes aside from Rune Writing,” I continued. “You can inscribe them into weapons and armor to enhance them or create special effects like the gauntlets Fay uses. You can also use them to create Spiritual Technique scrolls. Part of the reason no new Spiritual Technique scrolls exist in Nevaria is that most people have forgotten about how runes work.”

      “You said using runes involves a lot of experimentation,” Kari said suddenly, looking at me with an expression so fervent I thought stars had appeared within her eyes.

      “I did,” I confirmed.

      “What happens if you mess up the runes?”

      “They’ll blow up in your face,” I said. Fay and Lin paled as I continued. “Depending on how many runes you are using and the complexity of the array you want to create, they could just sputter out without doing damage, but they could also kill you. I know a guy who once tried to create a rune array with 165 runes. Not only did he get himself killed, but the entire building he was in exploded. Luckily, he was working away from everyone else, so nobody but him died, but that should tell you how dangerous creating runes can be.”

      “This princess suddenly wants nothing to do with runes,” Lin exclaimed. “She thinks her time could be better spent learning something else.”

      “If that’s how you feel, then it’s okay.” I nodded at her. “Runes are dangerous, so if you don’t have the fortitude to learn them, then don’t. We can always find something else that you can specialize in.”

      “Thank you, Darling.”

      “What about you, Fay?” I asked.

      Fay was silent for a while, biting her lip as she stared at me in indecision. Finally, she sighed. “I don’t think runes are for me either. It sounds like this will require a lot of time and effort to learn, but if it’s going to take that much of my time, I would prefer to use it for training.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. I honestly didn’t feel bad about this. Runes weren’t for everyone. Even I only knew enough to create Spiritual Techniques and a few basic rune arrays. I would be considered an adept at best.

      “I want to ask more about runes,” Kari suddenly said. “Can you explain these runes to me? I know the meanings for some of them, but not all of them, and runes have multiple meanings depending on how they are used, right? Also, how does someone go about creating a rune array? What are the necessary components for their creation?”

      Feeling a grin threatening to split my lips, I sat down next to Kari and began carefully explaining runes to her. Lin and Fay watched us for a moment, but then Lin huffed and began reading again, while Fay sighed, stood up, and began practicing combat forms.

      Since our time was limited, Kari and I agreed to continue our conversation on runes later. We still had work to do.

      After having the Spiritualists meditate for exactly one hour, I had all of them spar against either myself, Lin, Kari, or Fay.

      Because all of us were many times stronger than they were, and the other Spiritualists were tired while we were fresh, it wasn’t a fight so much as a series of one-sided slaughters. None of the Spiritualists who sparred against us stood a chance. We crushed them. Even Catalyna and Marko were beaten black and blue by me.

      “Excellent job, everyone!” I said to the crowd of tired and beaten Spiritualists. “You all managed to survive the first day of training. Now! Whether you decide to live here as a member of the sect or at your own homes, I would like to suggest all of you take a bath here. Our servants have prepared individual baths for each of you that contain the special Body Forging Pills you need to refine your body and heal your wounds. Once you are done with your bath, you may either choose to leave for home or remain here. If you decide to remain here, speak with one of our clerks about getting your own room.”

      No one moved at first, but considering they were all lying on the ground and a few of them looked like they were close to losing consciousness, I didn’t let that bother me. I called Jessie and the two maids we had hired and asked them to wait for everyone to pick themselves up before escorting them each to a bath. After informing them of what I wanted, I traveled up to my living space with Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      “Haaaaaah! That was tiring,” Lin complained as she sprawled herself out on one of the couches in the living room. “This princess had no idea training other people would be so exhausting.”

      “It was a lot harder than I thought it would be,” Fay added as she looked at me with admiration in her eyes. She was sitting on the other couch with Kari. “I think I’m beginning to understand how you felt when you were training me for the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      I shook my head. “What we just did was way harder than when I trained you. Back then, the only people I had to train were you and myself, but now we have almost forty more Spiritualists who currently aren’t anywhere near strong enough to accomplish what I need them to. It’s probably going to take at least a month or two before they meet my minimum standards.”

      “Your minimum standards?” Kari asked with a smile. “So, being able to defeat B-Rank Demon Beasts on their own is what you would call the most basic of requirements?”

      “Yes.” Nodding, I toyed with one of the extra cylinders I had the blacksmith make for me. “Being able to defeat a B-Rank Demon Beast is something I believe every member of our sect should be able to do. Of course, once these Spiritualists have been trained up, I won’t worry about whether or not any new members can do this, but I at least want our first group to be strong enough that all of them can lead expeditions into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “And you will only consider someone capable if they can defeat a B-Rank Demon Beast?” Kari asked for clarification.

      “Yes.”

      “I see someone has high standards.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      When I had been the sect leader of Brave Vesperia, every member had been capable of defeating B-Rank Demon Beasts by themselves. Even though we were considered a mid-level sect because we didn’t have enough members to become a high-level sect, our sect had been held up as one of the elite fighting sects thanks to the incredible prowess of our members. All of them had been personally trained by either Kari or myself. What’s more, the two of us had been powerhouses who could defeat A-Rank Demon Beasts on our own.

      As I chatted with the three women, someone eventually knocked on the door. It was Jessie. When I told her she could enter, the somewhat timid girl arrived while pushing a tray into the room. The tray had several plates of food sitting on it. There was a roasted boar and a bowl of salad made from mixed greens and berries.

      “The chef, um, prepared this for you,” Jessie stammered.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It looks sooo delicious,” Lin mumbled as drool leaked from her mouth.

      Since eating in what was essentially a space meant for lounging seemed to be in poor taste, we adjourned to the table, which was long enough to fit six people. Jessie set our plates and utensils in front of us, then served up the food.

      The scent was mouthwatering. I could tell from the way my nose tingled as I took in the smell that it was made from a blend of spices that relied on curry powder. Often considered a commoner’s spice, curry powder was well-known for having a good deal of kick. I believed the main ingredient in curry powder was chili peppers.

      Jessie bowed to us and left after she finished serving our food. She didn’t even stay long enough for us to thank her. I suppose she was just that timid, or maybe we were just that frightening. Maybe I should talk to her soon. It would not be good if my own employees were scared of me.

      I was glad the chef had decided to roast a whole boar because Lin ate about two-thirds of it on her own. She seemed to enjoy the dish a great deal.

      “This spiciness is simply delectable,” she said with a satisfied hiss as she rubbed her now swollen belly. “This princess has not tasted anything this spicy in a long time. It reminds her of home.”

      “It does have a nice kick,” Kari added as she nibbled on the meat. “All the stuff our family’s head chef makes is very mild. This doesn’t have the same complex blend of flavors, but the spiciness more than makes up for it.”

      “I think I can even taste mustard seed in here,” Fay mumbled as she thoughtfully chewed a piece of meat.

      The dinner had been served with chilled red wine, which complemented the roasted boar.

      As we ate and spoke about trivial matters, I thought about all the things I needed to accomplish. First, I needed to train the Spiritualists so they were strong enough to begin taking missions. Second, I needed to begin advertising the fact that our sect was taking missions. Third, I needed to salvage the Basilisk for parts, though I could, fortunately, leave that up to the Nevarian Spiritualists. Fourth, I needed to travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and find and defeat four A-Rank Demon Beasts with the respective elements of light, darkness, earth, and fire. Fifth, I needed to refine four Elemental Enlightenment Pills for Kari, Lin, and Fay. Two were for Fay and Kari, but the other two were for Lin since she had two elements. Of course, this was on top of getting the ingredients and refining a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill for myself. However, the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill I wanted to refine required me to defeat an S-Rank Demon Beast… and doing that was currently out of the question right now.

      I also needed to find out what that Sekbeist had been doing in Bucharest.

      In short, I had my work cut out for me.

      Another knock sounded at the door, but unlike when Jessie waited for permission, whoever was on the other end pushed the door open and entered without waiting.

      The person who entered was Gertrude. She walked up to us and gave a respectful bow.

      “Master Eryk. Mistress Kari. Mistress Fay. Mistress Lin. I’ve come to inform you that Mistress Kari’s brothers are currently waiting for you in the lobby. They said they wished to speak with you.”

      Curious to know what they wanted, I stood up and looked at the girls. “You three can continue eating. I’ll see what they want.” I looked at Gertrude. “Lead the way please.”

      Gertrude bowed once more and walked out of the door. I followed her as the girls began eating again.

      We made our way into the lobby on the first floor, where Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel were waiting for me. The three young men were staring at the lobby with something resembling admiration. Even Geirolf seemed impressed by the simple yet imposing decorations. However, as I walked up to them, the group turned toward me.

      The three of them were wearing simple tunics, pants, and boots. Of course, I called the tunics simple, but they were clearly made of high-quality fabric. Geirolf’s was red, Mykkel’s was green, and Earland’s was dark blue.

      “I’m glad to see you three are up and about,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

      “First things first, we have a message from Dad… from Dante,” Mykkel said, letting me know which dad he was referring to. It must have been hard having three fathers. Would my kids be like that with their mothers? “He wanted to let you know that he salvaged everything he could from the Basilisk. The parts are currently in storage at the Nevarian Spiritualist’s northern barracks. You can come by to pick them up whenever you like.”

      I was glad to hear Dante had managed to salvage the Basilisk so quickly. There was a lot that could be done with the Basilisk’s body. Its hide could be used for clothes, its bones for weapons and armor, and its blood and organs made great ingredients for alchemy. I had a lot of things I wanted to use it for.

      “There was also something else he wanted to speak to you about, but he didn’t tell us what it was,” Mykkel added.

      “I see.” Cupping my chin in my hand, I wondered what Dante could possibly have to share with me that he couldn’t tell others. However, I couldn’t think of anything except maybe information about the Sekbeists. “Thank you. I’ll go see him at the first opportunity. Was there anything else you wanted to tell me?”

      “A few things.” Mykkel smiled before looking at Geirolf.

      I gazed at the youngest of Kari’s three brothers. The young man of nineteen years stepped forward and swept his blue eyes across my face before averting them. He ran a sweaty hand through his spiky brown hair.

      “Look I… um… I wanted to thank you for… you know… saving me and stuff,” he said.

      Geirolf had never liked me. From the moment we met, he had constantly tried to one-up me in some way, shape, or form. If he wasn’t belittling or insulting me, then he was acting out. I could always tell that his reasons for disliking me so much were more than petty jealousy. Mykkel had once said it was because of the pressure placed upon Geirolf by their parents, but I didn’t really care about his reasons.

      I didn’t really like Geirolf all that much either. The way he berated and belittled Kari bothered me. It didn’t matter what his reasons were. That said, I understood that thanking me like this was incredibly hard for him.

      “You are welcome,” I replied easily enough. “I’m glad you were not permanently harmed by what happened.”

      Geirolf nodded but didn’t say anything. A strange silence filled the air as Mykkel and Earland continued to stare at Geirolf, who began sweating even more fiercely. It seemed this young man had something else he wanted to say to me. Whatever he wanted to say, however, must have been extremely difficult. He looked like he wanted to flee.

      “I, uh…” Geirolf coughed into his hand after his voice cracked. With an embarrassed blush spreading across his cheeks, he began again. “I mean, we were wondering if we could, um… join your sect.”

      “You wish to join the Nevarian Braves?” I asked for clarification, not quite sure I had heard correctly.

      “Y-yes,” Geirolf admitted, though it sounded like he was swallowing something incredibly bitter. “I’ve realized that I’m not very strong… or a very good person. I want to improve. I don’t want what happened to me in Bucharest to happen again, and… well, you’re really strong, so I thought you could help…”

      Once again, Geirolf trailed off. That seemed to be about the extent of what he could say, but even so, I was honestly a little impressed. For Geirolf to admit all this to me meant he was growing up. It took a strong person to admit you had faults. It took a stronger person to seek out someone you disliked because you knew they could help you.

      “And you two also want to join?” I asked.

      “We already have our mother and fathers’ permission,” Earland said before going silent.

      “We also feel inadequate,” Mykkel explained for the two of them. “Although we managed to escape from the Basilisk, the two of us nearly died. We would have died if it wasn’t for you. I shudder to think about what else could happen to us while we’re exploring. To be honest, our recent encounter with death has made me too afraid to consider stepping into the Demon Beast Mountain Range again. I’d like to overcome that.”

      Their reasons were sound. I couldn’t find fault in them. Also, they were Kari’s older brothers, so it wasn’t like I could just dismiss them out of hand. However…

      “If you join the Nevarian Braves, you will have to follow any orders I give you,” I spoke to all of them, but my gaze was on Geirolf. “Can you do that?”

      “O-of course I can!” Geirolf sputtered.

      I smiled. “Then welcome to the Nevarian Braves.”
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            I Just Want to be Helpful

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I needed to do after Earland, Mykkel, and Geirolf joined my sect was find out whether they were going to live here or at the Imperial Royal Palace.

      “I’m going to live here,” Geirolf declared.

      While I turned to stare at the young man, Mykkel gave a helpless smile and said, “Earland and I plan on staying at the Imperial Royal Palace. It will take longer for us to get here, but we do not wish to leave our family alone now that Kari has spread her wings and left.”

      I nodded to show I understood what he meant and hailed down a passing maid. It was not Gertrude or Jessie. This particular maid didn’t have the muscles of Gertrude, but she also lacked the timidness of Jessie. Her hair was a dark blonde that bordered on brown. She had blue eyes and was quite short. She only reached up to my solar plexus. Like the others, she was wearing a black and white dress to signify her position as a maid.

      “Vansette, please show Geirolf to an empty room that he can live in,” I said.

      “At once, Master Eryk.” The woman known as Vansette bowed before leading Geirolf up the stairs that led to the loft. There was a doorway on the other side that would lead into the second floor, where most of the living spaces were.

      “Would you two like me to give you a tour?” I asked Mykkel and Earland. The two looked like they were seriously considering my suggestion. After a few moments, they both nodded.

      “We would like that,” Mykkel said with a smile.

      I gave the two a tour of the grounds, starting with the courtyard out back, then working my way from the first floor to the fourth. The only floor I did not show them was the top floor. Since that was where Kari, Lin, Fay, and I lived, I didn’t feel comfortable showing it off to others—not even if they were going to be family.

      Kari joined me at some point. It seemed she was curious to know what her brothers wanted. She expressed shock when I informed her that they all planned on joining our sect, but she didn’t seem to be against the idea. Even when I told her that Geirolf wanted to live in the headquarters with us, she didn’t seem to mind. She just went with the flow.

      The tour lasted for around an hour, and by the time I was done, it was later in the afternoon. I wondered what I should do. All of the Spiritualists who joined our sect but didn’t want to live there had already left. Meanwhile, the ones who were staying with us were sleeping in their rooms, according to the servants, and I was loath to bother them after beating them to a bloody pulp.

      “I think… I’m going to visit Dante at the Nevarian Spiritualist’s northern barracks,” I said at last.

      Kari smiled as she tucked a strand of golden hair behind her ears and leaned over to look at me from a different angle. It was a curious gesture, but I also thought it was cute.

      “I’ll go with you,” she decided.

      I had no problem with that, and so the two of us left our sect headquarters together and traveled through the streets of Nevaria. The northern garrison wasn’t too far from our new place. In fact, the journey only took about fifteen minutes on foot.

      Of course, those fifteen minutes were filled with people staring at us in awe and reverence.

      When the stares first began, I had assumed they were all staring at Kari, which I didn’t necessarily blame them for, though I did find it annoying. It wasn’t until Kari informed me that I was the recipient of those stares that I realized the reason for them. Even now, I could hear the people we passed whispering about me.

      “So that’s Eryk Veiger, huh? I remember seeing him in the parade, but… he’s really pretty up close, isn’t he?”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve never seen such a gorgeous man before! He’s so feminine and graceful!”

      “I could just gobble him up!”

      Those comments were coming from the women’s section of the peanut gallery, and I had a hard time ignoring them.

      In the eight months since I had returned to the past, my body had filled out. It had gone from being the body of a scrawny young man who looked like a girl to someone with lean, hard muscles that rippled as I walked. I was honestly proud of how much more defined my muscles were. No, my chest wasn’t the brawniest, my shoulders weren’t the broadest, and my legs weren’t buff like some Spiritualists, but I prided myself on the fact that I had denser and leaner muscles than almost anyone else.

      That still didn’t change the fact that I had a very feminine appearance. It just meant I was now seen as a very pretty man instead of being mistaken for a girl all the time.

      I sighed.

      “Everyone thinks you are so pretty.” Kari giggled into her hand. “I’m almost jealous.”

      “Don’t you start with that,” I groaned, the long hair tied behind my back swishing as we walked. “Besides, you’re way prettier than I’ll ever be.”

      “I don’t know about that…”

      Seeing the smile on Kari’s face as she teased me caused a smile to appear on my own face. I reached out and took her hand. Kari’s smile grew wider as she walked a little closer to me, reached out with her free hand, and placed it on my arm. She looked so content that I felt like my heart was going to burst. Even though eight months had passed since I returned to the past, I still had trouble believing I could finally share moments like this with Kari again.

      Of course, the moment we began walking arm in arm, everyone around us began talking again, their voices even louder than before.

      “Oh, my gosh! Aren’t they just the cutest couple ever?!”

      “They look so perfect together.”

      “I have never seen a more ideal pair!”

      “Damn it! I wish that man was me!”

      “The only reason Kari likes him so much is that he’s pretty!”

      “All pretty boys deserve to die!”

      I ignored the mixed comments from the various onlookers or tried to, and we finally reached the Nevarian Spiritualist’s northern barracks.

      The Nevarian Spiritualist northern barracks was a two-story structure made from a combination of stone and wood. The triangle-shaped roof was composed of wooden shingles. It wasn’t an extravagant building. Containing a design that made it functional, the barracks were surrounded by a large wall with only a single gate.

      A pair of guards stood at the gate entrance, and they let us through upon seeing us. Our faces were pretty well-known by this point.

      “Please wait here,” one of the guards said after he led us into the main foyer. “I’ll bring Commander Dante down for you.”

      We could have just gone up to see Dante ourselves, but this guard seemed rather adamant, so I just let him do as he pleased. Kari and I found a small bench on the other side of the room. We sat down as the man walked up the wooden stairs and disappeared through a doorway.

      While waiting for Dante to arrive, we spoke about several issues.

      “How long do you think it will take for us to reach the Third State of Spiritualism?” asked Kari.

      I pondered her question, giving it some serious thought.

      In my previous life, Kari had reached the Third State of Spiritualism about one year after we returned from Niðavellir. She had gained her enlightenment from a combination of constantly using her element in battle, meditating on her element, and using pills to help her during meditation, which allowed her to reach a unique state of enlightenment. However, Kari had also been about somewhere in her forties back then… I think. I actually didn’t know how old either of us had been since I never kept track of our birthdays.

      “It will probably take more than a year,” I admitted with a frown. “At present, the only methods you can use to reach the Third State of Spiritualism is enlightenment through combat and meditation. However, gaining enlightenment through combat is difficult. Either you gain it all at once, or you gain it slowly over the course of many years. Meditation is similar. Reaching into your subconscious through meditation and becoming intimately acquainted with your element requires at least a decade or two. If you use both methods, you can probably cut that time down by about five years.”

      I paused for a breath. Leaning my head back, I gazed at the ceiling as curious onlookers passed by the bench. I traced one of the support beams with my eyes.

      “That’s why you want to refine that Elemental Enlightenment Pill for us, right?” Kari asked.

      “Yes.” Nodding, I shifted my gaze from the ceiling back to Kari. “I’m hoping to cut down the amount of time you need to reach the Third State of Spiritualism by having you, Fay, and Lin take the Elemental Enlightenment Pill.”

      “Is there a reason you are in such a rush?” asked Kari suddenly. Her vibrant blue eyes bore into mine, making me slightly uncomfortable. “I never brought this up before, but it seems like you are always in a rush to make us all stronger. You’re constantly pushing yourself to train us all, taking everything onto your shoulders and working yourself to the bone. You work so hard I’m almost surprised you haven’t dropped dead from exhaustion.”

      Her words made me wonder what I should tell her. I couldn’t exactly tell Kari that I was from the future, or that I wanted her and the others to be strong so they could protect themselves against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm when I finally confronted him. My story was so far-fetched that I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t lived through it.

      At the same time, I didn’t want to lie. Kari was the light of my life. In my previous life, she had saved me, and in this life, she meant the world to me. Even though I loved Fay and Lin with all my heart, Kari would hold a special place inside of me because of what I shared with her in my last life.

      I opened my mouth to say something, though I didn’t know what I planned on saying, but someone called out to us before I could answer her.

      “Eryk! Kari! Good to see you two!”

      We looked up to find Dante walking down the stairs. He was dressed in the standard silver armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist Commander. There was a boyish sort of charm about him. I think it was because he looked so young. Of course, most Spiritualists appeared young because their Spiritual Power caused their aging to slow. His youthful appearance created an interesting contrast with his silver hair.

      “Father,” Kari greeted Dante as she and I stood up from the bench.

      “I’m glad you two are here,” Dante said with a grin. “We’ve managed to salvage the Basilisk. Come out back with me and I’ll show you what we have.”

      The northern barracks had a courtyard behind the main building. It was mostly used for training, but there were several buildings out back as well.

      As Kari and I followed Dante past the courtyard, we found several dozen Nevarian Spiritualists hard at work. Some were swinging their weapons at straw dummies, others were sparring, a few were practicing Spiritual Techniques, and some had even opted to try meditating. There were two captains present among the Nevarian Spiritualists. I didn’t remember their names, but I recognized them from the meeting we held when Fay had been kidnapped by Grant Leucht.

      At the very back of the courtyard was a storage shed. It was filled with supplies like swords, bows, halberds, and other weapons. There were also shields of various shapes and sizes.

      As we entered the room, Dante led us to the back, where several large boxes were sitting stacked on top of each other. He grabbed one of the boxes and popped open the lid. When Kari and I looked inside, we found what must have been several dozen meters worth of snakeskin.

      “Most of the boxes here are full of snakeskin,” Dante informed us. “In fact, I’d say more than a third of these boxes are nothing but Basilisk hide. The rest of the boxes contain the bones and jarred organs and blood. I’m really not sure what you want to do with those, but since you said you can use them, I decided to keep them in sealed containers so they don’t spoil.”

      Basilisks were extremely powerful creatures, even immature ones like the one I had killed. Their Spiritual Power was so dense and permeated every part of their body that even after death, the Spiritual Residue hanging around them would keep their bodies fresh. This meant they wouldn’t spoil for at least a couple of years. However, I didn’t tell Dante this after he had gone through so much trouble.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’d like to take two boxes full of Basilisk hide, one box of bones, and the Basilisk organs. You can sell off the rest and put that money into buying equipment for the Nevarian Spiritualists.”

      “That’s awfully generous of you,” Dante said as he closed the lid and sealed the box shut.

      I shrugged. “Consider this my way of saying thank you.”

      “I don’t really think there’s any need for that since you saved my sons, but sure, let’s go with that,” Dante agreed.

      After leaving the storage shed, Dante hailed down several Spiritualists who were training and had them load up several boxes’ worth of Basilisk parts into a wagon. When the wagon was loaded, Kari and I climbed into the back with the boxes, while one of the Spiritualists hopped into the driver’s seat. With a crack of the reins, the driver took off.

      It actually took longer for the wagon to reach the Nevarian Braves headquarters than it would have if we walked, but Kari and I enjoyed the time we spent together. We were usually with Fay and Lin. Time alone like this was rare.

      Once the wagon slowed to a stop, Kari and I climbed out and began unloading the boxes. It took us a little while to decide where we should put the Basilisk parts. Since I planned on heading to a tailor sometime tomorrow to have the hide made into clothing, I didn’t want to stash them somewhere hard to reach. We eventually decided on putting them inside of a storage room on the first floor. After that, we traveled back up to our living quarters.

      The moment I opened the door and walked inside, I found Lin dozing away on the couch. She was lying on her back. Her modest chest moved up and down with each breath she took. Drool was leaking from her lips as she mumbled something incomprehensible under her breath. Because her tail was so long, it hung off the side and rested against the floor.

      Wearing a sisterly smile, Kari knelt beside Lin and began stroking her hair. The Lamia girl mumbled a little as she nuzzled the hand.

      “She must have been exhausted,” Kari said with a slight giggle. “Lin doesn’t like showing weakness, so she always tries her best to put up a strong front, but I’m sure training all those Spiritualists drained her.”

      “She did do her best,” I said. “I think it’s a little harder on her than it is on you and Fay. Both of you have the advantage of having been trained, but Lin has never actually done any real training herself until we started our daily spars.” I looked around for a moment, frowning as I realized something. “I wonder where Fay went.”

      “She might be taking a bath,” Kari suggested.

      “I think I’ll see if that’s where she is,” I said at last. “Maybe I’ll join her.”

      “That is probably a good idea,” Kari admitted. “Fay seems to be feeling down about something. Why don’t you see if you can help her?”

      I nodded to Kari before leaving the room and wandering down the stairs to the first floor. Like her, I had also noticed that Fay had been fairly deep in thought recently. Sometimes when we were talking, she would space out and not respond to me right away. It worried me a little. However, I had a fairly decent handle on Fay these days, so I was pretty sure I knew what was troubling her.

      The private bathing room was located further away from the other rooms. It had its own hallway and the door could only be opened with a specific key. Fay, Kari, Lin, and I were the only ones who had this key.

      I unlocked the door and entered the changing room, which was just a simple room with a basket where one could fold their clothes and a toilet. Like the other toilets in Nevaria, this one consisted of a stone bench with a large hole in the center. The sound of rushing water came from inside of it, so this toilet was obviously connected to the sewer system beneath the city.

      After taking off my clothes, I walked through the door on the opposite side of the room.

      The bathing room wasn’t the largest one I had ever been in. Indeed, the bathing room at the Imperial Royal Palace was about two times larger than this one. It was shaped like a simple square. The bath was made of stones and was maybe two or two and a half square meters in size. A stool with a bucket sat off to one side. I noticed the cleaning products situated next to the bucket.

      Fay was in the bath. Her back was turned so I couldn’t see her face, but when I closed the door, she quickly turned her head to see who had entered. She relaxed a little when she saw me. However, her already red face turned an even darker shade of red.

      “E-Eryk!” she squeaked. “What are you doing here?”

      “When I didn’t see you in our room, I figured you might be in the bath and thought I’d join you. I hope that’s okay?”

      “I-I don’t mind.” Fay looked away as she slowly turned around, presenting her muscular back to me once again.

      I filled the bucket with water from the bath, being careful to be respectful and not look at Fay as she sat there. We were engaged; however, I knew she wasn’t comfortable when I ogled her. Once the bucket was full, I dumped it over my head, then filled the bucket again so I could bring it back to the stool.

      While I would normally take my time scrubbing myself down, I worked fast this time, cleaning myself off with soap before rinsing it all away. It wasn’t long before I was lowering myself into the bath and sitting against the wall beside Fay. I had chosen to sit so close that our naked thighs were touching.

      I didn’t say anything at first, though not for a lack of having nothing to say. It was rare for me to relax. Kari was right when she said I was always working. Sometimes I felt like the only time I got any rest was when I fell asleep.

      As I relaxed, Fay kept sneaking glances at me. I could feel her eyes on me. Unlike her, I didn’t mind if she looked.

      “Fay… have you been troubled by anything recently?” I asked after several minutes.

      “Troubled? What do you mean?”

      I could tell that Fay was trying hard not to confess how she felt when she looked away from me. She wasn’t very good at keeping her feelings to herself. Fay was an open book.

      “You seem to be bothered by something lately,” I said. “I was hoping you would tell me about it.”

      Fay didn’t speak at first, and I didn’t rush her. Whatever problem she was having was something that truly bothered her. I gave her the time she needed to compose herself.

      “I’ve just been thinking about how… I haven’t really been helpful to you,” she finally confessed. She stared into the water, her long red hair floating in the bath like streamers. “So far, the only time I have been able to do anything for you was during the Demon Beast attack, but I haven’t been able to do anything else to help you at all. I can’t support you the way Kari does.”

      Nodding along with her words, I asked, “And does that bother you?”

      “P-please don’t misunderstand!” Fay suddenly waved her hands in the air. I wondered if she knew I could see her breasts now, but I realized she probably didn’t or she wouldn’t have done that. “I’m not jealous of Kari or anything of the sort. It is just that I wish there was something I could do to help you. As things stand right now, you are the one who is always helping and supporting me, while I have given you nothing in return.”

      I didn’t say anything at first. I could have. I could have told her that she didn’t need to support me, that just her being by my side was support enough, but I knew that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. It wouldn’t make her feel better.

      “I think you are looking at this from the wrong perspective,” I said at last.

      “What do you mean?” asked Fay.

      “I mean that you seem to think you’re useless because Kari is doing a lot of work that others can’t do,” I said. “It’s true that Kari has been helping me handle a lot of the administrative details for the sect. She’s helping me with our budget, working out training schedules, and even teaching me how to efficiently deal with paperwork. But that’s because Kari is knowledgeable about those things. You’re fixated on the fact that she can do something you can’t, but there are plenty of things you can do that she can’t.”

      “What can I do?” asked Fay. She leaned in toward me, seemingly eager to know what sort of help she could provide.

      “That would depend,” I said. “What is it that you want to do? Do you want to learn a new skill? Are you interested in learning how to handle paperwork? You said you’re not interested in learning runes, but would you like to learn alchemy? Fay, you can learn any skill and become good enough to assist me and the others. You just have to decide what it is you want to do and go from there.”

      “I… I see.” Fay raised her left hand from beneath the water and bit her thumb for a moment. I could tell she was deep in thought, so I didn’t interrupt her. “I have been going about this the wrong way, haven’t I? I was thinking about all the things I couldn’t do, but I completely forgot that even the stuff Kari helps you with is a learned skill. She didn’t just know how to create a budget. She learned it from her tutors.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Anything can be taught. If you have something you want to learn so you can help me, you just have to let me know. I’ll either teach you myself or have someone more knowledgeable teach you. Once you’ve learned what you need, I can definitely use your assistance.”

      “I understand,” Fay said at last. “I don’t really know what I want to do yet, but I will give this matter some serious thought and make a decision soon.”

      “I look forward to hearing what you decide,” I said.

      Fay smiled at me. It was a genuine smile filled with gratitude. Seeing that gaze directed at me caused a warm feeling to spread through my chest.

      Since we were already naked and in the bath, I thought it would be a waste to just stay like this. I reached out with a hand and cupped Fay’s cheek. As I stroked her cheek with my thumb, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to hers.

      Fay released a surprised sound. The noise was hampered by my mouth. However, the sound soon went from something like a squeak to a soft mewling sound. Fay tilted her head back so we could kiss more easily. As I slipped my tongue into her mouth, I slid my hand along the smoothness of her pale skin, traveling from her cheek to her neck, then down to her breasts, floating in the water like buoyant balloons.

      “Mmmm!”

      I cupped her left breast in my hand and used my index finger to play with her inverted nipple. It was hidden inside of the folds of her areola, but as I squeezed, caressed, and fingered her, the small bud slowly emerged, allowing me to further toy with it. Her nipple was puffy and soft. I squished it between my fingers and gave a light tug.

      “Hrrrrmmmmm!”

      Drool leaked down Fay’s mouth as we continued to kiss. Her nipples were very sensitive, perhaps because they were often protected by folds of skin. Caressing one of them as I was seemed to drive her insane, and she squirmed as I swirled my finger around it.

      While I would have loved to continue, I didn’t play with her nipple for long. I trailed my hand down her stomach. The feeling of her flexing abdominal muscles would have made me harder than mythril if I wasn’t already sporting an erection. It wasn’t long before I reached her smooth nethers. Placing my hand against her plump lips, I enjoyed how squishy they were as I pressed a single finger against her slit.

      “Hrrrnnnnn! E-Eryk!”

      Fay cried out my name as I released her mouth from our kiss. Since I wanted to feel more of her, I pulled this beautiful woman onto my lap. While continuing to rub my finger along her folds, I wrapped my other arm around her and hugged her close as I leaned down and placed my mouth against her breast.

      “Hyk! Oh! Oh! Eryk! If you do that—if you do that, I’ll—ahn! I’ll lose my mind!”

      I swirled my tongue around the other areola. I was playing with the nipple still hidden inside of her breast, gently coaxing it out. The nipple soon stiffened and emerged from its hiding place. I could feel it poking against my tongue.

      “Ah… Oh… haaaah… Eryk… that feels… it feels so good… I… ahn!”

      Listening to Fay’s words was music to my ears and encouraged me to continue. As I sucked on her nipple and swirled my tongue around it, I inserted my first finger into her and began caressing her insides. Her walls were warm and sticky. They conformed to my finger and held on like a clamp. After adding a second finger, I began slowly pumping them inside of her while using my thumb to work her clit out from underneath the small hood. The tiny bud twitched as I stimulated it.

      “Nnnggg! I can’t! Oh! Eryk! I can’t take much more of thiiiiiiiss!!”

      The longer I continued, the less Fay found herself capable of speech. Eventually, all she could produce were loud moans as she ground her pelvis against my hand. I curled my fingers. Where was it? I was looking for a patch that felt slightly rougher than… ah. There it was. I moved my fingers in a “come hither” gesture that caused Fay to release a moan louder than before. Her body eventually became incredibly stiff as she screamed so loudly, I was sure everyone heard it. What’s more, her thighs were quivering as they clamped down on my hand, and a flow of juices merged with the bathwater.

      As her body relaxed, I removed my fingers from her warm pussy, regretting how we were inside of the tub. All the water had washed off my hands. I couldn’t lick her juices from my fingers like I normally did.

      “Er…. haaaaah… Eryk,” Fay suddenly called out to me.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Um, I want… to…”

      Fay looked embarrassed as she tried to talk. She started, stopped, then started again, but the words refused to come out.

      Finally, she stood up. Her legs wobbled, but she gently pushed me away when I tried to help her. Turning around, she slowly climbed out of the bath and leaned over until her ass was sticking in the air and her chest was pressed firmly against the bathing room floor. And as if the pose wasn’t erotic enough, Fay reached behind her and spread her pussy lips apart, allowing me to see the beautiful pink flesh inside.

      “Would you… um… inside of me…” Fay tried again but still couldn’t quite say exactly what she wanted.

      I thought it was adorable.

      Standing up, I moved behind Fay and grabbed her hips. Her face was burning red, but even if she couldn’t tell me what she wanted outright, she could at least use body language to get her desire across. Her hands remained where they were, spreading her lips open. I lined myself up and pressed my head against her wet cunt. I didn’t push in yet, but her lips quivered slightly as I let the tip rest against them.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      Fay didn’t say anything. She nodded once.

      “Okay. I’m going in.”

      I pressed the tip of my dick against her opening, guiding it with one hand. Fay removed her hands and pressed them against the ground. I watched as the folds of her glistening sex engulfed the head of my cock. Taking a deep breath, I slowly pushed my way inside of her. Fay released a deep groan as centimeter after centimeter of my dick disappeared. I also grunted as I tried not to let on how the sensations caused by her warm walls squeezing me nearly made me cum, and I was soon buried in her pussy up to the hilt.

      Looking down at our connection, I spent a moment getting used to being inside of her. This new angle of ours was something we hadn’t done before. I felt like my dick was reaching new places inside her.

      “Let me know when I can move,” I said.

      “You can move now,” Fay told me. “Please, um… please pound… my pussy…”

      Fay couldn’t do dirty talk. I thought that was cute.

      “I will,” I said as I placed my hands on her hips again. “I’ll pound your pussy so hard, you’ll be screaming my name.”

      I didn’t think Fay could blush any harder, but I was proven wrong when her cheeks lit up like fireworks. The combination of her embarrassment, the feeling of her warm walls surrounding my shaft, and my love for her was too much for me to take.

      I began thrusting my hips.

      “Oh! Oh, gosh! W-what is this?! You’re… you’re going so deep! Haaah! Haaaah! Ahn! It feels like you’re hitting my womb! Hyk! Haaaah! Haaaa! Eryk! Eryk!”

      I grunted as I pounded my dick into Fay, the sound of our hips slapping together echoing around the room. Her vagina was rubbing me in all the right places. The love juices flowing around my dick covered me in warm lubrication, allowing me to slide in and out of her more easily. Some of it trailed down her quivering and clenching thighs and caused her skin to glisten. The way her ass jiggled as I fucked her from behind made my dick swell. It felt like I was growing even harder.

      “Ah! Ah! Haaa! Haaah! Hyk!”

      Fay’s cries became increasingly louder. She had buried her face in her arms as though to stop herself from being heard, but that hardly did anything. Her voice bounced along the walls and created an echo that mixed with my moans, grunts, and the sound of our bodies slapping together.

      I wanted more. I wanted to hear more of her cries. I wanted to see her face in ecstasy.

      Leaning forward, I reached my hands underneath Fay’s body, grabbed two handfuls of her breasts, and pulled her up so we were both standing.

      “OOOOH!!!”

      Thrusting from this new position was a little hard, but I didn’t stop. I groped her tits, played with her nipples, and roughly kissed her neck. Fay was leaning her head back, spine arched. It looked like her neck muscles had relaxed because her head limply lolled to the left. Her eyes were wide, tongue hanging out as drool ran down her mouth. She looked insensate.

      I wasn’t worried. She wasn’t saying anything, but her incoherent moaning let me know she was okay.

      Her tits shook in my hands as I continued moving my hips, thrusting in and out, in and out. The rhythm I worked out was fast. The feeling of her love canal rubbing against my dick created electric arcs of pleasure that traveled straight to my brain. It felt like my dick was poking against her stomach, though I was sure that was just my imagination. As we continued, I felt my ending coming.

      “Fay,” I grunted into her neck as my balls tightened. “I’m going… to cum!”

      “Yes! Cum! D-do it!” Fay was able to at least say that much, and her words were all the stimulation I needed.

      I released one of her breasts and reached down to rub her clit. The added stimulation caused Fay’s entire back to arch against me as she screamed. It was so loud I thought my eardrums might burst, but I couldn’t focus on that as I released my cum inside of her. The sticky substance flowed around my still semi-erect cock and leaked out of her pussy, creating white trails down her inner thighs.
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A bright golden glow appeared on Fay’s chest as the runes became visible. I had gotten used to seeing them by this point, so I didn’t pay them any mind. It wasn’t like I would learn anything new from staring at them.

      Fay released several more moans as her body shuddered and twitched before she completely relaxed in my arms.

      My orgasm had been so powerful that I needed several seconds to recover. Standing there, I took a few deep breaths as I held the nearly limp Fay, one hand cupping her pussy, which I was still buried in, and the other wrapped around her torso underneath her breasts.

      “Fay… how are you feeling? You doing all right?” I asked at last.

      “…”

      “Fay? Hello? Nevaria to Fay.”

      When Fay didn’t respond to me, I finally looked at her and realized why she hadn’t said anything.

      “Oh, crap! Fay! Are you okay?!”

      Her face was completely red, eyes rolled up in the back of her head, and drool leaking down her mouth. Whether it was from the heat or the power of her orgasm, I couldn’t say, but Fay Valstine was lying passed out in my arms.
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            From Past to Present

          

        

      

    

    
      A year had passed since I returned from that floating island off the coast of the Rotfang Forest. The Sekbeists continued to attack villages and towns, the many sects of the Northern Plains continued to fight them, and the world continued to turn.

      I wouldn’t say I forgot about the man who had emerged from that coffin, but I had long since put him out of my mind. None of the Dweorgs I had spoken to could tell me anything about this man. Immig had speculated that he was the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm… but there was no way that could be possible. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was one of the heroes of this world. Aside from that, there were no records of the man who nearly killed me in any of the Northern Plains’ Libraries. It was as if he didn’t exist.

      It wasn’t as if I didn’t notice the similarities between him and the figure on the many murals in the ruins, but I didn’t want to believe someone who worked so hard to save the world from the Sekbeists could turn evil. I just couldn’t believe that. There had to be something I was missing. There just had to be.

      In either event, I was at a dead end with all my searches. With no leads to ascertain his identity, there was nothing I could do but put him out of my mind.

      It didn’t look like he planned to reveal himself any time soon anyway. So long as he stayed away, I was more than happy to leave him be.

      “Impressive, innit?”

      At present, I was standing in a small workshop with Kari and Immig. The Dweorg Rune Master was grinning from ear to ear, chest puffed out with pride as he showed off the item he had made. Beside him, Kari also appeared quite satisfied.

      “So this is… what did you call it again? A storage ring?” I asked curiously.

      The item that Immig was showing me looked like a small ring. It was a thin metal band. Decorating the band were numerous runes that had been inscribed onto the surface. I recognized many of them like Fehu, Raidho, Ehwaz, and Othala. However, the manner in which they were arranged confused me. Not only was their arrangement baffling, but there were so many patterns that no one arrangement seemed to repeat itself. There must have been at least a thousand runes inscribed into this array! And it was on such a tiny object!

      I couldn’t fathom it.

      “Does this mean… space?” I asked.

      Kari was grinning as she explained what this item was. “It’s a storage ring that creates a pocket dimension to store items. If you want to know the technical translation of these runes, it would be translated as ‘A space inside worldly possessions.’”

      I had absolutely no idea what a pocket dimension was, which must have shown on my face because Kari went into an explanation.

      A pocket space was apparently something similar to a realm like the nine realms our world was composed of, but it was smaller, attached to an item like that ring, and it was unstable. It couldn’t be used to store living creatures. However, it could be used to store supplies such as food, weapons, provisions, and the like. According to Immig, this particular storage ring had the capacity to store five years’ worth of food inside of it.

      I stayed with Immig for a while as he told me of his plans to make more of these and sell them to the high-ranking members of large sects like Tungsten and Erica. He asked if I would be willing to speak with them. Of course, I agreed. Not only did these storage rings sound useful, but I thought it was a good idea. In return for helping me, Immig decided to give me the storage ring on the table, stating that it was merely a prototype and he wanted to make a better one.

      After leaving Immig’s workshop with Kari, the two of us traveled through the halls of the Brave Vesperia headquarters. We bumped into a few officials here and there. Everyone bowed and greeted us as we passed, and we returned their greetings with a smile.

      “So, this is what you two have been working on all this time, huh?” I asked, staring at the ring now on my index finger. It gleamed brightly in the light, revealing the runes when I turned my hand.

      “Yes.” Kari nodded and smiled. “I mentioned to Immig how it was sometimes hard to transport supplies, especially supplies that spoil easily like provisions, and that it would be easier if we had some way of storing it all inside of an object that would be easy to carry around. After that, he got the idea to create a pocket dimension and attach it to a ring.”

      I listened to Kari as she explained some of the concepts behind the ring and how it worked, but while I was fairly good at runes these days, I had nothing on her. Half of what she said went right over my head.

      “By the way, where is Kayli?” asked Kari after she finished talking.

      “She’s playing with her friends,” I said.

      Kayli was over two years old now, and she was a very intelligent child. She could already speak with relative clarity, had impressive coordination, and was awfully charismatic for a toddler. She had already befriended every other child close to her age in Capestrania and become their unofficial leader. Felicia had once joked about how Kayli was going to start her own sect and call it something like The Toddler Alliance. Everyone had laughed at the time, but it really did seem like she was the leader of a sect these days. I even once caught her giving orders to the other children like a sect leader might.

      Of course, all she had done was order them to play tag, but it was still impressive.

      We were just about to reach our living quarters when the entire building suddenly shook. The floor rumbled, the glass windows shattered, and several people screamed as they crouched low and covered their ears with their hands.

      Kari and I bent our knees to avoid being thrown off balance. However, once the shaking subsided, we rushed over to one of the windows to see what had happened.

      “E-Eryk… the city… it’s…”

      “It’s burning,” I finished for Kari.

      The city was on fire, or that was how it seemed. However, these flames were not red, orange, or even blue. They were black. Flames darker than the night sky spread across numerous buildings. It consumed everything. Even as Kari and I watched, a black sphere struck another building and annihilated the structure entirely. Seconds later, the blackness disappeared and revealed what was left.

      All that remained was a crater.

      “Mobilize our forces and have them begin evacuating the city!” I ordered Kari quickly.

      Kari didn’t even question my orders. She didn’t stop to ask who I thought was attacking the city, if I thought it was the Sekbeists or some other group, because she knew it didn’t really matter. With a nod, she rushed down the hall and began grabbing the people who had fallen. She gave them orders to help her gather their Spiritualists and left. Meanwhile, I raced into our living quarters, grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, and raced back out of the room.

      I didn’t bother descending to the first floor and leapt right out the window, landing on the ground in a crouch and taking off into the city. Everyone was panicking. People were running every which way, screaming and crying as they fled everywhere and nowhere at the same time. They were like decapitated cockatrices.

      Not that I could blame them.

      Even as I rushed into the city, searching for Kayli, a massive cylinder of destruction slammed into a building several dozen meters on my left. An explosion of black energy erupted. Numerous people were flung through the air, but many had also been engulfed by the flames and instantly turned into ash. It looked like these flames were created from the darkness element. However, I had never seen anything this strong before. This was far different from the darkness element that I had come to know.

      There was something vile about these flames.

      Viler than anything the Sekbeists could create.

      “Kayli! Kayli!”

      I shouted my little girl’s name as I traveled to the park where she liked to play. Since the city was so safe and I often tasked three of my Spiritualists to watch after her, I normally didn’t worry about Kayli being kidnapped or anything. Now I was regretting that decision. Where was my daughter?! Where was she?!

      “Daddy!”

      I soon heard Kayli’s voice above the din and turned around. My daughter was still in the park, huddled together with several other children as three Spiritualists protected them. She stood in front of the other kids, her eyes on me. I felt relief rush through my body as I began making my way toward her.

      My relief was short-lived.

      Before I could even consider using the Flash Step to reach her, someone appeared between us. I instantly recognized this man with his otherworldly beauty, crimson eyes, and malevolent aura. He turned his head left, then right. Soon, his eyes found me. We stared at each other, him in curiosity and me in indecision and fear.

      “So, you survived,” he said in a strange voice. It sounded like two people were speaking at once. One of the voices was light and gentle, while the other was a dark baritone filled with malice. “It seems you are far more difficult to kill than I had realized. I’ll have to rectify that mistake today.”

      I found myself frozen with indecision. What should I do? Should I attack? I remember what happened the last time we had met, how he had very nearly killed me, Erica, Tungsten, and Dagan. The Spiritual Aura surrounding him matched the aura I felt from the black flames engulfing the city, making our attacker quite clear.

      “D-Daddy?”

      While I was waffling in indecision, Kayli called out to me. The being before me turned to Kayli. His eyes widened in astonishment.

      “So, there is another godling here? No, you may have the blood of those accursed gods, but you are mostly human. Still, I sense great potential in you. That makes you a threat.”

      My blood chilled the moment those words left this being’s lips. The man raised his hand and aimed it at Kayli, who stood frozen with wide eyes. Her three guards moved in front of her to protect her. Meanwhile, I gathered Spiritual Power to use the Flash Step.

      But I was too late.

      A massive beam of darkness exploded from the man’s hand, engulfing Kayli, the Spiritualists, and the children behind her. This beam tore through the park without relent. It continued on, blasting building after building to pieces, destroying everything in its path, before finally dissipating. When it vanished, all that remained of the area in front of this man was a trench several meters wide and well over a kilometer long.

      However, I could have cared less about that.

      “K-Kayli…?”

      I dropped to my knees, my shaking legs unable to hold up my weight, and stared at the spot where Kayli had been.

      “Kayli? Where… where are you?”

      She wasn’t there anymore. Kayli wasn’t there. Why? Why, why, why?! I stared at the spot I had last seen her, my mind and heart refusing to believe what my eyes were telling me. There was no way. There was just… there was just no way she could be gone!

      And yet, even as my mind and heart tried to deny it, the fierce pain that stabbed into my chest forced me to accept the truth.

      “KAYLIIIIIII!!!”

      My daughter was gone.
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      “KAYLI!!”

      I shot up and stretched out my hand, my eyes wide in horror as my fingers clenched and unclenched like I was trying to grab something that wasn’t there. Sweat poured down my face. Fear shot through my body as the vision of my little girl, my only daughter, being killed played right before my eyes.

      A second ticked by. I soon realized that I was not standing in the middle of a burning park, that my daughter was not being killed in front of me again, and that what happened had merely been a memory, a dream. A nightmare. Instead of standing in a park burning with black flames, I was sitting on a large and soft bed with a canopy.

      Two women surrounded me; a dark-skinned beauty with modest breasts and a snake-tail lower body was on my left, while a fair-skinned woman with fiery red hair and a large chest slept on my right. The snake-woman, a member of the Lamia race, was not wearing a single stitch of clothing. Her perky breasts were bared to me. I looked at her nipples, which would have normally made me horny, but I wasn’t in the mood right now.

      While Lin only stirred at the sound of my shouting, Fay jolted and sat up. Her nightgown slid off her shoulders, barring some of her fair skin. She looked around with bleary eyes before they landed on me.

      “Eryk?” she muttered, blinking. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I smiled at her. “I just had a bit of a nightmare. That’s all.”

      Fay didn’t seem convinced, but I placed my hand on her shoulder and pushed her back until she was lying on the bed. I leaned in and kissed her. Fay sighed into my mouth as she kissed back. I think she was still half-asleep. She wouldn’t have so readily kissed me without blushing at least a little if she wasn’t. After gently nibbling on her lower lip, I retracted my head and stroked her cheek.

      “It’s still early. Go back to sleep.”

      “Mmm… okay…”

      I felt bad for not being completely honest with Fay, but as I watched her fall asleep, I knew I was making the right choice. No one should have to suffer from these memories except for me.

      Just as I was about to fall asleep as well, I realized that someone was missing from the bed.

      Where was Kari?

      I looked around for a moment and finally spotted the woman in question. She was standing in front of the window and staring at the city outside, her arms wrapped around her shivering body. I thought she might be cold at first, but then I noticed her reflection in the glass, along with the crystal-clear liquid falling from her eyes.

      Worried, I extracted myself from Lin’s grip, climbed out of bed, and made my way to Kari. She had already noticed my presence. However, she didn’t move. I could see her staring at me in the window’s reflection.

      Closing the distance and wrapping my arms around her, I pulled Kari close and rested my chin on top of her head. She didn’t resist. Leaning back, the beautiful blonde woman released a sigh and snuggled herself closer to me. The shivering of her body stopped. Even so, I could tell that she was still shaken by something.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked after several seconds of silence.

      “I had… another dream.” Kari shuddered as she said this. I pulled her even closer as if doing so could somehow protect her. With a shaking breath, she continued. “The city we lived in was covered in black flames, the dying screams of others echoed through the streets. People were killed in droves. It was all so vivid. So incredibly vivid and real that even now, I can still feel the heat searing my skin and the scent of burning flesh filling my nose.”

      While I didn’t say anything, her words shook me. She’d clearly had the same dream I just did. The dying screams of people, the city consumed by black flames. Her dreams had been about the moment when Capestrania was destroyed, the day when she and our daughter died.

      Taking another shuddering breath, Kari continued. “I remember rushing outside of a building with a group of Spiritualists. We did our best to protect the civilians as they fled the city, and then I tried to find you, but when I did… our daughter. Our daughter, she…”

      Kari choked back a sob and tried to stifle her tears, but it was absolutely no use. The tears continued to flow.

      I turned Kari around in my grip and hugged her even tighter, allowing her to bury her face into my chest. She wrapped her arms around me. Her fingernails scraped against my back as she clutched at it, her silent sobs causing her body to shake against mine as her tears dripped down my bare chest.

      Though it was still too early in the morning to be up, I didn’t allow myself to worry about things like time, and instead held Kari close, gently stroking her hair in an attempt to soothe her. I shoved my own feelings aside. Right now, Kari needed to be comforted. Unlike me, she did not know what was happening to her, didn’t know that these dreams were memories from a past life. I was sure her emotions were all jumbled together.
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“I don’t… know what’s happening to me,” Kari muttered with a stifled sob.

      “I think… I might have an idea,” I said. Kari sniffled a little as she lifted her head and looked up at me in curiosity, eyes still red, but I shook my head. “Let’s wait until Lin and Fay are also awake. I believe they deserve to hear my thoughts as well since this involves them too.”

      “Okay…”

      Since the two of us were already up, and I didn’t think either of us could go to bed after that nightmare, we decided to stay right where we were. Kari tucked her head back under my chin. I closed my eyes and leaned into her, allowing her soft, warm body to bring me comfort.

      The sun began rising. Light started shining through the window. As it did, Fay stirred again and slowly sat up, yawning cutely as she stretched her arms above her head. Blinking several times, she looked around the room for a moment before her eyes landed on me and Kari. There was an awkward silence as she studied us.

      “Are you two okay?” she finally asked. “You both look like you’ve been crying.”

      “We’re okay,” I said for both of us. “But I have something to tell all of you once Lin wakes up.”

      Fay nodded as though she had somehow expected me to say this, which made me wonder if she was also beginning to suspect something. Like Kari, Fay also had dreams about her doing things she had never done before. I was surprised since I was sure she had died from Spiritual Poisoning, but maybe the dreams she had were of the time she was fighting against it.

      Lin was the last to wake up. As always, the cold-blooded girl was very lethargic as she sat in bed and rubbed her eyes. She opened her mouth wide as she yawned, allowing me a glimpse of her gleaming fangs.

      “Darling? What’s going on?” she asked. “Why are you and Big Sister all the way over there? Come back to bed. This princess is cold and demands you two snuggle with her.”

      The girl’s words caused Kari to snort as she withheld her giggles. I also felt like laughing, though I held it in. Leave it to Lin to make us feel better without even trying. She was completely oblivious to our problems, but I found that refreshing.

      Since this was going to be a long conversation anyway, I led Kari back to the bed, climbed in, and moved so I was sitting in the very center. I leaned my back against the headboard. Kari sat on the left with Lin nestled between us, using our body heat to warm herself up. Meanwhile, Fay was sitting cross-legged on my right and staring at me as she waited to hear what I had to say.

      “What I have to tell you is going to sound crazy,” I began in a halting voice. “You might not even believe me, but I promise you that everything I am about to say is completely true.” Kari, Fay, and Lin continued to stare at me with rapt attention, curiosity, and worry filling their eyes. I took another deep breath. “I come from the future… well, I come from a future. The future I lived in was very different from the one we’re living in now.”

      That was my opening line as I launched into my story. I told them about my past, about how I was from a past in which Nevaria was destroyed, where everyone except Kari and I had died, and where the two of us had leaned on each other for support. I tried my hardest to leave nothing out. I told them about how we fled to the Endless Desert, how we ended up in the Northern Plains, how we fought the Sekbeists, and how the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm killed Kari and Kayli.

      While I tried to remain strong, I realized soon after I began talking that keeping myself from crying was impossible. I wasn’t sure when I started crying. It might have been at the part where Kari and I fled into the Endless Desert with a few survivors, but it didn’t really matter. At some point, I could no longer contain my tears.

      While I cried, Kari, Fay, and Lin held me close. I felt the warmth of their embrace wrap around me. I closed my eyes and shuddered as tears continued to fall until all my tears were spent, and then I just lay there, emotionally exhausted.

      Despite my exhaustion, despite the turmoil plaguing me, the warmth from the three women helped keep me from breaking. If I hadn’t been in my current frame of mind, I was sure I would have kissed these three as a thank you.

      “Thash sho shad…” Lin was crying. Well, I called it crying, but she didn’t have tear ducts, so it wasn’t like there were tears in her eyes or anything. There were, however, some fluids dripping from her nose. She wiped at her eyes and hiccupped several times. I had seen her get emotional before, but I had never seen her like this. “Thish princessh… thish princessh never knew you had faced such hardships…”

      I didn’t really know what to say to her.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to say anything.

      “That is a very far-fetched story,” Fay admitted. Out of the three women, she was the least affected, but even her eyes were slightly red from crying. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you, but it is very hard to believe. I’ve never heard of anyone being able to travel through time.”

      “Supposedly, there is a race of beings who controlled time,” Kari told her. “I read about them in a book. These beings had God-like powers and existed before the Great Catastrophe. The story went on to say they, along with eight other races, saved the world from disaster, but then something happened and they all disappeared from this world. No one knows what happened to them.”

      “Well, Eryk is clearly not one of those beings,” Fay said.

      “Maybe not, but what he said does make sense.” Kari placed her hand against her mouth and furrowed her brow. “I’ve always wondered how Eryk was able to know so much about me. Even when we first began talking, he seemed to understand me on a level no one else did, not even my parents. There is also the incredible amount of knowledge he has,” she added. “Eryk knows things about Spiritualism that no one else in Nevaria does. How could he possess such knowledge if he wasn’t from the future?”

      Fay nodded slowly. “That is true. I’ve always been impressed by how much knowledge he has and wondered why he seemed to be the only one who had it. Back when we first met, he recognized that I had Spiritual Poisoning and was able to cure me when no one else could.”

      “He also created all those pills for the Alchemist Association,” Kari added.

      “And he talked about the Endless Desert like he had been there before,” Fay continued.

      “Darling also knew about Lamia.” Lin sniffled a little and rubbed her runny nose. “Everyone else in Nevaria panicked when they first saw this princess. They thought she was a Demon Beast, but Darling knew what this princess was immediately after she regained her true form.”

      As the three continued to list all the things I had done that no one else could have done, Fay came around to the idea that I was from the future. I was pretty sure she already believed me. However, the idea that I had gone back in time was so far-fetched she’d probably had trouble accepting it. Now that she did, there were only a few more questions she had.

      “Can I ask why you waited until now to tell us?” asked Fay.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I said with a shrug. “Who would believe that I was from the future?”

      Even though I said this, I wasn’t sure I could be from the future anymore. History had changed. In the past, Grant Leucht became engaged to and married Kari, Fay had either been dead or crippled, and Lin was killed by a pack of wild boars. The future had changed, so did the future I came from even exist anymore?

      “There is another reason I’m telling you this now,” I admitted after a few seconds of silence.

      “And that is?” asked Fay.

      “All of you have been having dreams, right? Strange dreams about things that happened to you that you know have never happened?” Kari, Fay, and Lin nodded, though Lin made a face when she did. “I think what you are seeing aren’t dreams but memories of your past life.” While Fay’s face scrunched up, I glanced over at Lin and placed a finger on the runes that were visible on her chest. “Every time we have sex, these runes show up. I think they somehow connect us together, and maybe even connect you to your lives in the future that I’m from.”

      I had no basis for this theory, but considering the circumstances, I believed I was correct. Kari, Fay, and Lin all had strange dreams. Whenever we had sex, those runes appeared on their chests. This had happened in my previous life with Kari too. My theory was that these runes were somehow related to my non-human half.

      “I wonder why Lin is the only one these runes have not disappeared from?” Kari questioned with a frown.

      “I’ve got a theory on that as well,” I said. “When Lin and I first met, she bit my hand.” I held up my hand where the Ring of Marji was displayed clearly for them to see. “When she gave me the Ring of Marji, she injected some of her blood into me and also took in some of my blood. In other words, ingesting each other’s blood is the key to permanently activating the runes. Because these runes link us together, we can use each other’s elemental affinities. However, I think it does even more than that. These runes link us together on a spiritual level, which also explains why I can sense where Lin is and even feel her emotions to some extent.”

      I believed my theory was sound. Blood was often a powerful catalyst in alchemy, and there were even some runes that required the use of blood to create. I didn’t know much about Blood Runes, but Immig mentioned that they were runes that only activated for the one whose blood had been used in its creation. I was sure this was a Blood Rune of some kind.

      “So, in other words, we need to drink each other’s blood for the runes to fully activate?” Fay tilted her head. “So, it’s like when we get married?”

      “Yes. It is exactly like when we get married,” I confirmed.

      “So, when we get married, the runes will appear permanently on me and Fay?” asked Kari.

      “I believe so,” I answered.

      “And we’ll completely regain the memories from our past lives and not just these forgettable fragments?” she continued to question me.

      “Probably.”

      Kari took a deep breath, held it in, then released it. “I’m honestly… not sure I want to remember. The memory of last night’s dream has already faded from my mind, but the pain I experienced is still with me.”

      “Do you… wish to not go through with the wedding ceremony?” I asked carefully.

      “Of course, I’m going to go through with it,” Kari said, her voice now adamant. “You’ve been suffering from these memories all on your own, right? There is no way I’m going to let that continue.” She reached out and grabbed my hand. “I am going to completely regain those memories so I can become your pillar of support. I refuse to let you suffer alone.”

      I blinked the tears from my eyes. I didn’t want to cry again.

      Now that we had gotten this far into our conversation, there were a few things we needed to go over, like whether or not we should ingest each other’s blood now or later. It was decided that we wouldn’t just yet. We already had so much on our plates that adding the memories from our past lives would just make everything more complicated. According to Kari and Fay, we would drink a glass of each other’s blood during the wedding ceremony, and then they would regain their memories anyway.

      I think they were also both afraid of finding out more about their past, about what happened to them. I didn’t blame them.

      A knock suddenly sounded on the door.

      “Um, excuse me, Master Eryk, Mistress Kari, Mistress Fay, Mistress Lin,” Jessie said from the other side. “I, um, I was wondering if you were awake? I don’t want to interrupt your sleep, but, uh, the Spiritualists are all waiting outside for you to begin training them.”

      We stared at the closed door in shock. Right. We had to begin training again today. Well, Kari and Fay actually had to attend the academy, so it would just be me and Lin, but I wasn’t going to get into those kinds of semantics right now.

      “Let’s shelf this discussion for now,” I said. “We have to focus on the present, not the past.”

      “I agree,” said Kari.

      “Me too.” Fay sighed as she twirled a strand of red hair between her fingers. “I am a little curious, but I am also wary. I somehow do not think my past life was very kind to me.”

      With our decision made, everyone stood up and began getting dressed. As I was putting on my chestplate, I noticed that Lin was pouting about something.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “This princess cannot believe she was killed in her previous life by a pack of stupid boars,” Lin mumbled as her cheeks swelled like a chipmunk with too many acorns in its mouth.

      Up until this point, the situation had been intense, emotionally exhausting, and left me completely drained. However, in the face of Lin’s words and pout, I felt all the tension and negative emotions drain out of me. I couldn’t help myself.

      I laughed.
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      I could do nothing except stare blankly at the spot where Kayli had been standing. It was just a trench now, a long stretch of gouged-out earth. Kayli was gone. She was gone. Gone gone gone gone gone gone—

      “That was easy,” a voice interrupted my thoughts. I looked up at the man who had killed my daughter. “I suppose she was just a child, after all. I didn’t have to use so much power to kill her, but… oh, well.”

      As the man continued to talk, rage welled up inside of me. It bubbled in my gut and surged through my veins. I hated this man. I hated him. I wanted to murder him. I wanted to tear off his arms, rip out his throat, and strangle him with his own intestines. I had never hated anyone as much as I did this man right now.

      He was going to die.

      “Do you want to kill me?” The man’s smile was condescending and filled with malice. “You are free to try, though you’d only be wasting your time. I’ve attained this grand vessel. I have the powers of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, while you haven’t even unlocked your potential yet.”

      I had no idea what this man was saying, but that didn’t matter, nothing mattered anymore.

      Nothing except killing this son of a bitch.

      My Spiritual Power surged as my body transformed into lightning. I rocketed forward faster than anyone could track. I was going to run straight through his body.

      That was the plan anyway.

      The man lifted his hand and a massive well-spring of Spiritual Power burst out from it. An unfathomable black fire spread from his hand and formed a barrier in front of his body, though this didn’t stop me. I poured even more Spiritual Power into my body, transforming it into lightning, and then I ran straight into the wall.

      “Ah! AHHHH!!!”

      I had been expecting to break through the wall, but what happened instead was I nearly broke instead. This wall, whatever it was made of, was sturdier than anything I had felt before. But that wasn’t enough to make me give up. I screamed and poured more Spiritual Power through my body and kept going. Cracks formed on the wall before, with a sound like shattering glass, the wall broke apart.

      And turned into a flame that engulfed me.

      “AAAAAAHHHH!!!”

      My scream of pain was drowned out by the roaring inferno of the black flames which sought to consume me. I hit the ground and rolled. My body transformed back into a regular human as the flames greedily devoured the Spiritual Power I was using. The pain intensified. It was like my body was being dunked in acid. These flames were eating away at me! It felt like they were eating my very existence!

      “How pathetic,” the man said with a scoff. “You’re not even close to being considered a worthy adversary. If not for the fact that you have the potential to grow beyond this vessel’s power, I would have never considered wasting my time with a fool like you. You’re no better than a human.”

      Even though I was in pain, I could still hear what this man said, but I couldn’t understand what he meant. I also didn’t have time to think about it.

      I writhed on the ground and struggled to put out the fire, which was melting my flesh from my bones and eating away at my muscles. I tried to channel my Spiritual Power to create water that would put out the flames. Yet no matter how much water I created, all that happened was the flames ate my Spiritual Power like a snack. What was this?! Why couldn’t I put these flames out?!

      “Don’t even bother trying to put out those flames. They are made from the Void. The Concept of Negation is not one your pathetic elements can contend with. Just resign yourself to death and stop struggling.”

      I continued to fight despite his words, but even I was beginning to understand how true his words were, how impossible my task of putting out these flames was. How could I put out these flames when just trying to call upon my Spiritual Power resulted in the flames eating my power and growing even stronger as a result?

      Just when I was about to give up, a powerful beam of golden energy washed over me and snuffed out the flames. The pain was still there. However, I cracked my eyes open and looked up just in time to see a being made of pure gold slam into the man who had killed my daughter.

      A scream of pain ripped from the man’s throat, finally, and the man was sent flying backward. He crashed into a building nearly a dozen meters away. The force he was thrown with was so powerful that the building itself collapsed on top of him.

      The golden energy landed on the ground and turned into a person. It was Kari.

      “Eryk!” she shouted as she knelt beside me and tried to help me up. “Eryk! What’s going on?! Are you okay?!”

      “I’m… I…”

      I tried to tell her I was fine, but I couldn’t. I was not fine. However, I knew that if I told her about Kayli’s death, it would only make the situation worse. It would only hurt her and leave her incapable of defending herself. She would find out eventually, but before that happened, I wanted to kill this man.

      Of course, Kari was not the kind of person to just leave things be.

      “Where is Kayli?”

      Tears sprang to my eyes even as I began channeling the water element through my body to heal myself. I couldn’t even imagine what my face must have looked like, but Kari seemed to understand because her lips began trembling.

      “I see. So… so Kayli is… gone…” Kari gritted her teeth and struggled against her own tears. “That man… he is the one who killed her, right?” I couldn’t speak, so I just nodded. Kari sucked in her tears and narrowed her eyes. “Eryk… let’s kill him.”

      “Okay,” I finally said.

      I had healed my body by this point, so I took my own weight and grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler from the ground. Standing side by side with Kari, I stared at the collapsed rubble the man was buried under, though he did not remain so for long.

      A powerful explosion of energy erupted from the building, reducing everything within a several-meter radius to ash, and the man who Kari had attacked stepped out. I was shocked to notice that aside from a single scratch on his face, he didn’t have any other injuries. And even as I watched, that scratch was slowly disappearing.

      “I never could have imagined there’d be someone with the accursed light element here,” he said. “You must have the blood of the Ljósálfar somewhere in your ancestry. They were all quite good at using that element. Not that it matters. The light element is but a simple element. It is nothing compared to the Concept of Negation, to the Void. You’re no match for me. And even if you were, so what? The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm is the supreme Ljósálfar, and you? You’re not even half a Ljósálfar. You shall die alongside that little godling.”

      This man kept calling himself the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, but all that did was confuse me. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm was supposed to be a hero, one of the people who had given their lives to seal away the Sekbeists’ leader. It also didn’t escape my notice that this man was speaking oddly. The way he talked about himself made it sound like he was talking about someone else.

      “The only one dying here is you!” Kari snarled.

      As one, our power surged as we released every limit we had ever placed on our Spiritual Power. We were going to go all out from the beginning.

      I could feel my body transforming into lightning, crackling with energy, but then I took my transformation a step further and began channeling the water element as well. My body went from crackling pale blue to pure white. Meanwhile, Kari had transformed into a being of pure light. Her golden body looked almost divine.

      The man before us snorted. “If you believe that simply transforming into an element will be enough to defeat me, then feel free to try. I shall enjoy watching the despair grow on your faces when you realize how futile it is to fight against me.”

      Neither of us listened to this man as we shot forward. I appeared before him in a crackle of thunder. Swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, which had transformed into lightning with me thanks to the runes engraved into it, I tried bisecting this man in half. At the same time, Kari appeared on his other side and thrust out her ranseur, which had also transformed into her element.

      The man reached out with hands that were coated in darkness and caught our weapons, his fingers clenching around them. Kari and I were shocked. We tried to pull our weapons free to no avail. When that didn’t work, I leapt into the air and launched a powerful kick at the man’s head. Lightning crackled as my foot slammed into his face… or so I thought. What my foot had actually hit was a wall of darkness.

      “The two of you are no match for me, and I’m going to prove it to you right now!”

      The man yanked on our weapons, pulling us off balance, let go of them seconds later, and slammed his darkness-coated fists into our chests.

      If I had not been transformed into an element, my chest would have probably caved in. Instead, I was sent flying backward, slamming through several walls before eventually bursting out the other side of a building. I skidded along the road, my feet digging large trenches through the ground. When I finally stopped, I looked up at the decimated building I had just plowed through as it crumbled, and narrowed my eyes.

      Bending my knees, I launched myself skyward. I could see the man that Kari and I were fighting. He hadn’t moved from the spot where he had been standing this whole time. Snarling, I held the Dragon’s Tail Ruler above my head and gathered water and lightning into it. Spiritual Power swirled and crackled around it. Arcs of arcane energy lashed out at the atmosphere. When I felt like I had gathered enough Spiritual Power into my weapon, I swung it down.

      A massive burst of white Spiritual Power erupted from my swinging weapon, taking the shape of a large dragon with four legs, vicious claws, and wings that spanned nearly two dozen meters. The air exploded in front of it. This was one of my most powerful attacks. I had used this attack one time to take down an A-Rank Demon Beast in a single blow.

      The man looked up and raised his hand. Once more, darkness erupted from his palm, overflowing like a black cloud. It took the shape of a spiral. The spiral shot forward and pierced straight through my dragon, where it continued toward me. My eyes widened as I turned into a streak of lightning and shot away. The spiral kept going, higher and higher, until it disappeared into the clouds.

      Before he could attack again, a powerful lance made of golden energy flew from behind another destroyed building. This lance slammed into the man, who had raised his hand and tried to block the attack. He gritted his teeth as the darkness erupting from his palm struggled to push aside the golden energy, but it looked like he was having trouble.

      Light was the antithesis of darkness, after all.

      Since it looked like he was distracted, I appeared before him using the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step. I tucked my fists into my torso, adopted a wide stance with my legs bent, and thrust both fists at the man. A wall of darkness appeared before me, but I poured on even more Spiritual Power into my punch and broke through the wall.

      My fists soon slammed into his torso. The man grunted, but that was all he did. With a grimace, he clenched his left hand, crushing the lance of light, and then spun around and slammed his darkness-covered foot into my face.

      My head exploded.

      Since I was made of a combination of water and lightning, I was able to easily reform my head, but it took a lot of Spiritual Power. What’s more, I had already used so much. Merely maintaining the Third State of Spiritualism required vast amounts of Spiritual Power. Using this state in conjunction with my Spiritual Techniques meant I was close to running on empty.

      I disappeared within a Lightning Step and reappeared next to Kari, who had been hidden behind the rubble of a destroyed building. She had already transformed back into her human shape. I did the same to conserve and recover my Spiritual Power.

      “That attack… didn’t kill him… did it?” she asked, breathing heavily.

      “I’m afraid not,” I said.

      “Damn it.”

      I reached into my pouch and took out two Advanced Recovery Pills. After handing one to Kari, I popped the other into my mouth and broke through the outer shell with my teeth. The healing fluids gushed down my throat. I almost sighed in relief when I felt my Spiritual Power recovering near instantly. Kari did the same.

      “Congratulations. You managed to injure me a little.” The man we had been fighting appeared before us, his eyes narrowed. “However, now I’m angry.” He lifted his hand and darkness gathered above his palm. “You two are going to die here. I am going to erase your very spirits from existence.”

      The darkness swirled around his hand and turned into a giant sphere, but then the man clenched his hand, and the sphere was compressed until it was no larger than a fist. He took this sphere and almost lazily tossed it at us.

      The sphere shot forward faster than light.

      Kari and I barely had time to respond, but we did our best to create a barrier. We combined light, water, and lightning to create a massive wall, which was erected seconds before the sphere slammed into us.

      Despite the attack being one that relied on Spiritual Power, I could feel all of my muscles straining as I struggled to maintain the barrier with Kari. It felt like stress was being placed on my body. Every fiber of my being felt strained like a string being drawn taut to the point of snapping. Blood began pouring from my eyes, nose, and mouth as I screamed out in defiance. I wasn’t going to let this stupid thing beat me!

      Little by little, the sphere seemed to lose its energy, until it finally dissipated. Kari and I gasped in relief as the attack subsided. I glanced over at Kari. She wasn’t looking any better than me. Her mouth and ears were leaking blood. Crimson had welled up in her eyes. It looked like she was about to start crying rivers of blood soon.

      Just then, my sense of danger caused the hairs on my arm to prickle. I looked back at the man and saw him toss another creation of darkness at us. This one looked like a javelin.

      I had no time to consider my options as this thing flew toward us. It was moving too fast. I didn’t have enough Spiritual Power to block it. And there was simply no way to dodge either.

      But I could at least protect Kari.

      “Watch out!!”

      However, just before I could place myself in front of Kari, I was pushed away. I landed on the ground as the wall we had created shattered. My eyes widened in horror as I looked up. Kari was standing where I had been, a massive javelin of darkness piercing her chest. She stood there for several seconds, tottering back and forth, then began tilting backward as the javelin disappeared into wisps of miasmic energy.

      “K-Kari!!!”

      I scrambled over and caught her in my arms before she could fall. However, the weight of her body was too much for my weakened muscles to handle. I fell to the ground, but I at least made sure Kari didn’t hit the hard stone road.

      “Kari! Kari!”

      “S-sorry… Eryk…” Kari smiled at me, but it was trembling and weak. Blood leaked from her mouth and the hole in her chest. There was so much of it. She coughed and continued talking. “I didn’t… want to… to lose you too…”

      “How do you think I feel?!” I shouted. “Damn it! Hold on! I’ll heal you right now!”

      I popped an Advanced Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth and began channeling the water element through my body and into her. However, where I normally would have been able to heal her completely, this time I couldn’t do it. Every time I sent the water element into her wound, the Spiritual Power I used to create it was devoured. Black energy seeped out from the wound. This strange power that seemed so much like the darkness element but even stronger was keeping me from healing her!

      “Damn it! Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

      What should I do?! What was I supposed to do?!

      “E-Eryk…”

      “Don’t talk! Just let me heal you!”

      Kari shook her head as if she knew there was no hope, but I refused to give up just like that. There had to be something I could do! There had to be! I couldn’t…. I couldn’t lose Kari too…not after I had just lost Kayli…

      However, before I could attempt to heal her again, Kari reached out, grabbed the back of my head, and pulled me into a kiss. She pushed her tongue into my mouth. The irony taste of blood was upon my tongue as she kissed me. Against my better judgment, I kissed her back. As I did, the runes that I always saw appear on her chest when we had sex appeared again.

      The runes looked different this time. Before, they had always been ethereal like will-o’-the-wisps, like a flame that might evaporate in a strong breeze, but now they were dark black like tattoos. The black stood out boldly on her chest. Had I been in a better state of mind, I probably would have had the wherewithal to notice that… but my mind was in disarray.

      The tattoos remained there even after Kari stopped kissing me. They didn’t vanish like normal.

      Kari placed her hand on my cheek. Her arm trembled. I placed my hand over hers. Her hand was cold. It felt like the life, the warmth, was draining from her fingertips.

      I wanted her to retain that heat. I needed to keep her alive. That was why I began channeling my Spiritual Power through her. It was my hope against hope that I could somehow keep her going.

      Kari smiled at me as if she knew what I was attempting.

      “I love you,” Kari said in a weak, shaky voice. “I love you… so much…”

      Her arms were shaking as if holding them up strained her. She appeared so weak. I had never seen her this weak before. Kari had always been a strong, indomitable figure to me. Now she could barely hold up her own arm.

      Tears stung my eyes. My heart throbbed. The sharp pain was only second to the panic I felt, to the fear pervading my mind. I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t. Not now. Not after everything we had been through. Please… I needed her in my life! I didn’t want to lose her!

      “I love you too! That’s why you can’t die! Please! Stay with me! Kari? Kari?!”

      Kari didn’t say anything more. She just smiled at me. Then her body stopped breathing, her heart stopped beating, and her eyes became glazed over and lifeless.

      “Kari?”

      Her hand nearly slipped from my grasp, but I grabbed it and pressed her palm against my cheek.

      “Don’t do this to me…”

      Her lifeless fingers didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Please… please don’t leave me! Kari! I need you, so you can’t leave me! You have to… you have to stay with me…”

      The only thing that hadn’t changed was the expression on her face.

      “KARIIIIII!!!”

      Kari was still smiling even in death.
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        * * *

      

      It was strange how you sometimes didn’t notice something until well after it already happened. My latest dream of the time when Kari had been killed by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had revealed several things to me that I had not noticed before due to grief over the loss of my wife and daughter. These aspects that I had missed when it happened illuminated so much to me. Thanks to them, I had a decent idea about how the runes on Lin’s chest worked now, though it was still just a theory.

      Days passed by swiftly once I began training the Spiritualists who would make up the core of the Nevarian Braves. I found myself incredibly busy, not just with training them into a force that I considered acceptable, but also dealing with the various aspects that came from managing a sect.

      Every day, I would wake up early in the morning and begin training the Spiritualists after eating breakfast with Kari, Lin, and Fay. Sometimes Kari and Fay joined me to help train the Spiritualists. However, they were also still attending the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, so they couldn’t always be present. Lin was, though. She helped me out every day by sparring with many of the Spiritualists after their morning exercise.

      Training consisted of the same regiment I used with Fay. Each day the Spiritualists would begin their training with an obstacle course, one that I changed every day so they couldn’t rely on their previous experiences to complete it. After running the obstacle course several times came physical exercises like pushups, sit-ups, pull-ups, crunches, and squats. I increased the amount they were required to do each day, until they were doing over a thousand of every exercise. They would get a chance to relax after that. Of course, I called it relaxing, but they were still exercising. I had them take a Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill and use the leaf floating meditation technique to increase their Spiritual Power, expand their Spiritual Pathways, and gain a greater understanding of their own powers.

      Then came the sparring.

      On days when Kari and Fay were present to help us train, I divided the Spiritualists evenly among us. Since there was an odd number of Spiritualists, I always sparred with the most people, leaving the other three to spar with an even number of people. During the days when Kari and Fay had to attend the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, Lin and I would divide the numbers in half, though I always took the larger half.

      After training for the day ended, I had everyone use a Body Forging Pill in the bath to absorb the medicinal ingredients. This helped their muscles recover and grow even stronger than before. The increase in their strength was visible each day, which probably explained why nobody complained about the grueling training I put them through. That said, I did hear Bjark once griping to one of the other Spiritualists about my “Training from Hell” when he thought I wasn’t listening.

      He got an extra hour of sparring with me that day.

      While all of the Spiritualists grew at a rate that would have made others spit up blood from sheer envy, the one who progressed the most was none other than Geirolf.

      I wasn’t sure what had changed in this young man. I hadn’t even seen him since rescuing him from the Basilisk and Sekbeist Shaman. However, he had changed. That was undeniable. The overbearing arrogance he used to display was almost entirely gone, and he focused on training far more intensely than anyone else. I actually had to stop him from training after my regiment was finished. Training hard was fine, but overtraining would just wreck your body.

      Of course, there was a lot more to managing a sect than training Spiritualists.

      The first thing I needed to do was get in contact with Feinrea and have her create a list of all the medicinal ingredients she needed a constant supply of that could only be acquired from the Demon Beast Mountain Range. After the list was created, I had to go through the whole list and categorize them. Some of the ingredients were simple plants that could be attained by traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range’s nearest sections, but some of the ingredients were much harder to acquire. There were also the monster cores. By listing the ingredients from easiest to hardest, I was able to create a ranking chart from F to S, with F being the easiest to acquire plants and S being the most difficult to acquire monster cores.

      On that note, there was only one S-Ranked medicinal ingredient in the entire list. I highly doubted anyone but me could acquire that one.

      Once the ingredients had been ranked, Feinrea delegated her people to create quests, which she then gave to me.

      On top of managing the quests, I also had to create a budget. That meant I needed to balance out the amount I was spending with the amount we would be making. This was a lot more difficult than it first appeared because, currently, we weren’t making anything. All the valis I was using to fund the Nevarian Braves came straight from my own personal funds.

      I, fortunately, didn’t need to worry about running low on valis. Before I created the Nevarian Braves, I had an estimate of 3.5 million valis thanks to my deal with the Alchemist Association. At present, I had only spent about 500,000 of those valis on the Nevarian Braves. Still, the budgeting was going to become increasingly more difficult as we took on more quests. Kari had been helping me with this, but she did suggest I consider hiring someone who could do this for me.

      Because of how busy I was, I no longer went outside except the two times a month I visited Empress Hilda at the Imperial Royal Palace for lunch. Kari, Lin, and Fay always joined us. During those two moments, I informed the empress of how the Nevarian Braves were progressing. I didn’t have much to say since all we did right now was train. However, Empress Hilda had been impressed when I informed her of the training regimen I had made for the Spiritualists under me. I believe she planned on having the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard adopt a similar regiment in the future.

      Like this, one month passed.
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        * * *

      

      The morning was early and the air crisp. I stood inside of the Nevarian Braves headquarters instead of waiting outside in the courtyard like I usually did. Kari, Lin, and Fay were with me the same as always. However, we weren’t alone. Two young women were standing behind the counter. Both had blonde hair, though one’s hair was a lighter shade than the others. They were both attractive in their own way but didn’t look anything alike.

      While we waited, Kari and I were having a discussion.

      “I want to begin exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range again.”

      “You’ll be able to, though I would like it if you could wait a little while longer. I hate to admit it, but I need your help managing the sect until I can hire a capable accountant who can manage our budget for us.”

      “I hate balancing budgets…”

      “You think I like it any more than you do? I’m not good with numbers, you know.”

      Our conversation wasn’t what I would call important, but it was one that we’d had many times before. Kari had been expressing her desire to explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range more frequently. I knew she was getting adventure sickness. Whether it was this life or my previous one, Kari always had a strong wanderlust, which had only settled down after she had Kayli. Even then, she would sneak off to explore ruins when she thought I wouldn’t notice.

      “I’ll stop having sex with you if you don’t let me explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range soon.”

      “Then I’ll just have sex with Lin and Fay.”

      “Wha—that isn’t fair!”

      “Life’s not fair.”

      “Could you two please not bring up sex in public like this?!” snapped an embarrassed Fay.

      “Is there something wrong with talking about sex in public?” asked Lin.

      “Is there something—of course there is something wrong with it,” Fay huffed, her cheeks growing even darker.

      Lin tilted her head. “What is wrong with it?”

      “Just… everything!” Fay exploded. “Sex is supposed to be a private, intimate moment between people who are in love. It’s not something you just talk about for everyone to hear.”

      “This princess doesn’t understand why that should matter.”

      Fay threw her hands in the air at Lin’s words. Meanwhile, Kari and I continued trading banter, which had devolved from her threatening me with “no sex” to her trying to seduce me into letting her go exploring.

      “Eryk… have I ever told you how handsome you are?”

      “Not for a while, but while it is nice to hear that you find me attractive, knowing you’re just saying it as a means of flattering me so I’ll let you go exploring makes the words lose their effect.”

      “Tch!”

      Chuckling as Kari clicked her tongue, I reached out and cupped her face in my hands. She stilled as I rubbed my thumbs against her cheeks, then closed her eyes and nuzzled my hand. Seeing this caused me to smile. I couldn’t resist leaning forward and giving her a soft, gentle kiss that Kari melted into.

      “You’re so unfair,” she muttered after I retracted my lips from hers.

      “But you love that about me, right?” I grinned at her.

      “I suppose…” Kari muttered, though her unenthusiastic words were contradicted by the glint in her eyes.

      While we were flirting, Lin and Fay stared at the two of us with expressions that I could have only called deadpanned. Their eyes were lidded and blank. There was also a strange vein throbbing on their foreheads.

      “Somehow… seeing them like this makes this princess want to smack them.”

      “I understand how you feel. I know Eryk loves me, but I can’t help but feel jealous whenever he and Kari begin acting like this.”

      “This princess wants to be pampered too.”

      Fay and Lin weren’t the only ones watching me and Kari make a spectacle of ourselves. The poor receptionists, Dagny and Eira, were blushing to the roots of their blonde hair. Seeing the way they were acting, I decided to stop for now. The other Spiritualists were finally beginning to arrive anyway.

      “Eryk,” Catalyna greeted as she and Marko entered the lobby and sat down on the nearest benches. “I see you and Kari are having fun at the expense of others this morning.”

      “Good morning, Catalyna,” Kari and I greeted at the same time.

      “They even talk in sync,” Lin muttered. “This princess also wants to talk in sync with Darling.”

      “Are we not training today?” asked Marko with a frown. He was no longer hostile toward me, and he didn’t try to woo Lin either, which I was incredibly grateful for. If he had, I would have probably been a lot more brutal during our spars.

      “Not today,” I said. “I have an important announcement to make.”

      Marko nodded and Catalyna looked curious, but they didn’t ask for specifics since they knew I planned on telling them once everyone was present.

      After they arrived, the other Spiritualists who had opted to live here came into the lobby, including Bjark, the big guy with the scar on his face. He used to belong to a mercenary company. However, his group went out of business when their leader died. Apparently, he’d been fighting against sobriety when he found the flyer stating I was looking for Spiritualists to join my sect. He was an excellent fighter, but he lacked any leadership qualities and didn’t have many ambitions.

      It wasn’t long before all the Spiritualists living here found themselves standing in the lobby. After that, the people who lived in their own homes soon began arriving in twos and threes. Once everyone had arrived, I stood up and moved over to a large board where several sheets of parchment had been tacked on.

      “Everyone!” I called out, getting the group to settle down. “I am pleased to announce that your training has officially ended. As of this moment, all of you are what I would consider B-Rank Spiritualists.” A loud cheer went up. I could have stopped it, but I didn’t. I let them celebrate and waited for them to settle down before continuing. “Now that you are B-Rank Spiritualists, you can begin taking on quests. All of our current quests are tacked onto the board right here.” I patted the board. “When you want to take a quest, just grab the one you want and take it to either Dagny or Eira over there by the counters. They’ll add you into the quest book as the quest taker. When you complete the quest, you will earn your pay, which is sixty percent of whatever the quest giver is paying for the completion of this job.”

      Several eyes widened, including those of Bjark.

      Sixty percent was a lot. Most mercenary companies who went through third parties for jobs only earned about forty percent of the total quest money. I was giving them a lot more than what most mercenaries would make.

      “When you take on a quest, you can choose to work alone or in a group,” I continued. “I personally recommend working in a group. You never know what sort of dangers there are in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and if one of you died during a quest, it would bring us a lot of trouble.”

      I didn’t go into greater detail, but I was sure they understood. If someone took a quest and died, it would mean the quest would be marked as incomplete, and we’d either have to find someone else who could take the quest, or inform the quest giver that we weren’t able to complete it before giving their money back. Both would cause a lot of problems to our reputation, which would affect how many quests we got.

      “There are a few rules for taking quests,” I kept explaining the rules. “Since all of you are currently B-Rank Spiritualists, if you wish to take on a higher-ranked quest like an A-Rank one, then you need to have a group of at least four Spiritualists. This is not negotiable. A-Rank quests are not only several times harder and more dangerous, but they are also a lot more important. Of course, if you become an A-Rank Spiritualist, then you can begin taking A-Rank quests on your own. However, to become an A-Rank Spiritualist, you need to reach the Third State of Spiritualism.” I paused. “Does anyone have any questions?”

      I waited to see if anyone had anything to say, but no one asked me a single thing. I hoped that meant my explanation was easy to understand.

      “In that case, the Nevarian Braves is officially open for business,” I said, and the group of Spiritualists whom I had spent two months training thrust their hands into the air and cheered.
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      Moments after I made the announcement, at least one dozen of the Spiritualists present went over to the board and began looking at the quests. Among those who were eager to check them out were Geirolf, Catalyna, Marko, Bjark, and Ingrid—a lady Spiritualist with light brown hair, green eyes, and a small chest that seemed at odds with her taller than average stature. She was at least a head and shoulders above almost everyone present. As the group of Spiritualists eagerly looked at the quests available, I stepped away and stood beside Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      “It appears everyone wants to begin taking quests right away,” Kari said with a soft giggle. “I’m a little envious of them.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized sincerely, but Kari shook her head.

      “Don’t be. I understand why I can’t go on any quests right now. I’m needed here.” She reached out and grabbed my hand. “Right now is a crucial time for our sect. You can’t afford to go on missions yourself until you’re sure the sect can run even without you present. I honestly do not mind staying here to help you until we can all go adventuring together.”

      Kari’s words never ceased to warm my heart. I loved how she called this “our” sect rather than “my” sect. She was including herself, Fay, and Lin in those words, which made this sect seem like more than a pet project I was working on to strengthen Nevaria. Her words also let me know that she was taking this entire matter seriously.

      “What should we do now?” Lin had crossed her arms and was gazing at the people present with a small frown. “We spent all that time training these people, but now that’s over with. Do we even have anything we need to do?”

      “Well…” I stretched out the words and considered what sort of matters needed to be taken care of before I could begin doing quests on my own. “The first thing we need to do is make sure the sect is stable from a financial standpoint, and that our reputation as a group that can handle any quest no matter how difficult spreads beyond the Alchemist Association. I want to eventually begin accepting quests from everyone. We’ll also need to recruit more members, the budget will have to increase, and I believe we should begin building a library of Spiritual Techniques that members of our sect can learn.” I paused as a few more thoughts came to mind. “I also have a few experiments I’d like to begin working on, one of which involves those runes you showed me last month.”

      I looked at Kari when I said this, letting her know which runes I was talking about. She seemed to understand because her eyes lit up almost immediately.

      “None of that seems to be anything this princess can help you with,” Lin muttered with a bitter frown.

      “I’m not sure how I can help either,” Fay added. “I do not know much about finances or expanding a business.”

      Their words caused me to frown as I realized most of what I planned to work on really didn’t involve either of them. Kari was knowledgeable about business, management, budgeting, and other subjects that were necessary for a ruler, but Fay and Lin were not. Fay was a fighter, pure and simple. She beat people up and was damn good at it. On the other hand, Lin was a very strong but indulgent girl who wanted to help but lacked the knowledge.

      “If you’d like, I can teach you some of what’s involved in managing a group like this,” Kari offered before I could make the suggestion.

      “This princess would like that,” Lin said, immediately latching onto the offer as though it were a life raft. “She wants to prove how useful she can be. This princess hates it when there’s nothing she can help with.”

      “In that case, we can begin in a day or two.” Kari tapped her chin for a moment before nodding. “I suppose the first thing I’ll teach you about is how to file records of quests and after-action reports. That was one of the first things Father taught me.”

      “Which father are you talking about?” asked Fay.

      “Sorry. I meant Valence,” Kari said.

      “Valence was the one who taught all of us about filing reports and writing after-action reports in case any of us decided to join either the Nevarian Spiritualists or the Imperial Royal Guard,” Mykkel added as he walked up to us. Earland and Geirolf were not by his side, but that was because both of them were still looking at the quest board.

      There were fewer people in the lobby now than there had been a few minutes ago. About half the Spiritualists had grabbed a quest, filed it with one of the two receptionists, formed a party with at least two or three other Spiritualists, and left to prepare. I assumed they were off to the Merchant’s District. My sect provided everyone with a place to accept quests in exchange for cash, but by that same token, we didn’t provide provisions… unless they were willing to pay for them.

      “Mykkel, are you not taking a quest with Earland and Geirolf?” asked Kari.

      Smiling as he shook his head, Mykkel said, “Geirolf is actually getting ready to take a quest with Catalyna and Marko. I’m a bit… surprised to see him hitting it off so well with those two.”

      At his words, the four of us looked back at Geirolf to see that, indeed, he was standing next to Catalyna as she handed the parchment with a quest over to Eira. The young woman behind the counter dipped her quill in a jar of ink and jotted down the quest name, people participating, and quest details inside of a large leather-bound book. Once she finished, she placed the quest sheet inside of the book and closed it.

      Speaking of Catalyna, she said some words that I couldn’t hear. The blonde woman smiled, nodded, and said something to Geirolf and Marko, who nodded in return and followed the woman as she turned around to depart. I watched as the door closed behind them and turned back to Mykkel.

      “I honestly didn’t know they had gotten that close either, but I do remember that Geirolf had begun sparring with Catalyna a lot toward the end of your training.”

      “Either way, I hope it works out for him,” Mykkel said. “He seems to have come into his own.”

      “He certainly surprised me,” Kari confessed.

      “I’m guessing you needed something?” Fay said as a means of getting us back on track.

      “Yes.” Mykkel reached into a pouch at his hip and pulled out a small envelope, which he handed to me. “I was told to give this envelope to you. It’s an invitation to a party being hosted by the Eieran Family.”

      Studying the envelope, I noticed that it was made from a faded but sturdy parchment, the kind that was awfully expensive to buy. The envelope was closed with a wax seal that bore the Eieran Family coat of arms. It was a Snake-Tailed Lion (an A-Rank Demon Beast of the chimera variety) holding an intricate quill between its paws.

      “You said this was for a party?” I asked for clarification, not at all sure why such a prestigious family would invite me to a party.

      “The Eieran Family is not only influential thanks to their numerous business ventures, but they are also well-known for hosting balls and parties at least once every two months,” Mykkel explained. “These parties are often a way for the Eieran Family to display their vast wealth. And believe me, it is vast. However, they are also a place where numerous families and influential members of society go to form alliances, meet their competition, and even display their prowess as Spiritualists.”

      “I thought the Eieran Family weren’t the type who relied on Spiritualists,” I said, my frown deepening.

      “They don’t,” Kari supplied for me. “However, Spiritualism is such an important part of our society that the Eieran Family can ill afford to ignore it entirely. That is why they allow Spiritualists to duel during these parties. It is both a means of allowing Spiritualists to show off their prowess and knowledge and to provide entertainment for the guests.”

      “I think I understand now,” I muttered, looking back at the envelope.

      It sounded to me like the Eieran Family wished to invite me to this party because I was becoming an influential member of society. I was the winner of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, was engaged to Kari, Lin, and Fay, and I had just founded Nevaria’s very first sect with the empress’s official seal of approval. If that didn’t make me influential, then I wasn’t sure what would.

      Now curious to know about the contents, I opened the envelope and removed the parchment. Unlike the sturdy envelope, the parchment felt a lot softer and newer, once again displaying a wealth only families like the Eierans and the Astralias possessed. After carefully unfolding the parchment, I read the contents, written in elegant cursive.

       

      To Lord Eryk Veiger,

      I hope this letter finds you well. My family and I have been meaning to speak with you for some time now, but you have been so busy that we haven’t been able to contact you.

      We wish to formally invite you to our Grand Ball, which is a yearly event that we host alongside numerous others. Your fiancées are all invited to come too.

      Sincerely,

       Alexander Eieran

       

      I looked at the name at the end of the brief but elegantly written letter. Alexander Eieran. That was the head of the Eieran Family if I was not mistaken. Did that mean this letter was personally written by him? I somehow didn’t think so. He likely had a butler or someone else write the invitations and sign in his name, but it was still a great honor, or so I believed.

      “Well, I’ve done what I was asked to,” Mykkel said with a smile. “It looks like Earland has selected a mission for us, so I’ll be taking my leave now.”

      Mykkel turned around and walked over to Earland, who was standing with Ingrid and Bjark. It looked like those four had decided to form a party. As the group left to prepare for their quest, I turned the letter over in my hand.

      “Are you planning to attend the ball?” asked Kari.

      “I will.” Sighing, I slipped the invitation into the pouch attached to my hip. “The Eieran Family is a massive and influential family, and not just because they are one of the Heavenly Families. The way they operate has gifted them with incredible wealth. If possible, I would like to form a good relationship with them. I believe they can also help provide the Nevarian Braves with more quests.” I paused for a moment and looked at the three women I was engaged to. “I was also hoping you three would be willing to accompany me.”

      “Of course, we will be going,” Lin said for the three of them. “This princess is not going to travel anywhere without you, and she isn’t going to let you go anywhere without her.”

      The three of us laughed as we listened to Lin.

      “By the way,” Lin began again, a confused expression crossing her face. “What’s a ball?”
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        * * *

      

      I was walking through Nevaria, alone this time. Kari was helping teach Fay and Lin about filing reports and balancing a budget, so they were back at the Nevarian Braves headquarters.

      Looking at the buildings made from a combination of bricks, wood posts, and gabled roofs, I could not help but be reminded that the architecture here was very different than what I would find in Midgard. Nevaria seemed older. The buildings weren’t spaced as closely together until you reached the crowded Peasant’s Quarters, and there were a few trees interspersed across this particular section of Nevaria.

      I was traveling to the blacksmith again. He was the only blacksmith within Nevaria that I knew, and while he wasn’t the most skilled I had ever met, I trusted that his work would be of decent quality.

      The door creaked as I entered the smithy, though it was drowned out by the sound of metal pounding on metal. I couldn’t remember a single day where the blacksmith wasn’t hard at work on something. He seemed to always be working on one thing or another.

      As usual, I waited until the blacksmith finished what he was working on. The man in question had already noticed my presence, but it wasn’t like he could just stop what he was doing. I once heard that not finishing your work when you’re pounding molten metal could result in the final product becoming misshapen and unusual.

      The blacksmith did eventually finish, and he set his work, which looked like the blade to a polearm, off to the side and turned to me. His bare chest flexed and glistened with sweat as he walked over and crossed his thick arms, staring down at me with his usual inscrutable gaze. That was something he could do because he was about a head and shoulders taller than I was.

      “You got another project for me? I hope it’s not cylinders and overgrown butter knives.”

      I resisted the urge to crack a smile. Since I was training those Spiritualists, I had hired him to make a lot of training weights, which I then inscribed with runes so their weight could increase. The blacksmith had no trouble expressing his dissatisfaction at the job. Of course, I paid him well so he still made them, but he had complained the whole time.

      “It’s not cylinders. This time, I need you to make several rings and several etching needles.”

      “Listen,” the blacksmith began with a frown, “I did those cylinders for you because they were easy and you paid well, but there are some things a blacksmith like me just isn’t meant to do. Creating etching needles and rings is outside my area of expertise. I can’t craft something as delicate as an etching needle, and I don’t have the proper tools to create rings.”

      Well… that was a problem. I always found it rather odd. Sundur had been a talented blacksmith who was capable of creating just about anything, provided it was made of metal.

      Of course, I realized that comparing Sundur, a Dweorg blacksmith, to a human blacksmith might not be very fair. Dweorgs were the best blacksmiths in all the nine realms. Comparing a human to a Dweorg in blacksmithing was like comparing an ant to a mountain.

      “Then do you know someone who can make rings and etching needles?” I asked. “I need someone who can mold the alloy from the Giant Rock Golem.”

      The blacksmith rubbed his jaw. “For delicate works like this, you’ll want to see an artisan. They’re the ones who create stuff like jewelry and the like. I know of one such artisan who is incredibly talented at what she does. Her name is Lystål. She’s one of the best artisans around and does a lot of custom work for noble families. She’s also unaffiliated with any noble family, so you won’t have to worry about her having any kind of political agenda.”

      I wasn’t sure whether this man was looking out for me when he mentioned this Lystål not having a political agenda, but I honestly didn’t care about that so long as she could help me.

      After getting directions for Lystål’s shop, I thanked the man for letting me know about her and left the blacksmith. While it was disappointing that he couldn’t help me, I appreciated his honesty. It took a lot to admit you couldn’t do something.

      Lystål’s shop wasn’t too terribly far from the blacksmith. It was a single-story building with a good bit of space around it. I was a bit shocked to find a shop that wasn’t nestled between two other shops, but maybe it had something to do with her supposed popularity. If she did a lot of work for nobles, then it was possible she could afford a storefront that had its own space like this.

      Unlike with the blacksmith, the door jingled with the clear chime of a bell when I entered the shop. I glanced around. This place was very different from the blacksmith’s shop, which displayed all kinds of weapons and armor near the front and had a forge in the back. For one thing, I couldn’t see the forge. There was a door at the far end, which I believed led to the forge or wherever Lystål did her work. There were a lot of displays showcasing her jewelry as well. Also…

      I glanced at the two women standing at attention on either side of the entrance. Both of them were obviously Spiritualists. They had swords strapped to their waists and wore standard metal armor over their shirts and skirts. Both of them, I could tell, had reached the Second State of Spiritualism, which made them elites among Nevaria. I could only assume they were here to make sure no one stole any of Lystål’s merchandise. That meant she must be really popular.

      Only someone wealthy could afford guards of this caliber.

      A few seconds after I entered, someone came out from the back room. She wasn’t a very tall woman. I’d say she was maybe a head shorter than Kari. Her hair was long, blonde, and curly, framing a face that was smudged with soot. I was tempted to call her cute, but her narrowed eyes told me that wasn’t the best idea. She might have looked like a doll, but she was clearly nothing of the sort.

      “A new face?” The woman blinked as she rubbed her hands on her apron, which went over a simple pair of pants and a shirt. She stepped out from behind the counter and offered me a polite curtsy. “Welcome to my jewel emporium, dear customer. I apologize, but I’m not taking any custom commissions right now since I already have so many projects. However, if you’d like to look around, I’d be happy to show you my wares.”

      The woman was very polite, and I didn’t fault her for her words, but I couldn’t lie and say I wasn’t disappointed.

      “Unfortunately, I was actually here for a custom project,” I said with a sigh. “I’m looking for someone who can make etching needles and rings from the alloy of a Giant Rock Golem. The blacksmith I normally use for work said he didn’t have the talent or equipment for such a delicate job, and that I should see you.”

      “Your blacksmith friend is very knowledgeable.” Lystål grinned. “While both of our jobs fall under the category of smithing, our focus is very different. This friend of yours sounds like he specializes in the smithing of weapons and armor, which requires a different skillset from what I do. I’m more of an artisan than a blacksmith. I create extravagant jewelry and other delicate items that can be used as accessories, which is indeed a more delicate operation than creating weapons and armor.”

      As the woman spoke, she studied me with intense scrutiny. I bore with her observations since she didn’t seem hostile. After a while, her expression cleared up.

      “You’re Eryk Veiger, aren’t you?”

      “That’s correct.”

      Lystål stroked her jaw and frowned. “I am indeed doing a lot of work right now, so I shouldn’t really be adding any more projects, but given who you are, I don’t want to turn you away either. Tell you what. If you show me what you want me to do, I’ll tell you whether or not I’m interested.”

      This woman was very straightforward, which I appreciated. Not many people would be willing to turn away a job, but she was telling me that she’d decide whether or not she was interested based on the job itself, and she’d been upfront about having a lot of other projects to do.

      Since she was being so honest, I decided to return the favor.

      “As I said, I need someone to create etching needles and rings.” Reaching into the pouch at my hip, I pulled out a folded sheet of parchment, unfolded it, and handed it to the woman. “The material for the creation of these items is an alloy I salvaged from the body of a Giant Rock Golem. Smithing with it requires a higher temperature than normal metal, which means most people can’t smith with it.”

      “Meaning you need someone with the wind element who can feed the flames and increase their temperature to smelt the alloy,” Lystål murmured as she studied the parchment. “These designs are rather simple. These symbols carved into the ring, though… these are runes, aren’t they?”

      “They are, but you don’t need to worry about those,” I told her. “I plan on carving those into the rings myself using the etching needles you make if you accept this job. The most important aspect of the rings is going to be the monster core embedded at the top. Monster cores are a lot bigger than this, so I had to shave away at them until they were small enough to fit onto the rings. You’ll also have to get the ring widths at those exact measurements. It’s important so I can inscribe the runes into them.”

      “I see…” Lystål looked up from the parchment to study my face, looking at me in a new light. “Are you capable of inscribing runes into items?”

      “I am,” I said.

      “I knew it!” Lystål looked excited. Her eyes became bright and cheerful as she folded the parchment and slipped it into her apron. “I had a feeling after seeing the designs on your rings that you were capable of inscribing runes, but I didn’t dare to hope. Most people just like me to add them because they make for great designs.” She went silent for a moment, then smiled. “Okay. I’ll make a deal with you. If you teach me how to inscribe runes into items, I will make you these rings and etching needles for free.”

      “You have a deal,” I said without even thinking about it. I didn’t mind teaching others how to use Rune Writing. In fact, I believed more people should know. Rune Writing was another lost art in Nevaria. If I could teach a few more people how to use it, I was hoping we could eventually make people’s livelihoods easier.

      After all, it was so much easier to install and use a shower than it was a bath.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I came back to Lystål’s shop the next day, but I didn’t come alone.

      Kari had expressed an interest in learning how to inscribe runes when I told her what I would be doing and asked to come along. I wasn’t surprised. In my previous life, Kari had also expressed a heavy interest in runes, which was partly because all the ruins possessed runes, but also because she just found them interesting.

      Lystål was surprised to find Kari standing beside me when she emerged from the backroom.

      “Princess Kari.” Curtsying almost the moment she saw the blonde woman, Lystål acted far more politely than she did when it was just me. “I had no idea you’d be coming by today as well.”

      Kari’s lips stretched into a wide smile. “Eryk told me he’d be teaching you how to use Rune Writing. I haven’t had the chance to learn myself because we have been so busy. I decided to use this opportunity to also learn about it. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. Please, follow me to my workshop.”

      Lystål led Kari and me into the back room, which I realized was a forge somewhat similar to but still vastly different from the blacksmith’s. It was a lot cleaner for one. However, there were also a lot of tools present that the blacksmith’s workshop didn’t have. Hammers and tongs hung from racks on the wall, two anvils sat side by side near the forge, and there were several types of metal ingots that looked like silver and gold situated on three-tiered racks. The forge was smaller and sat in a corner, and there were several objects that I didn’t recognize.

      “Do you have the alloy you want me to use?” asked Lystål.

      “I do,” I said. I was carrying a large bag with me today. I opened the bag and pulled out several large blocks of alloy with a vibrant red tint.

      Lystål took one of those blocks from me and hefted it in her hand. Her eyes seemed incredibly sharp as she studied the alloy, switching it from hand to hand as though testing its weight.

      “This is a really sturdy piece of metal,” she said at last. “I can see why you need someone with the wind element to forge anything from it. This alloy probably won’t melt unless the flames are far hotter than anything normal smiths use.” Her nose twitched a little like a rabbit’s. Then she took in a deep breath. “All right. Give me some time, you two. I’ll forge the etching needles first since those will be easier, and then I’ll make the rings. You can either leave and come back when I’m done, or you can stick around.”

      “We would like to stick around if that’s all right,” Kari said before I could make a comment. Her eyes were sparkling. “I’m really curious to see the forging process.”

      Lystål shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      Since it looked like Kari wanted to watch Lystål forge the rings, I decided to stick with her. We moved to a place near the back wall where we wouldn’t be in the way and watched as Lystål got started.

      I had seen people forge items before. When Sundur was making the weapons and armor for me and Kari in my previous life, we had stuck around and watched the process. However, it seemed forging weapons and armor was a bit different than forging etching needles and rings.

      The initial process was pretty much the same. After lighting up the forge, Lystål placed one of the alloy ingots into the fire, then began tapping her feet in a steady rhythm as she rotated a crank off to the side. Spiritual Power wafted from her body. I realized she was using the wind element. The flames quickly went from red to blue, then to white, and the heat became so intense that Kari and I started sweating despite how far away we were. I needed to cover us with the water element to protect us from the heat.

      After the bar had turned into a bright, molten reddish gold, Lystål used a pair of tongs to grab it, placed it on an anvil, and grabbed the hammer sitting beside it. Thus, she began pounding away. The sound of her hammer striking the molten alloy echoed all around us as the woman worked. Sparks flew from the metal as it began gradually taking shape.

      After she pounded for several seconds, Lystål put on a pair of gloves that looked different from the kind she normally used. The part covering her palms and fingers was made from a dark red fabric. I recognized it as the hide of a B-Rank Demon Beast with a fire element: Flame Salamander. She took the now roughly shaped etching needles and began further refining them using the gloves and her Spiritual Powers. I was impressed by her skills as an artisan.

      “Who is this ring being made for?” asked Lystål as she worked.

      “Kari,” I answered immediately.

      “All right. We’ll measure Kari first then,” Lystål muttered.

      I didn’t know what she meant by that, but after she had pounded the red alloy into a fairly flat rectangle, she removed her gloves, found a measuring tape, came over, and measured Kari’s index finger. Once that was done, she went over to where a series of flat metal sheets rested and picked one up. Then she went back to the anvil, set the sheet down, grabbed the ingot, and began heating it up again.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed in that forge and watched her, but it felt like a long while before she eventually forged a small etching needle that had a very fine and slightly curved point. She presented the needle to me, which I took and examined. I wasn’t very knowledgeable about good etching needles. However, this one was perfectly smooth, had a point that could easily carve into normal metal, and would allow me to inscribe runes more delicately than if I used my finger.

      I had been using my finger up to this point, but that was because I had no choice. If I wanted to inscribe runes into these rings, I would need an item that could let me carve smaller runes than my fingers could, and the etching needles needed to be made from a material that was durable and wouldn’t break from having Spiritual Power channeled through it.

      “It looks good,” I said.

      “I’m glad.” Lystål smiled. It was a big, wide smile that made me shift from one foot to another. Her smile told me she wanted something. I realized this thought was true a second later when she said, “Now you can show me how to use Rune Writing.”

      “Ah…”

      Her words made me realize she intended to have me teach her before she would make the rings. Kari was also staring at me with sparkling eyes now, making me realize I wouldn’t be getting anything more until I showed them how to inscribe runes.

      “All right,” I said. “Do you have a sheet of metal that you don’t mind me using?”

      “I do.” Lystål ran over to where several sheets of metal lay, grabbed one, and came back. “Will this work?”

      “It’ll do fine,” I said after studying it. The metal sheet was a little lumpy, but since I was just going to inscribe some basic runes into the metal, it wouldn’t really matter.

      We went over to the anvil. I set the metal sheet on top and held the etching needle in my right hand. Channeling Spiritual Power through the needle, I carefully watched how it began glowing brighter and brighter. Since I wasn’t using an element but pure Spiritual Power, the needle was glowing a simple blue color.

      “Rune Writing is the standard name for creating something with runes,” I began. “However, what I’m about to do should really be called inscribing, which is a branch of Rune Writing that involves inscribing runes into metal and other materials to create various effects.”

      As I spoke, I brought the etching needle onto the metal sheet and began carving into it. The etching needle easily gouged into the metal as though it were butter. Part of the reason was that the needle was made from an A-Rank Demon Beast, but another reason was because of my Spiritual Power. The needle glided across the surface. Glowing lines of power and runes were left behind as I continued to talk.

      “What I’m doing is using pure Spiritual Power to carve runes into the metal. By doing this, the runes become attuned to Spiritual Power and can be activated whenever someone channels their Spiritual Power through them.”

      “Wait. So that’s it?” asked the shocked Lystål. “I would have assumed it was harder!”

      I worked slowly, carving in several runes. Uruz, the rune of freedom, energy, action, courage, strength, tenacity, understanding, and wisdom. Sowilo, the rune of wholeness, power, elemental force, sword of flame, and cleansing fire. Hagalaz, which could mean wrath of nature, but it also meant controlled crisis, leading to completion and inner harmony. It was just three runes, but I didn’t need many since I was only showing off how they worked.

      “I think you are underestimating how hard it is to inscribe runes and make them actually work,” I said. “The reason not many people can use Rune Writing isn’t that they can’t inscribe runes into items and materials. It’s because they aren’t infusing the runes with their Spiritual Power. In order to activate a rune, you must imbue Spiritual Power into the rune while you use Rune Writing. Use too much and the runes overload and explode in your face. Too little and the runes won’t activate. Your control over your Spiritual Power must be perfect. Also, different rune arrays require different amounts of Spiritual Power to activate, so you must always be aware of how much Spiritual Power you’re using when you inscribe the rune array.”

      Back when the blacksmith had forged the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I had asked him to pump as much Spiritual Power into the runes as he possibly could, but I never told him why. The runes on my weapon did not require much precision to activate. One could have even called them simple. However, that was why someone who didn’t even know what Rune Writing was could do it. I’m not even sure I could have called what he did Rune Writing.

      On the other hand, what I was trying to teach Lystål was true Rune Writing, which was a delicate process that required skill, precision, and impeccable control over one’s own Spiritual Power. 

      As I lectured her, I was constantly channeling Spiritual Power through the etching needle. The runes I was inscribing into the metal sheet all glowed a light blue as I worked, showing that my Spiritual Power was activating the power inherent within the runes. I soon finished my work. Taking the etching needle away from the sheet, I waited until the glow died down before showing what I had made to Kari and Lystål.

      “This is Rune Writing,” I said. “By infusing Spiritual Power into runes while you make them, you create a spiritual link with the runes to create a rune array, allowing them to activate whenever someone channels Spiritual Power into them.”

      As I spoke, I placed my hand on the metal sheet and channeled Spiritual Power into the runes. They began glowing. A small spark ignited. Then a flame about five centimeters in diameter flickered to life above the runes.

      “This is a very simple rune array. I used Sowilo to create the fire, Uruz to give the flame energy, and Hagalaz to control the flame’s size. Using different runes will give you different effects. You’ll have to be wary when experimenting. Some runes are incredibly dangerous when combined and can explode in your face. It isn’t unusual for people to die because they messed up their runes or because they didn’t understand how two or more runes interacted with each other.”

      The two were paying rapt attention, hanging off every word I said. Kari was even leaning forward as she stared at me with an intensity I usually only saw when she was thinking about exploring ruins. Well, I guess runes were a subject she was passionate about.

      “Now,” I began again, “I’m going to teach you the twenty-four runes and their merkstave variations. Be sure to pay attention because it’s important to know the meaning of these runes and not just how they are shaped. If you don’t know what they mean, you won’t know how to use them, and if you incorrectly use two opposing runes together, you run the risk of injuring yourself at best and killing yourself at worst.”

      Once Kari and Lystål nodded, I began teaching them about the runes, their variations, and a few simple arrays they could use to practice with. As I did, I noticed how Kari would frown every so often. She would occasionally open her mouth to stop me, but she seemed to think better of it and closed her mouth again. It was like she wanted to correct me but feared saying anything. Perhaps she thought I’d take it the wrong way if she corrected me in public like this.

      Later that day, Kari would correct me on several matters regarding runes and Rune Writing that I had gotten wrong.
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      This couldn’t be happening…

      “K-Kari…”

      I stared at Kari’s face, at the half-lidded eyes piercing me with their death gaze, at the slack mouth that was partially open, at the chest that was no longer breathing. I placed my hand against her chest, ignoring the blood, and felt for her heartbeat, but it wasn’t there. Ichor gushed from the wound as I pressed against her chest, hoping beyond hope that applying more pressure would somehow change the reality before me, but it was all for naught.

      Her heart had stopped.

      It felt like my entire world had just come to an end. Everything was crashing down around me. What was a life without Kari in it? She had been with me for decades now. She was both my savior and my lover, and she was the person I did everything for. I lived for her. My heart beat for her. Now she was gone.

      Did I even have a reason to live?

      With pain stabbing my chest, I pulled Kari into my embrace. I hugged her tightly as tears blurred my vision. There was nothing left for me to live for. My entire life had been dedicated to this woman, and with her gone, I felt like the only light in my life had just been extinguished.

      Something landed on the ground beside me.

      I looked up to see the man I had been fighting staring down at me with a cold, unfeeling gaze. He didn’t seem to care that he had just killed my wife and child. If anything, he seemed disappointed that I was not among those who had died.

      “Your woman saved you at the last moment, I see.” He tilted his head, his gaze curious. “It seems you are a very lucky man, but luck can only take a person so far. And now, your luck has come to an end.”

      A million thoughts flashed through my mind as this man raised his hand and gathered the dark element around it. The atmosphere became distorted. I could tell now that I was looking more closely that the power he was using was different from the darkness element. It felt similar to what the Sekbeists used, but it was vastly more powerful. The difference was like heaven and earth.

      A thought occurred to me as I watched this man. I could just let him kill me. It wasn’t like whether I lived or died mattered anymore. I didn’t want to live in a world where Kari didn’t exist, where Kayli wasn’t alive. Dying was preferable to that.

      And yet…

      I hated this man. I couldn’t stand the thought of this man living while Kari and Kayli were no longer among us. I hated the fact that this man had slaughtered the two people I loved more than anything in this world without reason. But more than the hatred I had for this person, I hated myself for not being strong enough to protect them.

      My hatred for this man and myself mixed together, congealing inside of me. White-hot rage flashed through my mind as the darkness around the man’s hand formed a spear. As the rage entered my body, I felt something flash to life inside of me, and suddenly, I could feel a bright and golden light flaring to existence with brilliant incandescence. It was like a solar flare had gone off inside of my mind.

      I lifted my hand and pushed all the Spiritual Power I had left through it. The power blasted from my hand, a massive bolt of golden energy. I sensed the light element within that energy, but I also sensed something else—a vivaciousness that seemed to stem from life itself.

      The bolt slammed into the gathering darkness.

      Light and dark clashed together, twisting, morphing, becoming deformed as arcs of energy erupted from the two contradictory elements. The wind resulting from the two attacks colliding blew my hair out of my face. The man on the other side skidded backward across the ground, his eyes finally widening in shock. However, he wasn’t injured.

      I wanted to change that.

      Gently setting Kari on the ground, I leapt to my feet and used the Flash Step to appear in front of him. Golden light gathered on my hand as I thrust it forward. Once again, I sensed more than just the light element. I sensed life.

      The man raised his arm to block my attack. Light and darkness clashed in a burst of energy bolts.

      I didn’t stop with just that one attack, and my next attack was a roundhouse kick to the man’s head, but that was also blocked. However, I had put more Spiritual Power into my attack this time. The colliding energies were so powerful that the ground beneath us exploded as it was struck by a violent shock wave. This man and I were knocked backward. While he took to the air, I leapt back toward where Kari’s body was lying.

      Looking up at the man who had killed my wife and child, I felt nothing but murderous rage. However, the man I was fighting had placed a hand on his head and was thrashing around. Confusion warred with hatred inside me. What was he doing?

      “Damn you! Back off! You have no power over me!” I blinked as the man shouted to himself, but he didn’t seem to notice me anymore as he swung his head back and forth. However, this eventually stopped. “Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm indeed.” The man looked at me. “You, boy, it seems I won’t be killing you today. Consider yourself lucky.”

      The man vanished as suddenly as he appeared. All I could do was stare with impotent rage at the place where he had been. He was gone. I had failed to kill him. However, I also knew it was probably a good thing that he had disappeared when he did. Right now, I clearly was not strong enough to kill him.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder about what had happened. Why had he run off like that? It seemed as if he was fighting with himself. I could not for the life of me figure out what was going on, so I put the questions I had out of my mind.

      I looked down at Kari and all the rage in my body vanished as emptiness engulfed me. It felt like I was being swallowed by a void.

      Kneeling down, I slid one arm underneath her legs and the other around her shoulders, lifting her into my arms. Her legs swung limply and her head lolled into my chest as I stood back up. One of her arms fell down and began swinging like a pendulum.

      I stood there in indecision for a moment, wondering what I should do. My life was gone, my world destroyed, and now I had nothing left but this intense emptiness, a gaping hole in my chest where a heart once beat.

      After a moment, I set my mouth into a thin line and went back toward the now destroyed Brave Vesperia headquarters. The headquarters was in ruins. I wandered the now empty halls, entered my living quarters, and went over to the bed.

      After setting Kari on the bed, the first thing I did was clean her. I couldn’t do anything about the wound around her chest because that strange energy still permeating it prevented me from healing it, but I could at least wipe the filth off her body. Once that was done, I dressed her in the armor she loved wearing when she was exploring ruins. Finally, I straightened her limbs, placed her hands on her chest, and closed her eyes. I placed one last kiss on her cold lips, then stepped back and fired a condensed beam of lightning at the bed.

      The bed was lit on fire instantly. I stood back and stared at the flames as they burned my beloved Kari. I felt empty. My life didn’t have any meaning. Wouldn’t dying be better than living as an empty shell?

      However, the moment I thought this, the image of that man came back to me. What had he called himself again? Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm? The seventh realm was Ljosalfheim if I was not mistaken. Did that mean he was one of the Great Overlords Hreidmar had spoken of? Why would someone like that attack me and mine?

      I shook my head. Regardless of who this man was, I would not let him off. He had killed my child, killed my wife, and I was going to make sure he suffered for it.

      The feeling of emptiness in my chest vanished as something else filled it, something darker.

      I remained in this room until Kari and the bed had been completely burnt to ashes, then left the Brave Vesperia headquarters along with Capestrania entirely. I did not know where I was going, but I had a goal, and I would not stop until I had seen it accomplished.

      I was going to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      He would die painfully.

      This vow I made to myself as I disappeared from the Northern Plains.
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        * * *

      

      The morning after the dream in which my wife was murdered before my eyes, I awoke with a fierce headache and stinging tears. I was not the only one. Kari, who I had slept with the night before, had woken up screaming and crying. Despite my own anguish, I’d had no choice but to push my feelings aside and comfort my distraught fiancée.

      There were a few things I learned in the past few days. The first was that Kari and Fay only had dreams of their past when they slept with me. I believe it had something to do with how the runes on their chests only appeared after we had sex. Lin, on the other hand, had already experienced every dream of her past and could remember them in perfectly vivid detail. This also fit my theory that once Kari and Fay exchanged blood with me, they would remember all of their past. 

      I didn’t know until a few days ago that you were not supposed to wear the same outfit more than once when attending social functions. Doing so was a faux pas, apparently. Of course, this also meant I could not wear the same outfit I had worn during the parade to celebrate Kari’s birthday to the Grand Ball being hosted by the Eieran Family.

      As the one who knew the most about social functions, Kari had given herself the task of making sure all of us—meaning me, Fay, and Lin—had a new outfit to wear for this occasion. Not only had she been in charge of making sure we had new outfits, but she also told us everything she knew about the Eieran Family. We learned about their members, their family head, his three wives, their children, and the elders. I also learned that Kaleb—who sold me my previous house and our new base of operations—was not the family head’s son. He was the son of one of the elders.

      Because I knew this information was important, I paid rapt attention to everything she said. Lin wasn’t as interested. However, Fay did her best to listen. I think she, more than even myself, wanted to make a good impression on the people we would be meeting so as to not embarrass me.

      When the day for the Grand Ball finally arrived, the four of us took a luxurious bath together before getting dressed.

      “St-stupid dress! Why won’t you go on?!”

      I didn’t want to laugh at Lin as she tried to put on the dress Kari had chosen for her, but the girl was making it incredibly difficult. The dress Kari chose was a complicated gown that was laced up at the back. It created a lovely gap that went from the base of her neck all the way down to her rump. Lace crisscrossed this gap, but I could still see the smooth skin and the curvature of her spine, as well as the area where her skin shifted into scales.

      The young woman was in tears because she couldn’t lace the dress herself. Of course, I said she was in tears, but Lamia didn’t have tear ducts like humans did. It was just the expression on her face that made me think she was seconds away from crying.

      I expected her to turn to me for help, but she instead looked at Kari and sniffled.

      “Big Sister, could you please help this princess fix her dress?”

      Kari’s indulgent smile was a pleasant sight. “Of course. Hold on for just a moment.”

      “Kay. Thank you.”

      At present, Kari was not wearing much. Her massive chest was bound with sturdy fabric, her legs were clad in long white socks, and her crotch was covered by underwear tied together on either side of her hips with string. Not only was she completely exposed, but I could see the plump lips of her nethers beneath the thin fabric of her undergarments.

      As Kari helped Lin lace up the back of her dress, Fay was also getting dressed. She slid a pair of very short shorts up her hips. This was followed by a black shirt that went over her breast bindings and revealed a hint of her cleavage. A sleeveless white dress with a split on either side of her hips and no back went over the shirt. The dress didn’t even go past the middle of her thighs. After studying herself for a moment, Fay placed a belt around her waist, though it seemed more like an accessory than a necessity, and slid a pair of white sleeves up her arms. The sleeves stopped just below her shoulders, and she attached a set of black shoulder pauldrons to them. Finally, to finish the outfit off, she added a black bow to her chest, a shoulder cape that went down to her ankles, and black heeled boots with gleaming greaves protecting her shins.

      My own clothing was nowhere near as ostentatious as my women’s. Black pants and a tunic with black and gray stripes went over the top. The tunic was long-sleeved and easy to move in. However, it did have a few interesting designs near the shoulders. This tunic also closed at the front via many straps. A pair of vambraces went around my forearms. I also had two belts on my waist. One went around my torso just a little above my hips, but the other hung low. The last article of clothing was my black boots.

      “You look good,” I complimented Fay on her outfit.

      “Thank you.” Fay blushed and looked down. She was twiddling with her thumbs, which I thought was cute. “I think you look very handsome too.”

      I grinned. “I’m glad you think so.”

      Kari finally finished lacing up Lin’s gown, then put on her own. Unlike Fay and Lin, whose outfits showed a lot of skin, the only skin shown by Kari was her shoulders, arms, and upper back. The gown itself was predominantly a light blue. It went all the way down to the floor so I couldn’t see her feet, though I knew from watching her that she was wearing boots and shorts underneath it. A white bodice with leaf-shaped hip covers went over the dress. The bodice was drawn tight, accentuating her thin waist, wide hips, and massive breasts, which heaved ever so slightly as she moved despite being bound in bindings.

      “I think we’re ready,” Kari said at last. She looked down at herself, sighed as if she wished to be wearing anything other than a dress, then looked back at us. “The carriage should already be waiting for us, so let’s not remain here.”

      We all agreed and left our living quarters together.

      There were only a few Spiritualists present right now. Most of them were out on quests. That said, the servants were busy cleaning the many rooms and keeping everything tidy. They greeted us with polite bows as we walked past them, though Jessie nearly broke a vase when she bowed so low her head knocked into a nearby stand. We smiled and greeted everyone before making our way outside of the Nevarian Braves headquarters.

      Just like Kari had said, there was indeed a carriage waiting for us. This one was a custom-made carriage that was long enough to fit a Lamia. It was also being led by two Mastodons instead of Mares. Golden designs decorated the white exterior. I would have said it looked gaudy, but Erica’s carriage had also carried a similar aesthetic… and the one the Astralia Royal Family used was even more ostentatious than this.

      A coachman opened the door for us. I climbed in first, turned around, and held a hand out to Lin so I could help her in. It was harder for her to enter because her snake tail was so long, but she was eventually able to seat herself on the bench opposite the entrance. After helping her, I helped Kari and Fay climb inside, and then all of us sat down.

      This carriage was unique in that it only had one bench that covered the side of the carriage opposite the entrance and curved around to also cover the back, forming a shape similar to the rune Laguz. Lin’s tail took up the entire bench. Kari sat right next to Lin, while I squeezed in between her and Fay.

      As the carriage began moving, Kari spoke to us about what we should expect at the ball.

      “There will be a lot of drinking and food. However, do not let yourself overindulge. It’s very easy to get caught up in the moment and pig out, but if you do that, the noble families will think less of you. A person who cannot control themselves when good food is present is nothing but a gluttonous fool in their eyes,” she said. “Once we arrive, we’ll have to make our rounds. I’ll introduce you to everyone in attendance. It’s always the same people attending, so if you can memorize their names now, you’ll be better off for it.”

      “This princess somehow feels like you are talking about her specifically with your comment,” Lin mumbled.

      Kari’s smile was mysterious and teasing. “Not at all. I’m talking to everyone. However, it is true that you, in particular, will need to be on your best behavior. You are the only Lamia in all of Nevaria, which means everyone is going to be paying you more attention than most.”

      “Hmph. This princess will make sure everyone who looks at her remains in awe.”

      While I did what I believed was an admirable job of masking my own nervousness, Fay was taking several deep breaths to calm herself down. However, her leg was thumping against the carriage floor and she was gripping her dress between clenched hands. When I saw this, I reached out and placed my hand on one of hers. This caused her to relax. The thumping stopped.

      “It’s okay to be nervous, but just remember, all of us are here with you.”

      “I know. Thank you,” Fay said softly.

      “Anytime,” I responded just as softly.

      The carriage eventually stopped and the door opened. Once again, I stepped out first before extending my hand to help Kari, Lin, and Fay exit.

      We had been taken up to a large portico that was surrounded by a courtyard on the left and right. This grand entrance was protected from the sun by a ramada held aloft with six massive columns.

      A young man standing before the carriage bowed low to us. It was Kaleb.

      “It’s good to see you four. Lord Eryk. Lady Kari. Lady Fay. Lady Lin,” he said. “I was hoping you would bless us with your attendance. Thank you for coming.”

      “Kaleb, it’s nice to see you’re doing well,” I greeted.

      “Thank you very much. Now, if you’ll follow me, I will lead you into the ballroom and announce your arrival to the other guests.”

      With a gesture to follow him, Kaleb turned around and walked underneath the ramada. We followed him as he walked between the artfully decorated columns and up to the entrance, which was guarded by six Spiritualists dressed in decorative armor with the Eieran Family coat of arms on the left breast. They were a mixture of men and women. All of them had either blond or brown hair, which was the most common among humans.

      Most of the Spiritualists bowed to us when we appeared, but two of them opened the door and allowed us into the vestibule. We didn’t remain there for long. Kaleb journeyed through several halls and a number of rooms before we finally emerged into a large ballroom.

      I had never seen a ballroom before. Balls were something I had not been a part of in my previous life. While Midgard did have some powerful families that were formed within specific sects, my own sect had never dealt with them outside of business. When we were part of the Explorers Guild, we weren’t important enough to be invited, and when we formed Brave Vesperia, the war against the Sekbeists had taken up all of our time and resources.

      This ballroom was easily one of the most massive rooms I had ever seen, with a size that was at least two training rooms in both length and width. I looked at the ceiling, which was shaped like a dome and covered in intricate artwork depicting numerous legendary Demon Beasts such as Phoenixes, Drakes, Kaiju, Griffins, and Qilins.

      There were already a lot of people in attendance. Dressed in expensive clothing that was flashy and meant to show off their wealth, these nobles and their families mingled together. Some stood near tables. Others stood near the walls. The center of the floor contained an elevated platform, which Kari informed me would be used for sparring matches between Spiritualists for entertainment.

      As we stepped into the room, the people nearest us stopped speaking and turned in our direction. Their eyes displayed surprise and intrigue. I was sure they knew who we were. It was impossible not to recognize their princess, Fay and I had taken part in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, and Lin was easily the most exotic creature they had ever seen.

      We were hard to forget.

      “Announcing the arrival of Princess Kari Astralia, her betrothed Lord Eryk Veiger, her Second Sister, Lady Fay Valstine, and her Third Sister, Lady Lin!” Kaleb announced in a clear voice that rang throughout the hall.

      I had no idea what to do here, but Kari, fortunately, took the lead for me.

      She linked her arm through mine, then had Lin also wrap her arms around my other arm. I sadly did not have another arm for Fay. However, the fiery redhead walked just a little behind us as though she were a bodyguard instead of my future wife. I wasn’t sure I approved, but I couldn’t deny that she cut a gallant figure in her current outfit.

      Everyone was staring at us as we walked further into the room. Many people whispered in hushed voices that even I couldn’t make out. However, no one was willing to come up to us. Were they intimidated by our reputation? Or were they simply waiting for someone else to make the first move?

      While I was waffling in indecision over what to do, Kari guided me toward the first group of people.

      “Lord Alexander Eieran.” Because she was still holding my arm, she didn’t curtsy, but the way she politely nodded her head contained a regality that made the man she addressed stand straighter. “It is good to see you in such fine health.”

      “And it is good to see you’re doing well too, Princess Kari,” the man known as Alexander returned her polite greeting with a smile.

      Alexander Eieran was a man who had reached the prime of his years and was slowly regressing into an older man. I’d put him at about forty or fifty years old. His slicked-back blond hair was flecked with gray. A few bangs framed his face, bringing out his refined and regal features. I could tell at a single glance that he wasn’t a Spiritualist. Aside from his lack of Spiritual Power, a Spiritualist his age would have looked far younger, much like Hagen Leucht and Hilda Astralia.

      Alexander was surrounded by several other people. Some of them bore a slight resemblance, making me assume they were members of his family. However, a good many of them looked like they were not in any way related.

      “You’ve never been formally introduced to them before now, so please allow me to introduce my family,” Kari continued with a benign smile. “This is Eryk Veiger, my husband-to-be, and these two are Fay Valstine and Lin. They’re my future sisters.”

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I said with a nod that probably didn’t have the same regal mien as Kari’s.

      “This princess greets you,” Lin said with a curtsy.

      “Thank you for inviting us to this fine ball,” Fay added with a bow at the waist.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” Alexander said with a smile and a wave of his hand as if inviting us was only natural—and perhaps it was. “I hope the four of you enjoy your time here.”

      “We will do so, thank you,” Kari said for all of us.

      We continued making small talk with Alexander, who asked many questions regarding our sect. His primary questions were about what a sect was. When I informed him that we were a group who took on quests at the behest of others, similar to some of the mercenary companies but with the backing of Empress Hilda herself, he expressed his delight with a wide smile.

      “What an innovative idea,” he exclaimed in a loud voice, sounding almost boisterous. “While mercenary companies have always existed in Nevaria, the idea of creating a group similar to one with the backing of the empress herself is something that has never occurred to me. It sounds like a very high-risk business venture. However, the Eieran Family knows that with high risks comes even higher rewards. Tell me, Lord Eryk, would you be willing to work with the Eieran Family in the future?”

      There was something about the way he spoke that made me wish I could frown, but I knew that I was supposed to keep up a friendly facade. Even so, I could not help but feel like he wanted to try and take advantage of my sect to benefit himself. At the same time, the way he spoke in a loud voice that echoed across the ballroom, which meant almost everyone could hear him, would also bolster my sect’s reputation. People would be talking about how the Eieran Family wanted to work with my sect. Rumors would spread and more business would come my way.

      I didn’t like how this would put me in Alexander’s debt, but I would play along for now.

      “We would be more than happy to work with the Eieran Family,” I said in a polite voice that, while not as loud, easily carried to the rest of the ballroom. “Of course, as a sect, we take on any quests that are given to us, provided they do not break the law or go against the Astralia Royal Family. Should you or one of your family members have something you need of us, whether that is protection detail, a quest to slay a powerful Demon Beast, or something else, you may feel free to send us a missive, and the Nevarian Braves shall do their utmost to ensure the successful completion of your quest.”

      I was sure Alexander knew I was speaking in a roundabout way, saying my sect would take on quests for them, but that we would not work exclusively with them. However, his polite smile remained in place. I suspected he knew this would be my response.

      Sly bastard.

      “Wonderful!” He clapped his hands. “I shall be sure to use your services in the future. You can probably expect a missive from me to arrive within the next few days. There are several quests I would like completed that are delicate and something I’d rather not entrust to a simple mercenary company.”

      “I will be looking forward to your patronage, then,” I said with a bow of my head.

      We didn’t speak to Alexander much longer after that. Upon saying our goodbyes, Kari led the three of us away because we needed to “make our rounds” as she called it. This was essentially just her introducing us to the various noble families.

      There were many noble families aside from the Three Heavenly Families. There were the Seven Major Families, followed by the Thirteen Minor Families. There were also many noble families and powerful merchants aside from just those twenty-three.

      The Seven Major Families were a group of powerful nobles who were second in prestige to the Heavenly Families. Their power had been acquired through a combination of their strong Spiritualists and numerous business ventures. Some like the Himmelskblad Family were known for their blacksmiths and powerful swordsman. Others like the Vingård Family owned several wine vineyards out in the countryside and made most of their money from that. Each of the Seven Major Families had their own unique aspects that made them stand out from the crowd.

      “This is Gudbrand Drage,” Kari introduced a young-looking man with shoulder-length blond hair and a refined bearing. I’d have put his age at around my own, but he was clearly older, having reached the Third State of Spiritualism. “He is the head of the Drage Family. His family is well-known for their powerful fire affinity. Many of their Spiritual Techniques are fire-related. They made a name for themselves several hundred years ago during an attack on Nevaria by a powerful Demon Beast. Since then, they have produced stunning Spiritualists.”

      Kari had told me a bit about the Drage Family. They were powerful, perhaps powerful enough to become one of the Three Heavenly Families, but they were also mysterious. Outside of their strong fire affinity, a family trait, very little was known about them. They lived isolated from everyone else and not even Empress Hilda could just call upon them.

      It made me suspicious.

      “You flatter me,” Gudbrand said with a smile. His voice was refined and strong. “We are not so great a family anymore, though it is true that almost everyone in our family has an affinity with fire.” He turned his head to Fay. “I saw your performance during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament and was very impressed. You seem to have a rather strong fire affinity yourself.”

      None of the other guests we had been introduced to had spoken to Fay so far. Having someone finally address her seemed to startle the girl, who took several moments to respond.

      “I do indeed have a fire affinity, Lord Gudbrand.” Fay bowed politely. “However, it is not nearly so strong that it’s worth complimenting. I am sadly still lacking in many ways as a Spiritualist.”

      “Nonsense.” Gudbrand smiled dashingly. I almost pictured his teeth sparkling as he showed off those pearly whites. “I saw your battles during the tournament. Despite not having many techniques, all of the ones you did have were very impressive, and I’m sure you’ve only grown stronger since then. In fact…” His smile widened a little. “I was hoping you would be willing to have a bout with my son, Gudmund. He has been rather eager to learn some pointers from you.”

      As he spoke, a young man around my age stepped out from the crowd. He had the same handsome features as Gudbrand. His clothing had the same refinement as everyone else. The red coat looked like it was made of fire and complemented his black pants and shirt well. He wore a gold breastplate underneath the coat, which trailed down past his knees and was jagged like flames.

      He and Gudbrand looked almost the same age despite being father and son.

      He had also reached the Third State of Spiritualism.

      His eyes trailed over Fay’s body with an appreciative leer that I didn’t like, but I couldn’t say anything because he wasn’t being overtly lecherous. The man bowed to Fay like a gentleman.

      “Good evening, Lady Fay. I do apologize if this is a presumptuous request, but I would be honored if you would have a spar with me,” he said with a polite smile that seemed to hide sharp fangs.
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      The gathering of people had grown silent as they turned toward our group, watching as Gudmund bowed in front of Fay and requested a spar. Many of them began whispering. It seemed they had no intention of interfering with what was happening, but that did not surprise me. Nobles were a curious lot who preferred to watch and wait.

      Should I intervene? I wanted to step in and tell the man to get away from Fay and stop bothering her, but I also didn’t know if that was the appropriate thing to do in this situation.

      I looked at Fay, who hadn’t answered the man’s question yet. She looked indecisive. Worrying her lower lip ever so slightly, eyes shaking with uncertainty, she couldn’t seem to figure out how to answer this guy.

      I finally couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Fay—” I went to her side and placed my hand in hers “—do you want to spar with this guy?”

      Gudmund twitched when I called him “this guy,” but I honestly didn’t care whether I upset him or not. This ass had been looking lecherously at my fiancée. I wasn’t going to let him get away with leering at her so blatantly, but I also knew I couldn’t do anything overt since all he’d done was stare. On the outside, he was acting like the perfect gentleman.

      “I…”

      Fay still didn’t seem to know what she wanted to do, or what she should do. Throughout most of this party, she had really just been following me and Kari, so I was sure suddenly being called out like this had left her in a bind.

      “I think you should accept his request for a spar,” Kari said suddenly, stepping forward. “There’s nothing wrong with a little sparring match between two people.”

      Fay looked at Kari and her eyes finally began shining with determination. She turned back to Gudmund and nodded.

      “Very well. I accept your request for a spar.”

      “Excellent!” Gudmund smiled. “In that case, just follow me onto the stage and we can begin.”

      Gudmund hopped onto the stage in the center of the room. After a moment of hesitation, Fay let go of my hand and jumped on as well. I wondered who was going to be the referee for this match, but then Dante suddenly appeared within the crowd. He leapt onto the stage and looked at the two with a big grin.

      “Since you two have decided to spar, I’ll be the referee for this match. Hope that’s okay.”

      While Dante didn’t leave Gudmund any room to refuse his decision, the younger man didn’t seem too bothered by it. He smiled at the older man, nodded, and said, “Of course. I’d be honored if you could referee our spar, Lord Dante.”

      “Same here,” Fay said.

      “Okay then.” Dante rubbed his hands together, looking excited to finally be doing something other than talking to a bunch of snooty nobles, or maybe I was just projecting. “Let’s get this match started. Will the two combatants please take their positions?”

      I hadn’t realized Dante was attending this party, but now that I knew he was here, I looked around and found Empress Hilda, Rainer, and Valence also in attendance. Thinking about it, there was no way the empress and her husbands wouldn’t be at a party hosted by the Eieran Family. As they spotted me, Kari, and Lin, the group led by Empress Hilda herself smiled as they walked up to us.

      “It seems you’ve gotten caught up in something exciting again,” Empress Hilda said by way of greeting. Her eyes glittered with a somewhat mischievous light. She looked like she was enjoying herself.

      “When are we not?” I asked, joking back.

      “This princess doesn’t understand what is going on.” Lin crossed her arms as she looked at the stage where Gudmund and Fay were standing several meters from each other with Dante in between them. “Why did that man pick a fight with Fay?”

      “It’s likely because there’s a vacant spot among the Three Heavenly Families,” Empress Hilda informed the girl. “There have always been Three Heavenly Families since Nevaria’s founding. However, the current families were not always members of the Three Heavenly Families. The title of Heavenly Family is given to the most powerful and influential families within Nevaria, so it is subject to change. For example, the Leucht Family had not been a Heavenly Family until about two hundred years ago when the Händler Family, who had been a member of the Three Heavenly Families at the time, suddenly vanished.”

      “Vanished?” Lin asked.

      “The entire family just disappeared one night,” Empress Hilda said with a shrug. “Nobody knows if they tried to leave Nevaria or if another family somehow managed to slaughter them all overnight. There were a few rumors that they had destroyed themselves with an internal dispute. There wasn’t a single trace of evidence to suggest anything of the sort happened, and yet, the entire family literally just vanished within a single night and no one has heard from them since.”

      Because I had never been anything more than a simple librarian in my previous life, I didn’t know anything about nobles except the basics. I already learned that there was a lot about Nevaria I had never known before. Hearing Empress Hilda tell me what she knew of the Händler Family’s disappearance let me know I still had so much more to learn.

      While I was thinking about how much I still didn’t know, Lin remained unconvinced of something.

      “That’s interesting, but what does that have to do with the reason this guy is challenging Fay?” she asked.

      “It’s because with the Leucht Family gone, there is now an open seat amongst the Three Heavenly Families,” Kari explained. “The Three Heavenly Families is more than just a title. They hold real power within Nevaria. While Mother is the empress and sets down all the rules, she doesn’t have complete control over every matter within Nevaria. The Three Heavenly Families could easily cause trouble if she does something they don’t approve of. Just imagine how much chaos would spread if even one of them decided to rebel against the Astralia Royal Family. You’ve already seen what happened with the Leucht Family.”

      “This princess does remember what they did.” Lin shuddered from her head all the way to her tail. “However, what will fighting Fay accomplish? This princess still fails to see how fighting her will give this man and his family any power.”

      “It’s because Fay is strong,” I was finally able to answer her. “Strength is everything in Nevaria. The strong rule the weak. That is how it’s always been. If Gudmund can prove that he’s strong, then he can elevate his family’s reputation within Nevaria and this will give them a higher chance of taking over the Leucht Family’s position.”

      “That is exactly it,” Empress Hilda said, sounding impressed.

      Lin furrowed her brow. “But if this man wants to prove his strength, wouldn’t he be better off fighting you? Fay is really strong. She might even be the strongest among us three. But she’s nowhere near as strong as you are, Darling.”

      I smiled at this, but it wasn’t a very nice smile. My lips twisted into a sardonic grin that made Lin furrow her brow even more.

      “It is because I’m so strong that he won’t fight me,” I answered her.

      Lin didn’t look like she understood at first, but after another half a second had passed, her eyes lit up with comprehension. She smiled, nodded, and puffed out her small chest.

      “He knows he would lose, so he won’t fight you because it would tarnish his reputation,” she said with pride in her voice. “That makes sense. There’s no way this man has the strength to defeat you, Darling.”

      “Yes.” Kari smiled, her eyes twinkling with a mischievous light. “‘Darling’ is a little too powerful for him, so he picked a fight with the next strongest person he can afford to beat without offending anyone.”

      As we were talking, Dante stood between the two combatants. Fay had removed her shoulder cape so it wouldn’t get in the way of her movements, which meant everyone could see her bare back. I didn’t want to brag or anything; however, Fay had some of the nicest back muscles I had ever seen. They were slender, but rippling with power and strength. One of my favorite activities after having sex with her was lavishing her back with kisses.

      “Since we’re in the middle of a ballroom, let’s keep this fight to simple martial arts,” Dante said. “The use of Spiritual Techniques is prohibited. That said, you can use your Spiritual Aura.”

      “I believe that will be fine,” Gudmund said as he suddenly released his Spiritual Power. A fiery red aura surrounded him, similar to Fay’s. Heat wafted from the Spiritual Aura and caused the air around him to distort.

      “His fire affinity is quite strong,” I muttered. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It seems the Drage Family really does have some genetic trait that makes their affinity with fire stronger than most.”

      “Is a fire affinity strong?” asked Lin.

      “It’s not so much that a fire affinity is strong,” I began with a frown. “Each element has its own strengths and weaknesses. Fire is one of the more offensive-oriented affinities. It burns everything in its path. You’ve seen what Fay can do with her element, haven’t you?”

      Lin nodded. “This princess has definitely seen how powerful Fay is, but she always thought Fay was just strong.”

      “She is just strong, but that isn’t to say others with the same affinity aren’t strong,” I said, shaking my head. “Anyway, let’s watch the fight.”

      While we were talking, a bright red Spiritual Aura appeared around Fay, but just before it could fully erupt, the aura was quickly pulled back into her body. Now instead of ethereal flames erupting around her, a soft red glow permeated her figure.

      Gudmund sucked in a deep breath. “You’ve reached the Second State of Spiritualism.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Fay answered anyway.

      “I have.”

      “In that case…”

      Gudmund took another deep breath, gritted his teeth, then sucked his Spiritual Aura back into his body. The process was much slower than when Fay did it. Also, his Spiritual Aura was occasionally leaking out.

      I frowned. Was he trying to pretend he had only just reached the Second State of Spiritualism? What was the point of that?

      Heedless of my thoughts, a lightly sweating Gudmund said to Fay, “I haven’t mastered the Second State of Spiritualism as you have, so I hope you’ll go easy on me.”

      The words were said in something of a joking manner, as though he was being self-deprecating, but I knew for a fact that he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Not only was the pressure of his Spiritual Aura so dense he looked like a human flame with my Spiritual Perception, but a Spiritualist could not reach that state without having already mastered the Second State of Spiritualism.

      Something is off about this…

      I glanced from Gudmund to Fay. She didn’t seem any different than before, not to anyone who didn’t know her, but I could see the very small smile that had caused her lips to curl. While Fay might have expressed uncertainty before, now she was actually looking forward to this match.

      I was glad I hadn’t told her that Gudmund had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. But I would tell her later, even if it upset her. She deserved to know.

      “I can’t make any promises,” Fay said.

      “Ah ha ha ha. I guess I can’t expect any less than that.”

      “It seems both of you are ready,” Dante said with a soft chuckle. “In that case, let the match begin in three… two… one… start!”

      Dante quickly hopped back to the edge of the stage. Meanwhile, Fay wasted no time in rushing forward. She didn’t use the Flash Step since Spiritual Techniques were prohibited, but that didn’t mean much on such a small stage. Fay was faster than most people even without the Flash Step, and that was when she hadn’t entered the Second State of Spiritualism. With all of her physical abilities increased several times over, she was even faster now.

      She attacked quickly with a powerful jab from the left. Gudmund raised his forearm to block the attack, but a loud bang like an explosion going off echoed from where he was hit, and he stumbled backward. I could already tell with a single glance at his arm that while his bones weren’t broken, he probably had a hairline fracture. It was swollen and red.

      Something is seriously off. Why is he going easy on her?

      Despite injuring her opponent, Fay didn’t relent as she lifted her foot high into the air, until it was over her head, then let it fall. The heel drop was so sudden and swift that Gudmund was barely able to avoid the attack. I was pretty sure Fay’s heel scraped off several epidermal layers of skin from his nose. Her attack slammed into the platform floor with such force and power that cracks spread across the stone.

      Murmurs went up among the audience.

      “I never knew Fay Valstine was so powerful!”

      “She wasn’t this strong during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament!”

      “I heard she’s been training with Lord Eryk and Princess Kari. Is it any wonder she’s that strong?”

      “She’s also a part of the new group that Eryk Veiger created, right?”

      “Yes, the Nevarian Braves is what they are being called. I wonder if everyone in their group is that strong?”

      “Probably not, but even if they only have half the strength that Fay does, they’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I listened to the people as they talked. Whether Fay realized it or not, she was doing an excellent job of representing the Nevarian Braves. People were becoming interested. I didn’t doubt that this sparring match would bring in even more customers who wanted to file quests with our sect.

      Taking a single step forward, Fay launched two very fast straight jabs that nearly caught Gudmund in the chest. He took a stumbling step back, which allowed him to barely avoid being struck hard, but one of the punches clipped his shoulder. I almost winced when a loud crack echoed from the blow. Fay’s strike was so powerful that even just being struck in the shoulder broke his bones and sent him sprawling to the floor.

      At the same time, I still wondered why he was holding back like this.

      What was he hoping to accomplish?

      “I declare this match over!” Dante announced. “The winner is Fay Valstine!”

      As Dante declared a winner, the audience roared with thunderous applause. Fay, whose breath had barely gotten heavy, blushed as the audience cheered for her. She looked around with an uncertain and embarrassed gaze. Then her eyes landed on me.

      I began walking toward the platform. However, I wasn’t the only one. A blur whizzed past me, which I soon realized was Kari. The blonde girl’s hair trailed behind her like streamers trapped in a breeze as she leapt onto the platform and raced toward Fay.

      “You did it!” she cheered seconds before bowling over the poor redhead. Fay squawked as she went down under her friend’s assault. She landed on her back as Kari landed on top of her. The blonde girl placed her chin in the valley of Fay’s breasts and grinned at her. “You were really amazing, Fay! I’m so proud of how strong you’ve become!”

      “Th-thank you…” Fay muttered with an embarrassed blush. “But, um, could you get off me? This isn’t appropriate…”

      “Hmmm?” Kari hummed like she didn’t understand what Fay meant, but the smile on her face was quite devious. She knew exactly what she was doing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just showing my best friend and future sister the affection she deserves.”

      I shook my head but smiled when I saw Kari’s action. She knew what she was doing wasn’t appropriate for the setting, and yet she had done it anyway, which was just like her. I suspected she was taking a calculated risk. She wanted everyone to know just how close they were.

      A Spiritualist with a water affinity had gone over to Gudmund and was healing his broken shoulder and the hairline fracture in his arm. Meanwhile, I grabbed the cape that Fay had discarded before the fight began. As I walked over to Fay and Kari, my first fiancée climbed off her best friend and future sister, then grabbed Fay’s hand and pulled her up.

      “Fay,” I said when I stopped in front of her.

      “Eryk…” Fay tilted her head down, the bangs shifting to hover around her face as she flicked her eyes to look up at me. “How did I do?”

      “You were incredible,” I said as I reattached her shoulder cape. I moved closer than I needed to as I did this, leaned forward until my mouth was pressed to her ear, and whispered, “Seeing you fighting like that was really hot. You don’t know how aroused watching you kick ass made me.”

      “R-really?!” Fay asked with a shocked squeak. However, through the shock, I could also sense her heavy breathing.

      “Really,” I continued whispering in her ear. “If I could, I’d take you right now.”

      I leaned back and smiled at Fay, whose face was so red it looked like her head might explode.

      Gudmund walked up to our group and rubbed the back of his head. He was wearing a sheepish smile that made him seem harmless, but his sharp eyes were telling me a completely different story.

      “It looks like I really underestimated your strength,” he said. He stuck out his hand. “It was an honor sparring with you. I feel like I learned a lot.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      Fay grabbed his hand. It looked like she was going to shake it, but then Gudmund leaned down like a knight swearing allegiance to a princess and placed a kiss on her knuckles. The world seemed to stand still for me as I watched this. Someone was kissing Fay. It might have been on the back of the hand, but they were still kissing Fay. My Fay. An intense feeling welled up inside of me, and it took everything I had not to break this man’s face in.

      The rest of the night passed by in a blur.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I heaved a tired sigh as I sat heavily on the couch, my body slumping the moment I touched the soft leather cushions. I honestly felt like I could have gone to sleep right there. I was tired in both mind and body. I didn’t think it was possible for me to feel this tired since I literally didn’t do anything but walk around and talk, but I think having to socialize with so many people was simply an exhausting task… maybe even more so than fighting Sekbeists.

      “You worked really hard today,” Kari said with a small smile as she knelt in front of me.

      “I don’t know how you managed to do this every time you went to one of those functions with your mom,” I muttered with a tired sigh.

      Kari kept up her smile as she shrugged. “It’s something you get used to.”

      “This princess does not believe she will ever get used to attending balls like that,” Lin said as she sat down on my left and cuddled close to me. I shifted my arm so I could give her a one-armed hug. Maybe I was just becoming a pervert, but the feeling of her body pressing against me had a strangely rejuvenating effect.

      “I believe I am with Lin on this matter.” Fay sat on my other side, though she didn’t get close like Lin did, being the most reserved of my fiancées. “Having all those people come up to us and ask so many personal questions was honestly the most trying experience I’ve ever had. It was especially bad when those girls came up and began asking about our personal life.”

      At those words, Fay suddenly blushed. She was probably remembering what happened.

      A group of girls around our age had gone up to Fay after she defeated Gudmund. I hadn’t been paying attention at the time because I was still reeling from shock over that man kissing Fay (sure, it was on the hand, but it still pissed me off), so I wasn’t paying much attention when Fay became surrounded by a gaggle of female Spiritualists. They had apparently asked her all kinds of questions. Most of them had been about her training regiment, but a few were apparently far more personal.

      “Not interested in telling those women about what you and Eryk have been up to in bed?” asked Kari with a surprisingly salacious smile.

      Fay looked appalled by the very idea.

      “Please don’t joke around like that,” she said, her cheeks combusting.

      “Women love to gossip.” With a helpless shrug, Kari smiled as if saying we had no choice but to accept it. “Whether they are Spiritualists, nobles, or commoners, a good majority of women love to get all the juicy gossip they can about whoever is popular at the time. Right now, that is us. More specifically, it’s Eryk.”

      “Why would I be popular?” I asked.

      Kari’s deadpan stare made me look away. “Surely you can guess. You appeared out of nowhere, won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament with ease, turned the Alchemist Association into something worthy of being considered a top-ranked group in Nevaria, became engaged to me, Fay, and Lin, and then saved the entire city from destruction by defeating Hagan Leucht. To top it off, you’ve done all that in less than six months. How can people not be curious about you?”

      “Well… when you put it like that, I guess I don’t have any room to argue.”

      I couldn’t quite contain my grimace. Of course, I had known that I would become a well-known figure. Not only that, but I had planned on using the resulting fame to catapult my sect’s reputation in order to increase our patronages. After all, the more people we had filing quests with us, the more money we would bring in, which meant more money to further expand the Nevarian Braves and help strengthen Nevaria as a whole. However, while my idea was obviously a good one, seeing how it was clearly working, I had forgotten about the negative aspects that came with fame.

      Namely, everyone wants to know about your personal life.

      “At least the party is over now,” Kari said as if trying to give us the silver lining. “I doubt we’ll have to attend another one for a long time. Even if we get invited, we can decline them with the justification that we’re a new business and cannot afford to step away for too long. That said, you three should be prepared to attend more balls at some point in the future. We can’t avoid them forever.”

      Three simultaneous groans erupted from me, Fay, and Lin. Kari’s sympathetic smile let us know she felt our pain. I was sure she felt it even better than all three of us combined. She had probably had to attend many such functions in the past.

      Since we couldn’t remain on the couch forever, all four of us traveled downstairs to the private bathing room. Our bath was fairly quick compared to how long we usually took. That said, I wouldn’t have called it short either. We spent a good fifteen minutes luxuriating in the hot waters of the bath, relying on the heat to soothe our weariness and relax our muscles.

      After removing ourselves from the bath, we toweled off, got dressed in what we had been wearing before, and made our way back to our living quarters. I thought it kind of sucked that we didn’t have a bath in our room. Thanks to the architecture, baths weren’t placed on the second floors of buildings in Nevaria like they were in the Northern Plains. Of course, the Northern Plains also used showers.

      Speaking of, just how was I going to introduce that concept to Nevaria?

      I guess I could think about that later.

      We made our way upstairs with minimal conversation between us and anyone we passed. Fortunately, only a few of the Spiritualists working for us lived at the headquarters. We didn’t have that many rooms, so we wouldn’t be able to let too many people live here. I was actually thinking we might have to end up buying some complexes close by to house Spiritualists who wanted to live near the headquarters. Thinking on it, we might also need to charge rent…

      It was with these thoughts swirling through my head that I entered my bedroom with Kari, Lin, and Fay.

      The bedroom was a massive room easily twice the size of the second bedroom, though it wasn’t as large as the living room. It featured a bed that was about eight meters long and four across. The bed didn’t have a size name assigned to it, but I called it epic-sized. The rest of our room was fairly plain at the moment. We had some tapestries for decorations, a few bookshelves, and a place to set our weapons and armor. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler, Lin’s whips, Kari’s ranseur, and Fay’s gauntlets were all hanging from a rack on the wall.

      All of us discarded our clothing and changed into our nightwear. My clothes really weren’t much. I didn’t wear a shirt because the girls unanimously decided they liked the warmth of my skin more than the feel of fabric. I was just wearing a pair of long pants made from fleece. It was very comfortable and warm.

      The girls looked far more spectacular than me.

      Kari had taken to wearing simple shorts that rode so far up her hips it didn’t even cover her ass. Her shirt, which only had two thin strings to keep it from slipping off, was very light and let me see her nipples poking into the fabric. I was honestly tempted to lean down and take her nipples in my mouth through her clothes.

      I glanced over at Fay next. She was the most modest of the group. Her flannel pants went down to the middle of her calves. She had also donned a simple shirt. It was a size too small, so the fabric stretched across her breasts, but she seemed to prefer it that way. I could also see a hint of her stomach. The small glimpse of her six-pack would have made me harder than a rock if I wasn’t so tired.

      As the least modest of the entire group, Lin wore a skirt that could barely be called modest. Her plump lips, surrounded by soft pink scales, became visible whenever she shifted and swayed, which she did quite often. She did wear a top. However, the top only covered the bare necessities as well. I couldn’t see her nipples, but I could see pretty much everything else.
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Despite the incredibly enticing sight, I really was too tired to do anything with them, so I pulled back the covers and crawled into bed. The three of them followed me in. I soon found myself nestled between a bundle of feminine flesh, with Kari taking my right arm and shoulder, Fay taking my left, and Lin lying directly on top of me.

      The warmth of their embrace was something I would never get tired of. I could only hope moments like this would continue for all eternity.

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 10!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime kiddies.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, that escalated quickly.

      Welcome, readers both old and new. Before I begin, I hope you’ll forgive my indulgence as I ask you to leave a review if you enjoyed this story. Your contributions will help me on my path to world domination—I mean, help my book find more readers.

      Ahem.

      I hope you enjoyed this volume. It was a volume that got quite dark. This is the volume where I show you just why Eryk is so determined to become strong. His past has always been mired in darkness. His previous life might have had many high points, but there were many days where he struggled just to survive. Now, the darkness has culminated into this latest volume, where you see the most defining moment in Eryk’s previous life.

      I wonder what emotions you felt when you read those scenes? I do hope you’ll share them.

      The darkness in the past timeline is also why the present has been more slice-of-life. I thought having Eryk and his ladies begin building their guild and training its new members would help balance out the grimness of the past.

      You may have noticed that the dreams are picking up the pace, and I’m revealing a lot more about them now that they are coming to an end. The dreams, the runes, and the fact that all of Eryk’s ladies experience the same dreams he does are all tied together, though just how and why are subjects I won’t go into since they won’t be revealed until later. Like I said in a previous afterword, these dreams will end after Act III, so the dreams will be leaping forward in time quite a bit. I only reveal moments that I believe are important to the story or the development of Eryk.

      If you are curious, Act III will end on volume 14, so we have four more volumes to go. This is the longest Act of the entire series because there’s just so much ground to cover in both the past and present timelines.

      Before I go, I want to continue giving thanks to all the people who supported me.

      My artist, Mykel, has been a huge help, especially with the past two volumes. She covered for my screw up. I am so thankful to her for helping me out. Also, her art is hoooooooot AF. I’m sure you’ve heard the term horny on main? That’s me every time I see her artwork.

      I also want to thank my editor and proofreader. Crystal did an excellent job with the edits, helping me weed out redundant sentences and finding areas where I contradict myself. She’s like a gardener hacking away at the tangled branches that is my writing. My proofreader, Abby, was also a big help finding the small errors that slip through the cracks.

      The last big thank you goes to you, who have picked up this volume, read it, and will hopefully leave a review after you finish this afterword. You are the backbone in all this. I am very grateful to you for supporting me. My greatest wish is that you found this book to be immensely entertaining.

      I hope you will join me again for volume 11. The pace is gonna start picking up soon!

      
        
        ~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 and subscribe today!
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        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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        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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