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            Getting Stronger Together

          

        

      

    

    
      The situation had been tense for several days. Some of the people pulling the night shift guard duty had said they spotted several shadows in the sky. If they had been birds, not only would it not have been worth mentioning, but the guards wouldn’t have even seen a shadow of them. There was no bird in this world with a wingspan over ten meters long.

      I had posted more guards outside at night, in the event that what people claimed they saw were Demon Beasts. Several days passed and nothing happened. Many of the Nevarian Spiritualists grew complacent. I supposed it was only inevitable, given the situation. People could remain high-strung and fully alert for only so long before the lack of danger lulled them into a false sense of security.

      “KKKKEEEEE!!!”

      It was late one night when a loud screech woke me up. Kari and I both jolted as the sound tore through our souls. We were heedless of our own nakedness as we jumped out of bed and rushed toward the window.

      What we found horrified us.

      “Those are…” Kari’s eyes widened.

      “Yeah,” I said as a chill raced through my heart. “Those are Demon Beasts. Pteranodons.”

      A large number of creatures were soaring through the air. They had long crests and beaks filled with needle-like teeth. Their wingspan was impressive. While their leathery bodies weren’t all that big, their wings must have been at least a couple meters long. What’s more, they might not have any hands, but their tri-pronged feet were covered in sharp claws that could easily rend flesh from bone. The one nearest to our window opened its mouth and unleashed a terrifying screech that rattled the windows. Its mouth was filled with razor sharp teeth.

      “Let’s hurry outside!” Kari shouted.

      I nodded. “I’m right behind you!”

      The two of us quickly donned our armor. Since we were rushed, Kari did not bother with her breast bindings. However, she did grab her weapon. It was a ranseur, a type of polearm with a spear tip affixed with a cross hilt at its base. The hilt possessed a crescent shape, giving it an appearance similar to a trident. The spear was blood red in color. Kari once told me it was made by mixing adamantium with the blood of a strong B-Rank Demon Beast that her mother had slain.

      My weapon was nowhere near as powerful or sturdy. It was just a regular broadsword.

      Several Spiritualists had the same idea as us. They were running out of their bedrooms and heading toward the entrance hall. Many of them were carrying weapons, but a few looked like they were going out barehanded.

      We rushed outside to find pandemonium had already spread. The Pteranodons swooped down and slammed their massively clawed feet into the roofs of several buildings, destroying them outright. People from inside the buildings came rushing out, screaming in terror, where the Pteranodons picked them off one by one.

      As I saw a young man get grabbed by the shoulders and lifted off the ground, I hardened myself and rushed forward alongside Kari.

      “Spiritualists!!” I shouted. “Form up and protect those who cannot fight! Anyone who can’t fight, get inside the mansion!”

      My words were barely heard over the Pteranodons’ shrieks and the people’s horrified screams, but those who did hear me immediately did as I instructed and helped those who couldn’t hear me. The Spiritualists alongside me raced toward where the Pteranodon threat was thickest. They motioned with their arms, tapped their feet against the ground, and launched elemental Spiritual Techniques that flew from their weapons.

      A young woman wearing heavy armor swung her Zweihänder in a simple slashing motion followed by an upward swing. The first swing did nothing except make the blade glow red, but on the second swing, the generated Spiritual Power was unleashed. A powerful crescent wave of flames emerged from the blade, which struck one of the Pteranodons in the chest. The creature shrieked as it was forced back. Another tried to swoop down and attack her from above, but Kari twirled her body around, gathered her Spiritual Power, and launched it at the Pteranodon with a thrust of her ranseur. A powerful bolt of light shot from the tip and pierced the Demon Beast’s heart.

      I leapt forward as the Demon Beast fell, jumping on top of it and using the carcass as a springboard to launch myself through the sky. My parabolic arc took me to another Pteranodon. I stabbed my blade into its back as I fell. The Demon Beast released a horrified shriek as it tried to tear me off. It slammed into the wall of the mansion, which crumbled like it was made of bread.

      Still hanging on, I gritted my teeth and channeled lightning through my weapon. A surge of Spiritual Power flowed through me. My weapon lit up as lightning coursed along the blade, entered the Pteranodon’s body, and fried its insides. Smoke poured out of the creature’s nose, mouth, and ears. I could hear the sizzling as its body was electrocuted, though I felt nothing thanks to the creature’s strong hide.

      The creature died before it hit the ground. I leapt off and rushed back toward Kari, who was spinning her weapon around in terrifyingly powerful arcs. Light emitted from the blade. Each bit of light became a small orb that emerged from the weapon’s tip, which crackled with repressed power. With another motion of her ranseur, the orbs zipped through the air, piercing through several smaller Pteranodons as though their bodies were made of dried parchment.

      It looked like the battle was progressing smoothly, even though we had already lost two Spiritualists. Most of the civilians had survived. However, there were not that many Spiritualists from the start. There were only ten of us to begin with. Now that we had lost two, our forces were down to eight. To make matters worse, Pteranodons were C-Rank Demon Beasts, which often required a squad to defeat. Only Kari and I could defeat them on our own.

      “THERE ARE MORE DEMON BEASTS COMING FROM THE PATH!”

      A loud cry went up. I looked over to where one of the Spiritualists was standing, a young woman who’d been guarding the entrance. At that moment, one of the Pteranodons grabbed her by the skull with one of its claws and carried her off. Now we were down to seven.

      As if the world was trying to make matters worse, the outer wall surrounding the mansion near the gate exploded and a horde of Demon Beasts rushed in. There were small ones, large ones, ones with horns, and others with claws. I wasn’t very knowledgeable about Demon Beasts, so I couldn’t tell what each type was, but I knew we were in trouble.

      “There are too many!” a cry went up.

      “What are we going to do?!” another scream echoed.

      “Everyone, calm down and follow me!” Kari shouted as she raised her ranseur and slammed it into the ground. A powerful surge of energy raced out from the weapon’s bottom and spread toward the Demon Beasts running at them. The ground cracked, swelled, and then exploded, sending a large number of Demon Beasts into the air.

      “Civilians! Gather between the Spiritualists! Spiritualists, form up on Kari!” I ordered as Kari rushed into the gap her attack created.

      Left with no other choice, the civilians and Spiritualists could only do as I said. They followed after Kari and I with resigned looks. It was like they believed they were going to their deaths.

      I did not let their expressions bother me. Rushing headlong into the fray with Kari, I summoned my Spiritual Power and channeled it through my sword. The sword cracked, a small line that appeared on the gleaming surface, but I ignored that as lightning agglomerated along the weapon, then extended, and then transformed into a ten-meter long blade, which I swung in a horizontal motion.

      The lightning blade cut through the legs of many Demon Beasts, causing the entire group in front to crash against the ground. Pools of blood spread across the grass. The Demon Beasts behind the frontline slammed into the ones in front, creating a massive pileup.

      Kari took several swift steps forward, spun around, and gathered Spiritual Power. With a loud cry, she spun her ranseur in a complicated pattern and thrust it forward. A massive, cylindrical beam of energy burst from the spear. It grazed the ground, shot forward, and overwhelmed the horde of Demon Beasts. Numerous D and C-Rank Demon Beasts simply disappeared. They weren’t killed. They were incinerated. This created a massive hole in the Demon Beasts’ formation, which myself, Kari, and everyone else charged through.

      I had no time to pay attention to anything happening around me as I hacked away at the Demon Beasts that came close. A monster on four legs and covered in fur leapt at me. I swung my broadsword, still coated in lightning, and cleaved right through it. Spinning around, I waved my hand and released a surge of Spiritual Power that created a wave of lightning. It struck several more Demon Beasts, paralyzing their bodies.

      Kari remained at the front. She danced across the ground, swung her ranseur, and unleashed a multitude of attacks. White spears were formed in the air and rained down, impaling a large number of Demon Beasts. Beams of condensed light shot from her ranseur and slammed into more of her foes. When she waved her weapon in a circle formation, she created a ripple of white light that spread outward and sliced through the bodies of numerous Demon Beasts.

      Her incredible prowess stunned me. I liked to think I was strong, but Kari was a monster on the battlefield. My chest swelled with pride.

      We had reached the end of the path. I could see the mountain pass up ahead. It was a twenty-meter-wide path set between two cliffs, and it was the only way to get to this place. That was part of the reason we had chosen it. We thought it would keep us safe by limiting the number of attack points. Instead we had become trapped.

      “We’re almost there!” Kari shouted. “Just a little further!”

      Just as we were about to reach the pass, a loud roar shook our bodies. The ground rumbled. Everyone was forced to stop as a massive creature appeared inside of the pass. It stood on four legs thicker than several tree trunks combined. Each time it raised a massive paw and brought it down, the ground shook. Its elongated body rippled with muscle as it moved. Lips peeled back in a snarling muzzle, revealing row upon row of sharp teeth. Located on its forehead were two large horns, one near the top, and another slightly smaller one immediately beneath it.

      “That’s a Behemoth!” Kari shouted in shock.

      A Behemoth. That was a B-Rank Demon Beast, a creature that only a group of highly skilled and especially powerful Spiritualists could take down. Most Spiritualists who hunted for resources in the Demon Beast Mountain Range tried to avoid these. It normally required a group of people who each possessed the strength of a Royal Guard or Nevarian Spiritualist Captain just to defeat one.

      “This is the end! We’re going to die!” someone screamed.

      “No one is going to die!” I snapped before turning to Kari. “What do you think?”

      “It’s going to be difficult with just the two of us.” Kari bit her lip. “But we can’t escape from here unless we defeat this thing.”

      I nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.” I turned toward the others. “Spiritualists! Protect the civilians while Kari and I take care of this!”

      I couldn’t hear their response. The Behemoth’s roaring drowned out everything else.

      Kari and I rushed forward, her in front and me slightly behind her. She was faster than I was. Her speed allowed her to zip right underneath the Behemoth before it could even try to squash her. She swung her glowing white ranseur at the Demon Beast’s left front leg, but all that happened was that her weapon glanced off. Sparks flew as she was knocked back. Her eyes went wide as it tried to stomp on her, but she recovered swiftly and leapt away before she could be crushed.

      “It’s hide is too thick!” she shouted.

      “Let me try!”

      The Behemoth glared at me as it opened its mouth, unleashing a powerful cone of fire that was at least a meter in diameter. I could feel the heat from here. It was hot enough that I felt my skin getting singed.

      Part of what made B-Rank Demon Beasts so difficult to kill was their ability to use Spiritual Attacks.

      I dodged the fire breath and channeled lightning through my blade. An explosion behind me created a gale wind force that pushed at my back, but I kept myself steady as I charged forward and merely used the resulting force to increase my speed. I ignored the cracking sounds that issued from my weapon as I poured Spiritual Power into it and swung as hard as I could at the Behemoth’s left leg. I gritted my teeth as my lightning blade met the leg. Nothing happened at first, but as I roared and unleashed even more Spiritual Power, the blade slowly bit into the leg before taking the whole thing off.

      The Behemoth roared in agony and anger as it crashed to the ground, causing everything to shake. Kari had already darted out from underneath the creature. She ran around toward the front, leapt into the air, and thrust her ranseur forward.

      “Take this!!”

      Her ranseur impaled the Behemoth through the eye. Blood gushed from the wound and sprayed Kari’s breastplate, but she completely ignored that and continued shoving her weapon further and further into its body. The creature roared as it tried to shake her off. Kari planted her feet on its muzzle, pulled her ranseur out, and jumped backward. She landed on the ground next to me as blood gushed from the now-destroyed ocular organ.

      “Now, Eryk!” Kari shouted.

      “HAAAA!!!”

      I channeled more Spiritual Power into my sword, creating another massive blade composed of lightning. It was easily three times the length of my body. A loud shrieking emitted from the blade, but it was overpowered by my scream as I swung the weapon down, striking the Behemoth in the middle if its torso and splitting it in half. The creature released an agonized cry, but that soon died down into a pained whimper as it bled out.

      “Ha… ha…” I breathed heavily as the sword in my hand shattered, shards falling to the ground. Dropping the now bladeless hilt, I tried to stand up straight but nearly fell over. Pouring all that Spiritual Power into a single attack was exhausting.

      “You okay?” Kari let me lean on her.

      “Yeah...” I puffed. “Just... need to catch my breath.”

      Nodding, Kari turned to look behind her.

      “Everyone!” she shouted at the Spiritualists and civilians who had survived. “Let’s go! Keep running! Do not look back for any reason!”

      There weren’t as many people when I turned around and looked. Two more Spiritualists and about five of the remaining twenty civilians had been killed, mauled by Dire Wolves and other Demon Beasts. I could see a pair of women, three men, and two children: one young boy and a girl around eleven or twelve. Despite how many died, those who survived followed our lead and ran. We rushed through the pass, Demon Beasts nipping at our heels, and as we did, my heart grew heavy.

      The home that we had lived in for three whole peaceful months was gone.
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        * * *

      

      It was early in the morning, and I didn’t have to work at the library today, which was why the entire day was going to be dedicated to training.

      “Come on! Try to keep up!” I shouted to the person behind me as I continued running, leaping over obstacles, weaving around trees, and jumping onto boulders.

      “Ha… ha… just keep going! I won’t exhaust myself on a simple obstacle course!” my training partner said.

      “That’s good! Now less talking and more running!”

      “Ugh…”

      I had extended the obstacle course from thirty minutes to one hour. When combined with the increased weight of my clothing, which now amounted to about 348 kilos, it was a pretty exhausting challenge. That said, I had been doing this for a while now. After factoring in the Body Forging Pills I’d been taking every night, something like a ten-kilometer obstacle course with 348 kilos of extra weight was… well, it wasn’t nothing, but I could handle it.

      When I finished the obstacle course, I took several deep breaths and looked back at where I had come from. I waited for a few minutes. Finally, emerging from around a boulder, was the person I had been waiting for.

      Her red hair swished back and forth within a leather cord at the back. It reminded me of fire. The hair framed a pale face that featured narrow green eyes, a small nose, and soft, luscious red lips. This young woman was currently wearing blue shorts that stopped just a few centimeters below where her thighs met her butt. Her long, pale, and muscular legs were glistening with a layer of sweat. The boots she wore were a dark brown. Similarly bare, her torso was covered only by a pair of thick strips of fabric that wound across her chest and back in an X-pattern, leaving her stomach, shoulders, and sides exposed.

      Given our current activity, I could only assume she’d chosen something like this to avoid getting her clothes drenched in sweat. Her stomach and chest, glistening with rivulets of sweat that trailed down her body, might have been exposed to the sun, but at least she didn’t have to deal with soaking wet clothes like I did.

      “How do you feel?” I asked as Fay finally stumbled into the clearing.

      “How do… how do I feel?” she huffed, her face red as sweat dripped down her cheek and off her chin. Her shoulders heaved and her breasts jiggled within the confines of her… what did I call those strips of fabric anyway? It certainly wasn’t a shirt. Either way, she made for an enticing image. “I am fine. Thanks for asking.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic yet. Fay had only begun exercising with me ten days ago.

      Grabbing a leather pouch filled with cool water, I took a short swig before handing it to Fay. She looked at the pouch in her hand as if she didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Aren’t you going to drink?” I asked. “You should drink some water to regain the fluids you lost.”

      “Er… but isn’t this… I mean…” Fay’s eyes wandered around the clearing. It was the same clearing she and I had met in. Her cheeks were stained a brilliant shade of fetching pink. “It’s… you know…”

      “No, I don’t know.” I withheld the urge to roll my eyes. “Is there something wrong with the water?”

      Fay seemed startled, but as I stared at her, the feeble excuse she had for not drinking water seemed to disappear.

      “No… there’s nothing wrong,” she said softly before taking the pouch from me and putting the opening to her lips. I sighed in relief. The last thing I needed was her passing out from dehydration on me.

      “Once you’re done rehydrating yourself, join me in finishing the rest of our exercises,” I said.

      “O-okay.” Fay nodded as she held the pouch close to her chest. I frowned at her for a moment, noticing her strange actions, but then I shrugged and began finishing the rest of my exercises.

      Fay had been displaying some unusual behavior like this, though it had only been happening recently, within the last two days. She would occasionally blush, stutter, and sometimes question me on certain matters. It was like she was embarrassed. I didn’t really understand. Could anything be more embarrassing than when I cured her of Spiritual Poisoning? Given what happened between us, I didn’t think taking a sip from my water pouch or seeing me without a shirt was that big of a deal.

      She eventually joined me and we finished our exercises, though she actually finished before me despite starting later. Since she had just started ten days ago, she didn’t have to do as many reps of each exercise as me, and she wasn’t wearing 348 kilos of additional weight.

      “Take one of the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills and begin circulating your Spiritual Power,” I instructed as I began doing my squats. I needed to do 1,000 of them. “I’ll join you once I’m finished.”

      “Yes.”

      Despite being covered in sweat, exhausted beyond belief, and obviously sore from her exercises, Fay didn’t complain as she followed my instructions. Actually, I hadn’t heard a single complaint from her since we started training together. Her actions reminded me of myself. Back then, when Kari had first begun training me, I never once complained about how hard, grueling, or painful it was. I did everything I could to get stronger.

      My respect for Fay grew.

      I joined her after doing my squats. Fay blushed a bit when I sat beside her, but I think that was because I had removed my vest. I didn’t wear a shirt when training my Spiritual Power, so my torso was bare. That said, it wasn’t like her strips of fabric were covering much either.

      We sat silently for a while, our legs crossed and our minds focused inward. Both of us were doing the same exercise. However, our reasons were completely different.

      I was working on controlling the vast amount of Spiritual Power I had. Meanwhile, Fay was currently trying to increase her Spiritual Power. By using the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill and actively circulating the Spiritual Power within her body through her Spiritual Pathways, she was able to not only widen the pathways to allow for an increased flow of power, but the power that she did have also increased.

      Of course, while we were both doing the same exercise, I had added to the difficulty of mine. I sat with my legs crossed, hands on my legs, palms pointed toward the sky. Floating two centimeters above my palms were a pair of leaves. While it looked like they were just floating there, the truth was that I was circulating my Spiritual Power through my palms to keep them in place. If I generated too much power, the leaves would blow away. If I generated too little, they wouldn’t float. It was all about control.

      “Fay?” I asked suddenly.

      “Y-yes?” Fay seemed startled. She opened her eyes and looked at me.

      “Did you ask a seamstress to create those clothes I said you need?”

      “I did.” Fay nodded several times. “I actually went to a seamstress the same day you said I needed them. She told me they should be ready in fifteen days.”

      “So you have five more days before they are ready.” I mused over that information before nodding. “That should be enough time. I think you’ll be ready to use weighted clothes by that point. The timing is about perfect.” I nodded once more, and then asked, “How have you been feeling since you started training? There are no problems?”

      Fay’s eyes widened a bit, but then her expression softened and a gentle smile replaced it. “There are no issues. Actually, I’ve been feeling great.” She paused, then grimaced. “Well, I don’t feel too great immediately after we finish exercising, but I always feel amazing the next day. I think those alchemy pills you created for me are the reason.”

      “The Body Forging Pill,” I said. “It’s considered a middle-grade pill, but its ability to heal and strengthen your body is impressive. The effects will eventually wear off and the pill won’t work once your body reaches a certain point of acclimation. However, that generally takes between five to six months before the pill loses its effect. By that point, your physical capabilities should be a match for any Royal Guard Captain.”

      “That’s really incredible!” Fay exclaimed in surprise. “The Royal Guard Captains are elite Spiritualists whose bodies have been honed by at least two decades of intense training and grueling combat. I’m told that a single Royal Guard Captain is capable of defeating a C-Rank Demon Beast on their own! Some are even capable of defeating a B-Rank Demon Beast, or so I’ve heard.”

      “The ones who are capable of defeating a B-Rank Demon Beast are probably rare,” I said. “I’ve heard that Empress Hilda can defeat B-ranks, and that she even defeated an A-rank before, but I haven’t heard of anyone else who has defeated a B-rank on their own.” I paused and tilted my head. Even while thinking, I didn’t let my control over the floating leaves slip. “That said, you might have the physical strength to go toe-to-toe with a B-Rank Demon Beast, but it requires more than just strength to defeat one of those. Half the reason they are so much trouble to fight is because they can use Spiritual Attacks.”

      Spiritual Attacks were Spiritual Techniques that Demon Beasts used. Because they did not require movement to unleash like a Spiritual Technique, they were called Spiritual Attacks instead. While they were much more crude and inelegant than a Spiritualist’s Spiritual Technique, they were also incredibly powerful. I’d never seen a Spiritual Attack with less power than a B-Rank Spiritual Technique.

      “Do you mind if I ask how strong you are right now?” Fay questioned, her tone laced with curiosity.

      I shook my head. “You can ask, but I honestly don’t know how strong I am at the moment. I haven’t had a chance to really test myself against anyone.”

      “Oh…” Fay looked disappointed. However, before she could get too sad, something caught her attention, causing her to gawk at me. “Do you mind if I ask another question?”

      I shrugged. “Go ahead.”

      “Why is there a snake hovering over your shoulder?”

      …

      …

      I slowly craned my neck and found a snake centimeters away from my face. It was a pretty unusual snake. It looked like a member of the cobra family, but it was too long at almost six meters in length. Bright black and yellow scales covered most of its body. Two eyes that appeared somewhat golden in the sunlight were staring at me.

      The snake flicked out its forked tongue and licked my cheek. I turned back to look at Fay.

      “Don’t mind the snake,” I said in a nonchalant tone. “It just likes to follow me around.”

      “O… kay.” Fay nodded slowly, and then refocused on her training.

      No sounds were made as the two of us once again committed ourselves to our spiritual exercises… unless one counted the hissing sounds made by the snake.

      My eyebrows twitched.
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        * * *

      

      The Spiritualist Academy was a place where talented young men and women gathered and learned how to control their Spiritual Powers. It didn’t distinguish between social classes. While that had been the case once upon a time, Empress Hilda had opened the doors to anyone who possessed the talent to become a Spiritualist. This hadn’t made her popular with some of the nobles. However, ever since she’d done this, the number of talented Spiritualists in Nevaria had increased.

      Kari was quite proud of her mother. She really was. Even if she was sort of at odds with the woman due to how her mother had restricted her freedom, she still cherished the woman who’d given birth to and raised her.

      One day, I will prove to my mother that I am strong enough to journey outside of the city!

      Walking through a wide hallway, Kari did her best to ignore the eyes of passing students as they lingered on her. She also tried to ignore the whispers. Because she was the daughter of Empress Hilda, there were a lot of people who heaped praises and expectations onto her. They complimented her beauty, her talent, her pedigree. None of these people actually knew Kari, the girl who wanted to explore ruins and go on adventures.

      Eryk understands me, though…

      Thoughts of Eryk warmed her heart. It had been over a month since the two of them had met. Even if she disliked a lot of what was happening in her life at the moment, he was the single thing about her current situation that remained bright. With him, she could be herself and forget about her troubles, even if it was just for a little while.

      It was with these thoughts in her heart that she entered her classroom.

      Classes at the Spiritual Academy were designed to be lecture halls; they were big, the seating was tertiary, and there was enough space for about 500 people to sit. Kari was not sure why the rooms were so big since most classes only consisted of about 50 to100 students, but she didn’t ask about it either. Sometimes people just like to build things big. That was what she assumed.

      A lot of people gazed at her as she walked in. Kari almost shivered at the hungry leers several boys sent her way, but she had dealt with these looks for a long time. Ignoring the scrutiny, she walked up the stairs and searched for a seat.

      Someone stood up and moved in her way. He had dark blond hair and blue eyes. His pale skin looked soft and unblemished, denoting his noble status. He didn’t look very muscular, but there was a broadness to his chest and shoulders, which couldn’t be hidden by the dark red tunic he wore. It was cinched together by a leather belt. A strap ran from his left shoulder to his right hip. Attached to the back was his weapon of choice, a glittering broadsword with a jeweled pommel.

      “Lady Kari,” he greeted with a polite smile that couldn’t hide the blatant desire in his eyes. “You look lovely today.”

      “Thank you, Grant.” Kari tried not to grimace as she smiled back.

      “I’ve saved a seat for you,” he said, gesturing to the empty spot beside him. “Why don’t you and I speak today? I would love it if we could get to know each other a bit better, given our circumstances.”

      “I am sorry.” Kari bowed her head slightly. “But I actually promised to sit with… Fay today.”

      Grant’s eyes flashed, but he was able to mask it quickly. Had she been anyone else, she might have missed the anger that crossed his eyes at her rejection. The polite smile on his face also became fixed, like it had been sewn on.

      “Then why don’t I sit with you both?” he suggested. “After all, given how the three of us will eventually be living together, it might be a good idea to strengthen our bond now. It will make our transition easier.”

      It took everything Kari had to keep her smile in place. “I’m sorry, but Fay and I actually have some things to talk about. You know, girl talk.”

      “Ah. That is unfortunate.” He inclined his head in a faux polite gesture. “Perhaps next time.”

      “Perhaps,” she answered with a noncommittal reply before rushing past him and hurrying up the steps. She was keenly aware of his eyes on her as she raced up to where Fay was sitting. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      Fay blinked several times, looking quite startled. Her eyes had slight bags under them as she stared up at Kari. It looked like she was close to falling asleep.

      “Go ahead,” Fay said with a soft yawn.

      “Thank you.”

      Sitting down, Kari glanced occasionally at the young woman beside her. Should she say something? She wanted to talk to Fay, but with their shared history, that might not be possible. Still…

      “You look tired,” Kari said tentatively.

      Fay blinked some more as if surprised to hear her talk. “I am. I’ve been training a lot recently.”

      “Me too.” Latching onto the topic, Kari tried to keep it going. “Instructor Brynhild has been really hard on me, but I think I’m getting a lot stronger.”

      “So you’ve been training hard too, huh?” Fay gave her a tentative smile. “I guess we both have it a little rough, though I can’t bring myself to complain.”

      “Do you also have an instructor?” asked Kari.

      Several seconds of silence passed as Fay seemed to consider the question before she nodded. “Yes, I suppose you could say that. He’s not really my instructor, though. It is more like we are training together.”

      “So… this person is a friend?” Kari questioned.

      “I guess,” Fay mumbled, her cheeks growing red. “I don’t know if you could call us friends, but… he’s really helped me out a lot. He’s very intelligent and knowledgeable, and he’s so dedicated to becoming stronger that I can’t help but be inspired by him, yet he also takes the time to train and teach me about things I never knew.”

      Kari clasped her hands underneath the table. Her heart was beating wildly in her chest as she struggled to get the words out. She wanted to close her eyes, but she kept them open even as she chanted a prayer in her heart. It took her a long time before she could ask the question she wanted to.

      “Do you… do you think I could maybe join you two sometime?”

      While Fay appeared somewhat shocked by the question, she eventually shook her head. “Considering your social status, I do not think that would be a good idea.”

      “Oh…” Kari uttered as her shoulders slumped. She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t. “That’s… Yes, I suppose you have a good point.”

      “I’m sorry,” Fay muttered, looking away.

      “Don’t be,” Kari said.

      An awkward silence hung in the air until class started.
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            Depression and a Need for Money

          

        

      

    

    
      I was facing a crisis. It wasn’t a life or death crisis… at least, it wasn’t yet, but it was still a serious problem.

      Fay was at the Spiritualist Academy, so she didn’t train with me that morning.

      The evening sun sprinkled into the library as I sat behind the counter and lamented my situation. I was all out of Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills and Body Forging Pills, and I didn’t have the money to buy more ingredients.

      This was a problem that I knew would come eventually. I’d been trying to think of ways I could earn more money. My first thought had obviously been to sell another Spiritual Technique to the Spiritualist Academy, but I discarded that thought real quick. Going there once to sell a Spiritual Technique Scroll I happened to find in my “family’s possession” could be written off as me just being lucky. Going there twice would raise suspicion.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the academy, but I also didn’t know them. Furthermore, I didn’t know which potentially dangerous elements were attending there. Grant Leucht was one such element. He was even in Kari’s class. The Leucht Family was something I needed to avoid at all costs until I was strong enough to kick their collective asses. If possible, I would like to avoid meeting him and anyone else from one of the Three Heavenly Families.

      Also, I didn’t think I could stop myself from killing him if we met right now.

      There was also the fact that several people from the Spiritualist Academy had been watching me. It wasn’t anything serious. I sensed no ill intent and the people stopped once they realized I lived in a squalor. Still, I’d prefer it if I didn’t have to deal with people I wasn’t sure I could trust.

      I could always try to fight in the underground arena. There was an underground fighting arena where many people bet money on fighters. If I signed on as a fighter, I could make a good deal of money. The problem was the underground arena was also owned and operated by one of the Three Heavenly Families, the Kriger Family, I believe. If I went there and defeated every opponent I faced, they might take notice of me. Of course, I could fake some losses... but that didn’t sit right with me.

      I hated to lose even on purpose.

      While I was trying to think of a way I could earn some money, the door opened. I ignored it. There were already several people inside. More importantly, I needed to think of some way I could turn this situation around. Without those medicinal pills, I would be in a lot trouble. My training speed would be cut by at least three-fourths!

      “Eryk…”

      At the sound of the soft, despondent, but very familiar voice, I looked up.

      Kari stood before the counter. Her eyes were a little red and puffy. Her shoulders were slumped as though a great weight was pushing them down. I stared at her trembling lips for a moment, and then met her blue eyes.

      “Come on,” I said as I stood up and walked around the counter. I gestured for her to follow me and went over to the stairs. Countless eyes trailed after us, but I was used to that by this point.

      “What do you think is going on?”

      “Princess Kari looks depressed. Did something happen?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks like she’s coming to that damn pretty boy for help!”

      “Damn all pretty boys!”

      Like me, Kari also ignored the peanut gallery, as they spoke so loudly we could hear everything they said, and followed me up the stairs and to a table where we sat down. The almost boneless slump that was the complete opposite of Kari’s normally upright posture told me about her emotional state more than words ever could.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I…” Kari stopped talking, sniffed, and began again. “I used to be really good friends with this girl in my class. We would always play together when we were younger, but something happened and she eventually distanced herself from me. I’ve kept trying to bridge the gap that separated us, to become friends again. However… nothing I do works. She still barely even speaks to me. I’m pretty sure the only reason she’s willing to speak at all is because of my status.”

      Her words made me flinch, and not just because I felt for her. This was a side of Kari I’d never seen before. It was a new side. However, this new side made me feel helpless.

      I was positive that the problem was that back then, back in my previous life, I had been too blind to see the trouble that she had been going through. I had been so in awe of her that I never saw the hardships she faced. Then, when Nevaria was destroyed, most of those troubles were replaced by new problems we needed to confront together. The situation now was probably a situation she’d had in my previous life, and I had likely just never noticed it.

      “I’m assuming something happened today,” I said, urging her to continue.

      Kari nodded. “I learned today that my friend recently began training with someone. I’ll admit, I was a little jealous of whoever is training with her. I think that’s why I asked her if she’d let me join them.”

      “I’m assuming she said no,” I deduced.

      “Yes… she said it wouldn’t be a good idea for us to train together because of my social status…”

      Kari had never looked more miserable than she did right now. Of course, this misery she felt was that of a young girl dealing with the problems of a young girl. If I were to compare her to the woman I knew from before, these problems weren’t a big deal, but at the same time, I didn’t make light of her current plight. This wasn’t a life or death situation. However, it was still something that affected her happiness.

      While she spoke, Kari had placed her hands in her lap, her fingers tightly clenched as she gripped the fabric of her soft blue gown. I hesitated for a moment. Then I reached out and placed my hand over one of hers. Kari’s eyes grew wide and round as she jerked her head toward me.
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“I do not think there is anything I can do about your friend,” I admitted. “That said, I will never treat you any differently because of who your mother is. I don’t care if you’re the Princess of Nevaria. To me, you will always be Kari.”

      Kari’s lips trembled, moisture gathered in her wide blue eyes, and her porcelain cheeks became dusted with a light shade of pink. Many emotions flitted across her face. The one it settled on, however, was gratitude.

      “Thank you.” She turned her hand, the one I had placed my hand on top of, over and slowly curled her fingers around my hand. “That means a lot to me.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “Come to me any time you have a problem you wish to share. I will always be here to lend you my ear.”

      Her smile brightened a little more.

      We talked for a while after that, but the conversation was not heavy like our previous topic. Kari would not realize she was still holding my hand for several more hours.
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        * * *

      

      Something was wrong with Fay as well. The girl normally responded enthusiastically to training, pushing herself hard to keep pace with me, but not that morning. She seemed listless. Her body was sluggish. Not only was she not acting like she normally did, but she didn’t seem to hear a word I said. I’d call her name several times, and all she would do was respond with grunts.

      Finally, I couldn’t take it.

      “What is up with you today?” I asked, placing my hand on her forehead.

      That got a response.

      “W-what are you doing?!” Fay asked, jerking her head away from me and stumbling several steps backward.

      “I’m checking your temperature, obviously.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re barely paying any attention to what you are doing and you haven’t responded to a word I’ve said. You know, if you’re sick, you don’t have to come here to train. In fact, training while you’re sick is quite possibly the worst thing a person can do.”

      Fay’s cheeks looked like someone had lit a bonfire on them. “I-I am too paying attention!”

      I gave her a hard look. “Fay, you tripped over a root while running the obstacle course and face planted on the ground. After which, I had to haul you to your feet and drag you back here because you wouldn’t pick yourself back up.”

      “Y-you did?” Fay asked. “When did this happen?”

      As she spoke in a startled tone, Fay reached up and rubbed her face as though checking to see if there was dirt on it. I sighed.

      “I already cleaned your face off,” I said. “The fact that you didn’t even realize it is merely another point in my favor.” As the woman blushed all the way to the tips of her ears, I gave her a concerned look. “Seriously, though. Are you okay? I’ve never seen someone spacing out so badly before.”

      “I’m fine.” Fay looked away. “I’m just dealing with some problems.”

      “Like what?”

      “Just personal issues.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, wondering whether I should push the issue or not. Her issues, whatever they were, were currently affecting her training. If this continued, her training would stall. That would subsequently make my training stall as I tried to care for her. It was better to nip this problem in the bud now than deal with it later.

      At the same time, if these were personal problems, it wasn’t necessarily something I should meddle in. I wouldn’t want someone meddling in my affairs. I also realized that there was a chance telling me about her problem wouldn’t help. I could help her train, but that was all. There were many things I couldn’t do for her.

      “If you don’t want to tell me, then that’s fine,” I said. “But perhaps we should stop for today. It doesn’t look like our training is going to go anywhere.”

      Fay looked like she wanted to argue with me, and in fact, her mouth was halfway open as though she was prepared to do just that. Then she paused. Her mouth slowly closed as her brow furrowed. I could see the thoughts going through her head before, with a gentle sigh, she conceded.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized.

      “It’s okay.” I grabbed the bag of Three-Way Widening Pills that Fay had brought and handed them to her. “I get that these things happen. Just do what you can to fix the problem soon. We can begin training again once you are in the right state of mind.”

      Fay nodded as the two of us began walking back to Nevaria. I grew silent as we did, my thoughts turning to my own personal dilemma. Money. I needed money to buy more ingredients for my alchemy, but I was still running into a dead end. The harder I thought, the less ideas I had. It felt like I was running around in circles!

      “I know I’ve said this before, but these pills of yours really are incredible,” Fay said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Thank you,” I replied almost absently.

      “You’d probably make a lot of money if you sold these,” she added, speaking with the sort of absent-mindedness of someone who was saying this almost as though it were an afterthought.

      I stopped walking. Fay continued on for a bit longer before she realized I wasn’t walking beside her. After which, she stopped walking and turned around as well.

      “Eryk?” she questioned as I stared at her.

      “You are a genius,” I said, walking up to the girl. I could feel the smile stretching across my lips as I reached Fay and pulled her into a fierce hug. On any other occasion, I would have never hugged this girl, and I even recognized that what I was doing wasn’t appropriate, but I was so happy I didn’t care.

      “E-Eryk!” Fay squawked, too surprised to do anything. “W-what are you doing?!”

      I pulled back and placed my hands on her shoulders, still smiling as I eyed the now beet-red girl.

      “Thank you,” I said simply.

      “Um, uh… you’re welcome, I guess?” Fay looked completely unsure of herself. “But I still don’t know what I did.”
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        * * *

      

      I had 500 valis left from when I sold that Spiritual Technique Scroll to the Spiritualist Academy. That wasn’t enough to buy the ingredients I needed. However, I broke into my savings, which contained another 500 valis. It was enough. Just barely.

      Returning home from shopping, I set all of the bags with me on the floor and brought out my alchemy set. There were quite a few bags this time. They were much smaller than usual, but that was because I hadn’t bought anything in bulk like I usually did.

      I was actually glad Fay and I had ended our training early today. Had we ended our training later, the apothecary would have already been closed.

      Once my alchemy set was ready, I grabbed several metal sheets and used them to keep my floor from burning as I lit a number of fires underneath the 500 mL beaker and the 250 mL flask. I poured regular water in each of them.

      While I worked, the snake that was now a more or less full-time resident of my humble abode slithered over. It stared at me as I worked. I did my best to ignore it. However, when the snake tried to reach into one of the bags and nose around in the ingredients, I gently pushed its face away.

      “Don’t do that,” I said, a warning in my tone. The snake hissed in an angry manner. At least, I think it was an angry manner. Either way, I was not putting up with that today. “I spent all my valis buying those ingredients. They are extremely valuable to me. I will not let you contaminate them.”

      It was hard to know if the snake was making a face, but I somehow felt like it was pouting at me. I gave the snake an even glare. I had to let this creature know I was dead serious right now. Perhaps it understood what I was trying to tell it. Perhaps it didn’t. This staring contest lasted for a full minute before, with a gesture that really did make me think it was sulking, the snake slithered back onto my bed.

      That was one problem out of the way.

      As I waited for the water to come to a boil, I crossed my legs and stared at the bags. I wondered what I should make first. After giving it a moment’s thought, I nodded to myself, and then grabbed the bag nearest to me. Inside the bag was a small piece of bark-like substance. Woodchip Shell. It was part of a Wood Slug, a harmless F-Ranked Demon Beast found in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      I used the mortar and pestle to grind the woodchip shell into a powder. I set the powder into a 100 mL beaker, cleaned the mortar and pestle, and then grabbed the next ingredient. It looked like a cabbage; however, it was extremely small, able to fit on my palm with ease. Grass Heart was what it was called. I mashed that up using the mortar and pestle as well. Then I added the paste it created into the boiling water of the 500 mL beaker. After stirring the contents until it mixed completely with the water, turning it into a murky brownish-green color, I cleaned the mortar and pestle again, and then worked on my next set of ingredients.

      This continued all through the night.
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        * * *

      

      I think my eyes were a little dead as I walked through the streets. I didn’t sleep at all last night. The entire night had been spent refining pills, which wasn’t exhausting, but this body of mine wasn’t used to pulling all-nighters. I might have been able to do that in the past… in my previous life before I was sent back to the past I mean. However, it seemed I wasn’t capable of it right now.

      “I should create an energy pill,” I muttered. “I’ll call it Red Bull Booster Pill.”

      Rambling to myself, I turned down several streets, which were made mostly of limestone and cobblestone. It tended to change every so often when someone entered a new district. As I left the Peasant Quarters, the buildings also became more spaced out instead of jammed together. Their design also changed a little. The buildings where I lived were like two-story rectangles, but these seemed more extravagant. Some of them had columns, a few featured stone statues, there were some with balconies and verandas, and one even looked like a small palace.

      I shook my head and continued traveling. It took fifteen minutes to reach my destination. As I held the bag of alchemy pills in my hand, I stared at the stairs that would lead to the Alchemist Association.

      While the stairs were made of stone and appeared like they’d once been extravagant, they were now in a state of disrepair. As I looked further up, I saw that the wall surrounding the Alchemist Association was cracked, chipped, and faded in several places.

      I walked up the stairs and entered the Alchemist Association’s main courtyard.

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

      Or the majesty this place used to have.

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

      None of the stalls I remembered from last time were set up yet. I guessed it was too early in the morning. However, there were still people present, including the young man who I had bought the alchemy set from.

      I walked up to the young man, who was maybe a few years older than myself. His shoulder-length red hair contained hints of orange that complimented his brown eyes and pale face. He was wearing a deep blue robe this time. It looked like the outfit used to be nice but time and a lack of proper care had given it a somewhat raggedy appearance. As I walked up to him, the young man spotted me. His eyes became empty for a second as though trying to place where he’d seen me before, but then they regained their vibrancy.

      “You’re the kid who bought an alchemy set from me last month, aren’t you?” he asked. He looked me up and down, his frown growing.

      I almost twitched at being called a kid. At least he didn’t call me a woman. I needed to be thankful for the little things.

      “That’s right,” I said, forcing myself to smile. “You have a very good memory.”

      He shrugged. “Not many people come up here, and a young kid looking to buy an alchemy set is a pretty rare thing.”

      If this guy kept calling me kid…

      Shaking my head to dispel the violent thoughts swirling through my mind, I looked at the young man again and tried to present a calm, serious exterior.

      “I was hoping you or someone else could introduce me to the Head of the Alchemist Association,” I said.

      “You want to meet our leader?” The young man frowned and looked me up and down. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure we have time to deal with you.”

      “Because you have so many customers?” I taunted. He twitched, but I didn’t care. I was a little angry myself. “Look, just tell your leader that I have a proposal I think they would be interested in.”

      “And why should I do that?” The young man stepped up to me. We were about the same height, so the intimidating demeanor he tried to put up didn’t work. What’s more, I was a lot more muscular than him now.

      “Because your Alchemist Association is currently in dire straits, and if you don’t do something to rectify the situation, you will probably end up becoming little more than a rundown shop selling beauty products to old women for the rest of your life.”

      I’ll admit, that probably wasn’t the best thing I could have said. I could have definitely put that a little more diplomatically. At the same time, not only was I a bit pissed at this guy for being so confrontational, but I wasn’t a diplomat. Back when I was running Brave Vesperia, I was more of a figurehead. Kari had done pretty much all the work when it came to dealing with other sects.

      The young man’s face turned red. “Listen, you—”

      I thrust my bag into his face before he could finish. “This bag contains several alchemy pills that could change the course of alchemy as we know it. With these, I can get your Alchemist Association back onto the path of true alchemy. Take me to see the Head of the Alchemist Association now.”

      The man stared at the bag as though he wasn’t sure he believed me, but I also noticed the faint glimmer of hope in his eyes. I’d noticed it the last time I came here. These people were desperate. They were on the verge of collapsing. If someone presented them with a chance to turn things around, even if that someone was a boy who didn’t look a day over seventeen years old, they would at least be willing to hear that person out.

      “I… fine,” the young man said with a frown. “Follow me. I’ll take you to see our association head.”

      “Thank you,” I said, returning the bag to my side.

      The man eyed the bag with a mixed expression of hope and disbelief, then turned around and walked through the double doors. I followed him.

      Like the outside, the inside of the main hall looked like it had once been majestic. A red carpet lined the floor, columns stood on either side of the walls, which were, or had been, a cream color. Even the ceiling was made of intricate ribbing that lent this place an ostentatious air. Unfortunately, the carpet had become coarse over time, the walls and columns were cracked, and the ceiling had paint peeling off it.

      I was led down several hallways with a number of doors, and then up a flight of stairs. The second floor opened into a wide space that looked like a refinery. There were a number of alchemy sets sitting on several tables, but there were only a few people working at them, and I could see that they were making the beauty products that the Alchemist Association had become known for.

      “This way,” the red-haired young man said.

      I followed him as he led me to a door on the far end, which looked a little better than the rest of this place. The black door had intricate red motifs and symbols painted on it. I recognized them as runes. Fehu, the rune of wealth. Kenaz, the rune of vision, revelation, knowledge, and creativity. Isa, the rune of challenge. Dagaz, the rune of awakening or awareness. These runes were combined and still active, despite being old, keeping this door in better shape than the rest of the building.

      No one should know runes in this place. I assumed whoever had created these had done so long ago. Perhaps the first Alchemist Association head was responsible for them.

      The young man knocked on the door. “Sis, there’s someone here who wants to see you.”

      Sis?

      “Send them in,” someone said from the other end. I perked up. That voice sounded like it belonged to a young woman.

      The young man opened the door and beckoned me to enter.

      This room had the same once opulent but now destitute appearance as the rest of the building… except for the door I had just passed. It was empty of any real decoration. There were a few columns lining either side of the wall, but there was nothing else. At the far end of the wall opposite from me was a simple desk with an advanced alchemy set sitting on top of it. Someone stood behind that desk, pouring over several sheets of parchment.

      The person behind the desk was a young woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five or thirty years old. She had the same orange-tinted red hair as the young man beside me. Her tall and elegant figure was clad in purple silk robes that looked a little shabby, but she somehow made them work. It must have been her figure. Her chest was a fair bit larger than even Kari’s. Her breasts flowed into a curvy, well-proportioned figure that most men would have called a perfect hourglass.

      As the young man and I walked up to the desk, the woman looked up, revealing doe-like brown eyes that contained a sharp glint. She glanced at the man, and then at me. She frowned.

      “You are the one who wanted to see me?” she asked in a polite but confused tone. “Is there something I or my Alchemist Association can help you with?”

      I shook my head. “In a way. However, you could also say that I am here to help you.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow.” The woman shook her head, a strand of hair falling in front of her face, which she quickly tucked behind her ear.

      Nodding as I realized she wouldn’t know what I meant, I looked at the desk. The advanced alchemy set was off to one side of it, while the rest was covered in parchment. Numerous notes were scribbled on the parchment. I realized they were alchemy notes relating to different ingredients and how they interacted when mixed. She was probably trying to refine alchemy pills from scratch.

      That was really impressive, actually.

      I opened my bag and took out six different pills, which I set on the desk. One of them was a small blue pill with a wave-like pattern, another was a deep brown, the next was a dark pink, the one immediately after it was purple, the next looked like it had lightning inside, and the last was red. The woman’s eyes widened as she studied the pills.

      “These pills are—”

      “Tender Healing Pill, Spiritual Booster Pill, Temporary Enhancement Pill, Clarity Pill, Endurance Pill, and Elemental Pill,” she said quickly, eyes sparkling in wonder.

      “That’s correct.” I blinked. I was surprised. “You certainly know your pills.”

      “The fire over one hundred years ago destroyed all of our notes containing the instructions on how to refine pills, but that doesn’t mean it destroyed our notes on the pills themselves. The association head back then managed to save some of our research materials. I have been trying to recreate that lost knowledge using what little information was left.” The woman looked at me, her eyes containing a hint of curiosity and caution. “How did you get your hands on these?”

      “I refined them myself,” I said.

      “Refined them yourself? You are an alchemist then?” she asked, but I shook my head.

      “I wouldn’t call myself a true alchemist.” I spread my arms. “I only know how to make a few dozen pills that I learned specifically because there was a need for me to learn them at the time. A true alchemist is someone who understands the reactions between alchemy ingredients so well they can create original pills without needing instructions.”

      “Perhaps that was the case in the past,” the woman said with a sad smile. “However, in this day and age, no one possesses the ability to make even one of these pills, nevermind all six.” She paused, the look in her eyes slowly shifting from one of confusion to one of respect. “My name is Feinrea Kuunis.”

      “Eryk Veiger,” I introduced myself.

      “If you are presenting me with these pills, I can only assume you are here to talk business,” she said, grabbing the notes littering her desk and putting them in an orderly stack.

      I glanced at the young man who brought me here, her brother, and almost snickered at the sight of his bulging eyes and gaping mouth. However, my attention didn’t remain on him for long. The person I needed to deal with now was this woman.

      “I can create instructions and even teach several of your alchemists how to create these pills,” I said.

      Feinrea nodded. “And in return, you wish to have a cut of the profits, right?”

      “That is correct.”

      Going silent for a moment, Feinrea eased herself into a straight-backed chair, locked her fingers together, and placed her hands on the desk. She eyed me with a speculative gleam. I bore her scrutiny. This woman seemed to be intelligent. She was probably trying to determine whether or not a partnership between us would work, and if it did, what the details of our partnership would be.

      “I certainly do not mind making a deal with you,” she said in a slow voice, her brow furrowing. “However, as of right now, our Alchemist Association is at an all-time low. The people of Nevaria think we are a joke, and I can’t blame them. With our current reputation, there are very few people who will believe us if we were to try and sell these pills right now.”

      “That… sounds like a problem,” I admitted.

      “Indeed.” Feinrea gave me a self-deprecating smile before her eyes turned to the pills on her desk. She bit her lip before speaking again. “It might be possible to sell these if we were to auction them off. The Auction House is also experiencing hard times, but they still have a good deal of clout. If they were to present these pills to the nobles who attend the Auction House, the news would catch, and then we could begin selling them once people realized they are the real deal.”

      I only vaguely knew of the Auction House. Because of my position as a simple librarian, I never had any dealings with them back in my previous life. However, Kari had mentioned going there once or twice.

      “Can we not do that?” I asked.

      “We can try, but the Auction House is owned by a minor noble family that our Alchemist Association has no connection to,” Feinrea admitted. “Convincing them to auction off these pills when we don’t even have a good reputation might be a problem.”

      “Which minor noble family?” I asked.

      “The Valstine Family.”

      I froze. Was this coincidence or fate? I wondered about that before deciding it probably didn’t matter. What was important was that I could do something about this.

      “You can leave the matter of getting in contact with the Valstine Family to me,” I said.

      Feinrea raised an eyebrow. She looked me up and down, noting the threadbare clothes I wore. My clothes clearing denoted that I was a simple peasant. Of course, she was going to be skeptical. At the same time, I had just brought her six alchemy pills whose refinement process was thought to have been lost.

      “Do you know someone from the Valstine Family?” she asked.

      “I do.” My smile widened. “In fact, I am very familiar with the current heiress to the family.”

      Feinrea took in a deep breath and considered my words. They were hard to believe. A peasant was familiar with a noblewoman? The very idea seemed ludicrous. However, this woman was not only smart, she was also desperate, and if what I said was true, then it could turn the Alchemist Association’s situation around for the better.

      After another moment passed, she nodded, having come to a decision.

      “I will leave this matter to you, then,” she said.

      “I’ll be sure to bring you good news,” I replied.

      After exchanging a few more pleasantries, I placed the pills into my bag, noting the longing look in the woman’s eyes as she stared at them, and then left the Alchemist Association.

      Tomorrow during our training, I would speak to Fay about auctioning off several alchemy pills.
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      We fled all the way to the desert. Chased by a horde of Demon Beasts, our group was left with no other choice.

      Nearly a hundred kilometers away from Nevaria was a vast desert that stretched out further than the eye could see, an innumerable number of dunes made of bright, yellow sand. The sun bore down from overhead. Waves of heat distorted the air. Within this desert, the heat was unbearable, enough that if a person wasn’t careful, it would surely kill them. And that was to say nothing of the Demon Beasts that roamed this desolate land.

      Many of our companions had already died. Men, women, children. All six Spiritualists aside from Kari and myself were gone now. Of the fifteen civilians who had fled with us, only one survived. Many of them had died from heat stroke and dehydration, but quite a few had also been killed by the Demon Beasts that lurked beneath the sand. Strange creatures with long bodies and fins that let them swim through the sand like they were swimming through water. Massive worms with gaping maws that could swallow a person whole. The number of dangers that lurked beneath these dunes was almost more vast than even the sands themselves.

      Had I known beforehand of the dangers that hid beneath the endless mounds of sand, I would have taken my chances with the Demon Beasts we ran from.

      The only good thing about this desert was that the Demon Beasts were few and far between. Most of the people who’d died had done so from dehydration and the heat.

      Kari, myself, and a young boy were the only ones left from our group. The boy had already passed out. His lips were chapped, his skin was dry, and his breathing was shallow. I’d seen the signs of heat stroke enough times by now to know that if I didn’t find shelter and water soon, he would die.

      Unfortunately, no matter where I looked, there obviously wasn’t any water to be found, nevermind shade. All I saw was sand.

      “Ha… ha…”

      My breathing came out in ragged gasps. Sweat poured down my forehead and neck, only to evaporate underneath the intense heat seconds later. My footsteps were halting and weak as I climbed the hill, carrying the young boy over my shoulder. The sound of footsteps behind me let me know that Kari was following. I could tell from the sound of shifting sand that, just like me, she was not having an easy time of it.

      I stopped after cresting the latest dune, only to groan in disbelief as I found more dunes waiting for me. No matter what direction I looked in, that was all I saw.

      “I don’t think we’re going to find anything,” Kari muttered, her throat dry and cracked. That beautiful voice I’d heard so many times was nowhere to be found.

      “Yeah…” I muttered. My own throat felt parched. Even talking caused it to feel like the inside of my throat was going to bleed. “I’m sorry. We’re in this mess because of me. I made a poor choice in coming here.”

      Kari shook her head. Her lips were chapped and her skin looked raw, but she still had the strength to smile at me.

      “I do not believe any of this is your fault. Given the situation, you made the right call based on the information you had. There was no way you could have known what would happen.”

      I closed my eyes. “I know, but somehow I feel like that makes it even worse.”

      Kari said nothing to that, but I think she knew I’d blame myself no matter what she said. This mess we were in was due to my carelessness, because I hadn’t picked a safe enough spot for our group to live, because I had led us into this desert. If Kari died because of me… I shook my head. If nothing else, I wouldn’t let that happen. I would kill myself before that happened.

      “Let’s keep going,” I said. “Just a little further.”

      “Okay,” Kari agreed.

      Time seemed meaningless in this vast world of sand. Nothing seemed to exist here. It was surprising there were Demon Beasts who could live in this world. How could anything survive under such a harsh environment?

      We climbed another dune and I looked around, ready for more disappointment. However, just as I was going to apologize again, something caught my eye. There in the distance were several black dots. I squinted. It was hard to tell what they were, but it looked like… carriages?

      “Are those people?” I muttered before my eyes widened just a bit. Those were indeed carriages. They were a bit different looking from what I was used to, and there were strange creatures pulling them, but they were most definitely carriages!

      I turned to Kari.

      “Kari, look! There are people coming this—KARI!”

      I hadn’t realized it, but Kari had fallen down the dune. Her body had rolled all the way to the bottom. Panic shot through my heart as I raced toward her, kneeling and placing my hand on her neck. She had a pulse, but it was growing weaker. Her breathing was becoming labored. Just like the boy, her body was close to giving out.

      “Damn it!” I gritted my teeth. “I am not letting you die on me!!”

      I used what strength I had left to lift Kari over my other shoulder. The weight of two people threatened to crush me as my already flagging strength sagged further. It wasn’t just my body that was weakening either. The sand underneath me seemed incapable of holding our combined weight.

      But I refused to give up.

      I climbed back up the dune, taking it one step at a time. Once I had crested that dune, I moved over to the next one, constantly making sure I had those carriages in my sight. One more dune. Just one more dune. I kept telling myself that as I walked.

      However, as I took my next step, a sense of vertigo came over me. The world became blurry. Everything was falling. I hit the ground face first before I even realized what had happened.

      Something landed beside me. It was Kari. Her eyes were closed, and it looked like she wasn’t breathing. The panic from before returned. Yet just as my mind surged with an abrupt strength, it fizzled out.

      An exhausted sigh escaped my lips as everything turned to black.
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        * * *

      

      “You want my family’s auction house to auction off your pills?”

      It was early in the afternoon, with the sun having reached its zenith; Fay had come again today despite my harsh words the previous day. It seemed that regardless of whatever happened to make her so depressed, this girl was not the type to stop just because of that. Her determination in the face of adversity and emotional hardships was something I couldn’t help but admire.

      “I went to the Alchemist Association the other day, and the head of the association mentioned that your family are the owners of the Auction House.” I nodded toward her. “I would like to begin selling my alchemy pills, but without a family or anyone with a strong reputation to back me up, no one would be willing to buy them. Reputation is everything when selling, after all.”

      Our exercises for the day were done. Whatever emotional turmoil Fay had been going through the other day seemed nonexistent today. Either she had completely overcome her issue within a day, or she was blatantly ignoring the problem, shoving it into the deepest corners of her mind and pretending it didn’t exist. I wasn’t sure which she was doing. However, I could say that she did a much better job during our training today than she had yesterday. She completed the course and her exercises in record time.

      Fay furrowed her brow as she pondered my request, crossing her arms as the two of us sat beside a large boulder. This caused her breasts, barely confined by her training shirt, to push together. I’d like to say I didn’t look at her chest. However, I was a straight male. No matter how loyal I was toward Kari, even I was not completely immune to the wiles of women. Even so, I didn’t let the sight of her large boobs as they squished together or her flat stomach covered in sweat bother me… too much.

      We had just finished training our Spiritual Power. I had waited until our training was over before asking for help.

      “It is certainly possible for my family’s auction house to auction off your alchemy pills, and it would be good advertising.” Even though she admitted this, Fay released a soft sigh. “However, my family’s auction house is currently experiencing a rough time as well. I’m not sure if you are aware of this, but our auction house makes its money by auctioning off items that have been found within the ancient ruins located in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. People come with these items, and they receive a cut of the profits made from the auction in exchange. Unfortunately, all of the ruins that can be explored have been plundered and the only ruins left are too dangerous to explore. Because nothing of value has come along, our auction house doesn’t have as much clout anymore.”

      As Fay explained how the Auction House worked and why it was no longer successful, I gently pet the snake sitting across my lap. The snake released soft hisses that made me think it was purring.

      This was indeed a problematic situation. However, I didn’t think it was unsolvable. Surely there was a way to help the Auction House return to its former glory and help me sell my alchemy pills. I refused to believe there wasn’t something that I could do to rectify the situation.

      “What sort of items does the Auction House normally sell?” I asked.

      “During our peak, we sold everything from ancient tablets that contained Spiritual Techniques to weapons and armor that were found within the surrounding ruins,” Fay answered. “We also sold artifacts that increased a person’s ability to channel Spiritual Power, or that could increase the results of a person’s cultivation. Stuff like that.”

      “Spiritual Techniques…” I mumbled, closing my eyes.

      I didn’t have any armor, weapons, or monster cores, but I knew plenty of Spiritual Techniques. Most of them were useless to me. My method of using Spiritual Power differed from a normal person’s. However, I could at the very least write them down and have them auctioned off.

      “If I can get you a powerful Spiritual Technique, will your auction house be able to auction that and my pills?” I asked.

      Fay seemed startled, but she immediately nodded. “Yes. If you know of anyone who has a Spiritual Technique that my family can auction off, we can auction that and your pills. However… the alchemy pills alone won’t be enough to gather any interest. Everyone thinks alchemy is a joke right now. We need something that has a better reputation to bring in the real customers like other noble families.”

      Nodding as my own thoughts solidified, I let the snake curl around my shoulders and stood up. I had made my choice. If the Auction House needed a Spiritual Technique to really rake in customers, then I would give them one.

      “In that case, can you meet with me tomorrow?” I asked. “I should have a Spiritual Technique and the alchemy pills ready by then.”

      Fay also stood up. She nodded at me with a smile. “I’ll stop by your place tomorrow. Should I come in the morning or the afternoon?”

      “Morning,” I said. “I close the library tomorrow, so I won’t be home during the afternoon.”

      “That sounds good,” Fay said. “I’ll see you then.”

      “Yeah…”

      Our training was over, so the two of us left the clearing, made our way into Nevaria, and went our separate ways. However, rather than heading home, I went down the path that would take me to the Alchemist Association.

      I needed to speak with Feinrea.
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps it was because of my previous conversation with Feinrea, but the redheaded young man—Feinrea’s younger brother—treated me with a lot more respect today than he had yesterday when I arrived at the Alchemist Association.

      “Eryk Veiger,” he greeted me with a polite but reserved smile. He even bowed to me as I walked up to him. “Are you here to speak with the association head again?”

      I nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Allow me to escort you.” He bowed politely once more and bade me to follow him. I would have liked to tell him that I could find my own way there, but I didn’t want to be rude, so I followed him.

      Feinrea was not pouring over notes this time. When I entered her office, I found her sitting with her back completely straight and her brows furrowed. She was staring into a beaker that had a bubbling purple liquid inside. From the scent wafting through the air, I could already tell that it was spirit essence mixed with purple grass. It had a very earthy scent.

      “Spirit essence loses its effects when boiled,” I said as I walked further into the office. “The act of boiling spirit essence is like when alcohol gets cooked out of food. The heat causes the nutrients within spirit essence to evaporate.”

      “That explains why all of my experiments have been a failure.” Feinrea sighed in disappointment before turning a smile on me. “I see that you’ve returned again. Can I take it to mean that you’ve successfully managed to get the cooperation of the Valstine Family?”

      “Not quite.” I shook my head. “It seems they are also experiencing some hardships. Currently, they don’t have anything of great value to auction off, which means…”

      “Which means that none of the nobles who normally attend the Auction House have any incentive to even show up.” Feinrea looked put out as she crossed her arms, leaned back in her chair, and sighed. “That is a problem.”

      “It’s not as big of a problem as you might think,” I said. When she looked at me, I gave her a conciliatory smile and elucidated on my meaning. “I have a few Spiritual Techniques that I can use to attract attention. They will be the bait for the nobles to attend. While they are all salivating over the idea of being able to possess a new Spiritual Technique, we will quietly slip the alchemy pills into the auction as well. It might not attract a lot of attention at first, but I believe someone will buy them out of curiosity if nothing else. Once that happens…”

      “Word will spread when they realize how effective these pills are and we can begin selling them on the market.” Feinrea nodded as a smile slowly appeared on her face. “I definitely like where you’re going with this. You’ve got an awfully good sense for business.”

      I shook my head. I knew nothing about business. All I was doing was paraphrasing Kari. She was the one who taught me everything I knew.

      “I do need a few things, however,” I began again. “Which is why I came here before trying to convince the Valstine Family to agree to my proposal.”

      “What do you need?” asked Feinrea.

      “I need a blank goatskin scroll, ink, a quill, and the following ingredients.” Feinrea got out a sheet of parchment the moment I said I needed ingredients. I waited until she had dipped her quill into a bottle of ink, and then listed everything off. “I need three woodchip shells, three bayleaf hearts, 500 grams of purple grass, 500 grams of red spirit grass, 100 grams of corewood from a fire spirit fern, twenty-two sakura leaves, eight nirnroots, six D-rank monster cores with a water elemental affinity, six D-rank monster cores with a fire affinity, and four liters of spirit essence.”

      As I listed off these ingredients, Feinrea’s expression became more and more shocked, to the point where her eyes looked like they might roll out of their sockets. She stared at the list for several long seconds. Then she looked at me. There was a smile on her face, but it was a combination of resigned and agitated.

      “You are quite shameless to demand so many ingredients,” she said at last. “You realize how rare a good few of these ingredients are, right? Giving these to you is going to set my Alchemist Association back even more financially.”

      I shrugged. “These ingredients are all going to be made into the alchemy pills I plan on selling at the Auction House. I would buy them myself, but I do not have any valis to buy them with. Also, in exchange for lending me these ingredients, I will not only let you watch me refine these pills, but I will teach you how to refine them yourself.”

      My words were like a panacea for the woman, whose eyes sparkled as she realized I would be allowing her to witness how alchemy pills were refined. By the time I was finished talking, she was wearing a large smile, no longer the least bit bothered by how much her Alchemist Association would be set back financially by giving me these ingredients for free.

      “It seems the two of us will be benefiting a lot from this partnership,” she said at last. “Luckily, we have most of these ingredients. I can send someone to an apothecary to get the rest of them. How soon do you need them?”

      “Now, if possible.” I frowned. “I plan on refining all the pills today. The sooner we can get these pills refined, the less stress I’ll have to deal with before I go to meet the Valstine Family.”

      “In that case, why don’t we take out the current ingredients you need that I have in stock?” Feinrea suggested after giving me a slow nod. “I’ll send my brother to get the remaining ingredients.”

      Feinrea wrote down another list of all the ingredients she did not have, and then gave it, along with a bag of valis, to her brother and told him to buy those from an apothecary. The young man nodded before he left the Alchemist Association.

      While her brother was getting the ingredients, Feinrea led me to their storehouse. It wasn’t located in the main building. The building she led me to was a square-shaped structure behind the Refining Hall. It wasn’t very large, but it was bigger than some of the houses I’d seen on the way here. Feinrea used a key to unlock the large padlock on the door, and then she slid it open.

      As the door opened with a squeal, she and I walked inside, and I took a good look around, studying the many shelves that lined the walls. There were also a number of tables with various plants sitting on them. Small sunroofs were located above these plants, through which sunlight filtered in and allowed the plants to obtain nourishment.

      None of them had any runes on them, which caused me to frown. I should have guessed this would be the case.

      “How often do you have to restock?” I asked as I walked further in.

      “Quite often,” Feinrea admitted as she followed me. “My grandfather told me that we used to have cabinets that contained runes to keep our ingredients in stasis, but those were all burned down during the fire over one hundred years ago. Since then, we have been forced to constantly restock as the ingredients we have go bad.”

      I nodded as I stopped before a wooden table with several potted plants. Only the leaves were sticking out. However, the leaves were large and shaped like a heart. They were bayleaves, a type of alchemy ingredient. The bayleaf was often used as a healing salve. However, the bayleaf heart was something that could be refined and used in numerous alchemy pills. Each of the leaves were purple, meaning they had reached maturity and could be used to refine pills.

      “Let’s get the ingredients and bring them all to your office,” I said.

      “Yes,” Feinrea agreed.

      Among the ingredients that were located within the warehouse, the ones that I was able to find were the bayleaf hearts, the purple grass, four of the eight nirnroots, the monster cores with a water element, the sakura leaves, and two liters of spirit essence. Feinrea and I gathered the ingredients together and took them to her office. Along the way, the alchemists who were part of the association watched the two of us with blatant curiosity.

      “Who is that?”

      “Hmm… she looks familiar. Have I seen her before?”

      “I wonder what that girl is doing with Feinrea.”

      I twitched several times as I listened to the conversations of alchemists we passed, trying my best not to respond with anger, but I was pretty positive my face had turned red. Feinrea giggled beside me. This caused me to cast her an irritated glare.

      “Don’t say a word,” I growled.

      “I won’t.” Feinrea smiled at me, but that only made the amusement in her eyes all the more apparent.

      I barely managed to resist groaning. It really sucked to look so much like a woman.

      “How many alchemists does the association have?” I asked after we returned to her office.

      Feinrea sighed as though disappointed when she answered me. “Including myself and my brother, we only have ten.”

      “Just ten, huh?”

      The wince she gave at my disheartened tone told me what she thought of their predicament. “I have been told that at the height of our association, we had over two hundred alchemists. However, with the loss of our formulas, we were unable to maintain our standing and slowly declined. Each year less and less people join us. The last person who joined the Alchemy Association did so three years ago.”

      For some reason, I could not help but frown as I listened to her. “Were there no alchemists who could recreate the formulas?”

      “I think there were a few,” Feinrea admitted softly, biting her lower lip. “However…”

      “However?” I prodded when she trailed off.

      “Many of our more prominent alchemists died during the fire. The ones who didn’t die were later found dead in their homes. I do not know what happened since it was over one hundred years ago, but my grandfather, who’d been just an apprentice at the time, believed that someone had assassinated them, though we do not know why or for what purpose.”

      I didn’t say anything, but the idea of someone murdering a bunch of alchemists made me suspicious—not of Feinrea, of course. I believed her. In fact, the idea of someone murdering them off for unknown reasons was highly likely. Even though very few people wanted to become alchemists themselves, alchemy was a cherished and respected art. There was an Alchemist Association in Midgard as well, and they held one of the highest positions within the Northern Plains. Alchemy was an art that couldn’t be underestimated.

      That said, I could not help but wonder who would kill off a bunch of alchemists and for what purpose. By killing off alchemists and ensuring that no one could refine pills properly, it weakened Nevaria as a whole. I couldn’t help but think that maybe someone had done this by design. Maybe there was someone out there who wanted to see Nevaria weakened. As this thought crossed my mind, I remembered the Demon Beast Invasion and Nevaria’s destruction.

      The thought I had in that moment sent a chill down my spine.

      Feinrea cleared her desk of all the notes she’d made and brought out her alchemy set. It was far more advanced than my own basic set. There were four 150 mL beakers, four 250 mL beakers, one 500 mL beaker, a 1,000 mL beaker, six 100 mL flasks, four 250 mL flasks, two 500 mL flasks, a 1,000 mL flask, three 500 mL clear reagent bottles, a 500 mL amber reagent bottle, two 500 mL measuring cylinders, two evaporating dishes, two stir rods, two wash bottles, a 50 mL transfer pipette, a graduated pipette, a 500 mL separatory funnel, and a boss head. Of course, the mortar and pestle that she possessed was also much more advanced than the small one in my possession.

      On top of her alchemy set just having way more equipment than my own, everything had its own stand, which kept it suspended above the desk’s surface. Feinrea’s set also had burners. They were tiny disc-shaped objects that could be used to emit heat, mimicking a fire without having to actually light a fire. They were made from the elemental core of a C-Rank Demon Beast with a fire element. To activate them, all a person needed to do was infuse the burner with their Spiritual Power.

      As I began preparing the ingredients needed to make a Tender Healing Pill, I taught Feinrea what I knew about alchemy.

      “You already know the basics, so I won’t get into that,” I began as I boiled water in a 500 mL beaker. “What I want to talk about are how the ingredients meld together during the process, and why some ingredients cannot be mixed.”

      I took 250 grams of the purple grass, placed it in the mortar, and used the pestle to grind it into a paste. Feinrea watched me with fascinated eyes. I tried to ignore her gaze as I continued talking.

      “Generally, when mixing ingredients at first, we use water,” I said. “The hot water acts as a dissolvent that helps the many ingredients merge together. You’d think using spirit essence would be better, but you can’t boil spirit essence because it loses its effects as a catalyst. The spirit essence is what we use during the actual refinement of the pill itself.”

      “That makes a lot of sense.” Feinrea began slowly jotting these notes down on a leather-bound book. Her feather quill scratched the surface, creating a light noise that made me pause only for a moment. “I always thought spirit essence was used as the base. Water doesn’t have any special properties, so I didn’t think it could be used to create pills.”

      “That’s a common misconception.” I dumped the paste into the boiling water and stirred, watching as the grass paste mixed with the liquid. The water turned from clear to a light purple. “It is specifically because water has no special properties that we use it as a base.”

      Feinrea nodded as she watched me clean the pestle and mortar, then reach out and grab one of the monster cores. It was a light blue monster core. That showed me that it belonged to a D-Rank Demon Beast. The darker and more vibrant the color, the higher the rank of the core—at least, in regards to cores with a water element. Lightning would have been a pale blue or even yellow, and the paler the color the higher the rank.

      I began crushing the core into a fine powder as I explained more about the refining process to Feinrea. “When refining basic healing pills like the Tender Healing Pill, we normally use water as the base, grass paste as the solvent, nirnroot for its healing properties, and a monster core to enhance it. I’m using a monster core with a water element because water has healing properties, which gives an additional boost to the nirnroot’s own healing effects.”

      When I glanced over at Feinrea, it was to find her writing notes in that leather-bound book of hers. It seemed she was intent on learning everything she could about the pill refining process. That was good. If she absorbed all the knowledge I was offering, it meant she’d be able to teach the other alchemists. Given my busy training schedule, I wouldn’t have time to do that myself.

      “I noticed that you are using purple grass,” she said after she finished writing everything down. “Can you not use something like red spirit grass? Wouldn’t that be better?”

      “Not for a healing pill.” I shook my head. “Red spirit grass is used to refine pills that enhance or reforge something. The Spiritual Booster Pill is a good example of where you want to use red spirit grass. When consumed, it will temporarily boost that person’s Spiritual Power. That’s what the red spirit grass does. It boosts or enhances something. It can also be used to reforge muscles. It doesn’t heal so much as enhance the body’s own natural healing, which is why we use red spirit grass in pills like the Body Forging Pill instead of purple grass, which is used purely for its healing effects.”

      Feinrea nodded as I grabbed the nirnroot and a knife. I held the nirnroot over the beaker and slowly sliced off small shavings, which drifted into the boiling purple water. I continued this until I had completely finished slicing up the nirnroot, and then I let it sit. I waited several seconds for the nirnroot to dissolve, answering several questions Feinrea posed to me, and then added the monster core powder into the beaker and stirred.

      By this point in time, the beaker had become a deep purple that glowed with repressed Spiritual Power. A soft, gentle fragrance floated through the air. Feinrea, who’d probably never smelled this fragrance before in her life, sighed and relaxed, her posture visibly untensing.

      I removed the burner underneath the beaker. It was still hot to touch, so I let it sit and grabbed the two liters of spirit essence. I poured 100 milliliters into a flask, and then poured what was in the flask into the cauldron. The beaker had cooled by then. I grabbed the beaker and poured the contents into the cauldron, which I stirred, ignoring the lightning that shot out in arcs, until everything was properly mixed together. After which, I grabbed the cauldron and began pouring my Spiritual Power into the ingredients.

      “This is the most important part in pill refining,” I said.

      Feinrea nodded. “You’re willing the ingredients to transform into a pill by infusing it with your Spiritual Power. I know about this part, though I have never seen anyone actually do it. Do you mind if I watch from a closer position?”

      “Go ahead.”

      With my permission given, Feinrea stood up and walked until she was right next to me. I didn’t quite ignore her, but most of my attention was on the pill refining process. The ingredients inside of the cauldron were bubbling as lightning crackled along the surface. All of the liquid inside was being compressed and slowly undulating as I forced it into the shape of a sphere. It didn’t take more than thirty seconds for the liquid to form a spherical shape. Once that was done, I used my Spiritual Power to compress and harden the outside layer into a shell.

      Not even a minute later, I reached in and held the pill out to the sparkly-eyed Feinrea, whose expression was so reverent it bordered on disturbing. She reminded me of the alchemists I knew from Midgard’s Alchemist Association. Every single one of them had been a pill nut who got off on seeing newly made alchemy pills.

      “So this is how you make a true alchemy pill,” the woman uttered in a soft, almost reverent voice. “How extraordinary.”

      “This is a pretty low-tier pill,” I said. “Higher tier pills require a lot more ingredients, but low-tier ones generally don’t need more than four or five ingredients.”

      “Can you make any high-tier pills?” asked Feinrea.

      “A few.” I shrugged as I let her take the pill I’d refined and examine it. She was like a child whose parents had just bought her some candy. “However, I would only be considered an intermediate-level alchemist. I’m not really that talented.”

      “You are more talented than anyone else I know,” Feinrea said, her lips curling into a delicate and beautiful smile. “With your help, I think the Alchemy Association will be able to finally rise from the destitute state that it’s currently in.”

      “That’s the plan,” I said.

      I spent the rest of the day refining pills under the fascinated and watchful eyes of Feinrea. By the time I left, I was so exhausted that I nearly forgot to create the Spiritual Technique that would become the star of the auction.
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      I was floating in a void. It was like my body had disappeared and my spirit soared endlessly through this vast, empty space. Time was meaningless here. I had no idea how much of it had passed. Days? Months? Years? Did it even matter? Everyone I knew was probably dead. The people I had gathered after Nevaria’s destruction, the little boy I had carried as we crossed the desert, and Kari… they were likely all gone.

      A thought crossed my mind as I floated through this void—namely, why was I not dead? Maybe I actually was dead and just didn’t know it. It wasn’t like I could feel anything.

      However, just as I was thinking that, something surged inside of me. A dull ache appeared in my head. Before I could figure out what was going on, the blackness of this void slowly vanished, and I opened my eyes.

      I frowned for a moment as something that looked like a ribbed tarp appeared before me. As I stared at the shaking ceiling, I became aware of the dull ache in my body, the splitting headache crushing my skull, and the way I was being jostled back and forth. It felt like I was inside something that was moving.

      Even though I didn’t know where I was, I kept my composure as I tried to figure out what my situation was like. I was alive. That much was clear. Judging from this tarp-like thing over my head and the fact that my body was being jostled, I could only assume someone found me and decided to take me with them. I remembered seeing several carriages before passing out. Maybe the ones who saved me and Kari was them.

      Kari…

      The name of the woman I loved made me remember that she had passed out just before I did. With a strength I didn’t know I had, I tried to sit up—tried being the keyword. I couldn’t. There was something weighing me down.

      I looked down and realized that the object on top of me was, in fact, Kari. She was lying on my chest. Her breathing was deep and even, which caused me to sigh in relief. With the knowledge that she was alive and with me calming my panic, the strength that had surged through my body left. All I could do was wrap my arms around her and weep with relief.

      Time moved by slowly as the carriage I was in continued traveling. I got used to the feeling of my body shaking back and forth. That said, I wasn’t too sure how much time had passed, though the carriage did eventually stop and voices came from outside. I strained my ears to listen.

      “All right! It’s time to rest up for the night! Get the fires going!” a loud male voice shouted. It sounded gruff and coarse, like the desert sands I’d walked across before passing out.

      “Will do, Boss! You gonna check on those two?” asked another voice, also male.

      “That’s right. Hopefully, they’ll be awake by now.”

      The dull crunching of footsteps reached me after the two finished speaking, growing closer with every second. They walked with a strange grinding noise. For some reason, my mind couldn’t help but focus on that sound.

      The footsteps stopped and the flap near my feet was suddenly pulled open. A dark-skinned face peered inside. The man it belonged to looked like no one I’d ever seen. Aside from his skin being nearly obsidian, he had a somewhat flat, wide nose, and his eyes were incomparably dark, like the night sky without stars. His square face gave him an imposing appearance. He had a strong jawline and wore some kind of wide-rimmed hat over his head. When he saw me looking at him, a relieved smile appeared on his face.

      “It looks like at least one of you is awake,” he said. “I am glad to see you managed to survive. The two of you were in rough shape. There were times these past few days where I honestly didn’t think you’d make it.” The man paused for a moment, shook his head, and then chuckled. “Sorry. I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Zane Nyevu. I am the leader of the caravan who found you.”

      I nodded at the man’s introduction and tried to introduce myself, but my throat was incredibly dry, so the moment I took in a breath, I started to hack and cough.

      “Easy now,” Zane said. “There should be a flask of water next to you. It’s just above your head. Take a swig before speaking. You haven’t been able to drink anything for several days.”

      Unable to do anything else, I fumbled around beside my head and finally found the flask he was talking about. My fingers curled around something that appeared to be made of animal skin. When I grabbed it, I discovered that it was a bean-shaped flask. The sound of sloshing water inside of it caused my mouth to go dryer than it already was.

      I put the flask to my mouth after undoing the cap. The water was warm, but I honestly didn’t care. The feeling of liquid rushing down my throat, both quenching my thirst and moisturizing my throat, gave me an indescribable feeling of relief. I reluctantly pulled the flask from my mouth and capped it. Kari would need something to drink when she woke up.

      “My name is Eryk Veiger,” I said. While I could speak, my voice was still hoarse. Talking hurt. “Thank you for rescuing us.”

      The man who called himself Zane shook his head. “You need not thank me for that. In this desert, us nomads have an unspoken rule to always help others when we are able to. That said…” His eyes suddenly hardened. “I must question what you were doing wandering the Endless Desert without any protection. This is a harsh and unforgiving place, and yet you wandered through it without water, shade, or food. Just what were you thinking?”

      “We didn’t have much of a choice…” I mumbled as a desolate feeling surged within me. Guilt slugged me in the stomach like a lead weight. “My people were forced to flee for our lives. We were being chased by Demon Beasts. I thought we would be safe in this desert. I didn’t… didn’t know about the dangers.”

      Zane sighed. “So this is your first time in the desert. I suppose you wouldn’t know about the dangers then, and it does sound like you were in a desperate situation.”

      “Do you mind if I ask something?” I asked.

      “Feel free to ask what you want.”

      “There was a little boy who was with us,” I said, raising my head to look at Zane. “What happened to him?”

      Zane said nothing as his expression, which had been more or less friendly up to this point, grew suddenly reserved. However, from his silence, I already knew the answer. I gritted my teeth as I thought about that little boy. He had called himself my rival at one point. His one-sided crush on Kari had been cute, and I would always respond to his challenges and watch him storm off in a huff after he lost. Now he was gone. He was dead, and it was my fault.

      “Get some rest,” Zane finally said with a kind smile. “We will talk more when you feel better.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. The curtain fell again, darkness settled upon me, and I clenched my eyes shut as grief and guilt washed over me like a heavy downpour.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was probably something wrong with me, which I’ve known for a while, but it was really being hammered home lately.

      I had gotten used to sleeping with the snake who was now my roommate. Whenever I went to bed at night, it would slither underneath the covers with me and curl around my body as though it was trying to suck out all my warmth. Snakes were cold blooded. That meant its body was cold. I used to shiver every night and try to push it off my bed, but now I’d gotten so used to it that I’d wake up to find myself hugging it like it was a large pillow.

      Something was definitely wrong with me.

      Yawning as the first rays of morning light leaked in from the open window, I unwound my arms from around the snake, unwound the snake from around me, and climbed out of bed. I stretched my arms and listened to the satisfying pops as my bones cracked. Someone I knew once said the sound of bones popping was disgusting, but the incredible relief I felt afterward made me not care.

      I walked over to the window and looked outside. The sunlight had risen a while ago. I judged it to be a few hours after dawn. Fay would probably be arriving soon, which meant I should freshen up.

      After washing myself by the water basin, I put on a fresh pair of clothes, the dark pants and long-sleeved white shirt that had just finished drying the other day. Smoothing out the wrinkles after I donned them, I frowned at the rough feeling. This fabric was quite coarse. Even now, after so many days had passed, I still wasn’t used to the rough fabric of these clothes.

      A knock sounded at the door. I figured it was Fay since she was the only person aside from Ms. Nadine who knew where I lived. She was also the only person who would come over. No one else had a reason to.

      “Morning,” I greeted after opening the door and discovering that, indeed, the person on the other side was Fay.

      Her clothing was not the same as what I usually saw. A dark blue sleeveless vest with a high collar traveled across her torso. There were two straps. The first strap was near the collar, while the second strap was just below her breasts. Even though they kept the vest closed, there was a gap near her cleavage and another triangle-shaped gap below that. A belt sat around her waist. The fabrics of the vest went into the belt before flaring out behind her in a two-tailed pattern that extended to the middle of her calves.

      A pair of black shorts stretched taut across her hips, extending only to the middle of her thighs. There was a small gap of skin between her shorts and the stockings she wore, which were also black. The stockings flowed into equally black boots. Her elegant ensemble was finished off with a pair of black sleeveless gloves that extended to the middle of her biceps.

      “Good morning,” Fay greeted me. Her cheeks were a light pink, perhaps out of embarrassment for coming back to the place where I’d cured her Spiritual Poisoning. I wondered if she was remembering what happened between us in this very room, even as I tried not to let myself blush.

      “Morning. Come on in.” I opened the door further and stepped aside so she could enter.

      Fay entered my room, pausing as she looked at the bathtub, which immediately caused her cheeks to darken. She tore her gaze from the bathtub. Her eyes scanned the room some more. They stopped on my bed.

      “Is that snake sleeping in your bed?” she asked in the sort of “I can’t believe what I’m seeing” tone of voice that I probably would have had if I’d been in her shoes.

      “Ugh… yeah…” I sighed. “Pay it no mind. That creature does whatever it wants.” Even though I told her not to give it any attention, she still continued to give the snake a hard look. I rolled my eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous of a snake.”

      “W-what?” Fay’s eyes widened as she looked back at me. The blush that had just left immediately returned. “D-don’t be ridiculous! Why would I be jealous of a snake?! I’m not jealous of that stupid creature!”

      Fay’s response was a little worrying, but I just rolled my eyes again. “I was just kidding.”

      “O-oh…” Fay settled down and looked away. She crossed her arms as if to present a strong front of denial, then cleared her throat with a loud “ahem” that startled the snake, causing it to raise its head and look at us before setting it back down. “A-anyway, I’m here to talk about the Spiritual Technique and alchemy pills we discussed.”

      “They’re right over here.” I wandered into the room and over to a corner, where six glass jars were sitting. Each jar contained exactly five pills of varying color. Leaning against the wall beside them was a goatskin scroll.

      I grabbed the scroll and the jars, which I placed into a wool sack, and then I walked back to Fay. The girl stared at me the whole time I went about my tasks. Her eyes tracked me until I was standing beside her.

      I held out the bag. “I made enough pills that your family head or whoever can test them to verify that they do indeed work. Also, the goatskin scroll contains the Spiritual Technique. It’s a fire technique.”

      Fay nodded at my words, but rather than take the bag, she pushed my hand back. I looked at her in confusion. While I was wondering about her actions, she slowly shook her head.

      “I have spoken to my father,” she told me. “However, while he has expressed an interest in auctioning these items, he said that he would like to meet with you first. I believe he wants to discuss the terms of the auction. You will also need to be the one who convinces him that your items are indeed worth holding an auction for.” She paused, her eyes turning dark. “I should warn you beforehand: my father is an incredibly stubborn man. To convince him that you are worth his time will take a lot of work.”

      “That’s just great.” I tried not to grimace. “I get to deal with a stubborn old person.”

      Fay laughed at my plight, but all that did was make me glare at her, which she seemed to find even more amusing. I could only feel a sense of helplessness as I waited for her to calm down. Dealing with stubborn people was normally something I was good at, but my method of dealing with them often involved beating them up. Kari was the one who persuaded others with words.

      “I don’t think you will have that much trouble,” Fay assured me. “He is stubborn, but once he sees how useful your pills are, I believe he’ll be convinced. That said…”

      “What is it?” I asked when Fay looked me up and down. There was a frown on her face, and I didn’t like it.

      “If you are going to meet with my father, then you can’t go looking like that,” she said at last, her narrowed emerald eyes finally going to my face. “We need to get some clothes that will make you look presentable.”

      The moment she said those words, I looked down at myself, at my coarse clothes, which were the most obvious symbol of my status. The black pants and shirt were made from a rough material. I had no idea what the fabric was, but it wasn’t comfortable. Certainly, it was nowhere near as nice as the silk clothing I used to wear underneath my armor had been.

      “I would buy better clothing if I could.” I looked back at Fay and frowned. “However, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, I currently lack the funds to afford nice clothes.”

      I only had a few articles of clothing, and all of them were made from the same rough, stiff, and uncomfortable material. While it might have been a good idea to buy clothes after selling that Spiritual Technique Scroll to the Spiritualist Academy, the fact that I didn’t have any valis left after buying all the items I needed proved that I wouldn’t have been able to afford them anyway.

      Fay nodded. “I am aware of that. However, given the importance of making yourself presentable, I have decided to use my own allowance to buy you clothing. Consider this my way of thanking you for all the help you’ve given me in my training.”

      Something felt inherently wrong about accepting help from someone else, but I knew this was simply because I was stubborn. I didn’t have much pride; however, having been forced to rely on myself for so long after Kari died, I’d grown used to not accepting help from others.

      “That…” I was seconds away from telling her “no thanks” when I paused. Fay was staring at me with an anxious, worried expression. Her expressive green eyes gazed into mine as she bit her lower lip. The idea of denying her was suddenly swept away. “I appreciate your help in this matter. Thank you.”

      The moment I accepted her offer, Fay’s eyes lit up like gems reflecting sunlight, and the smile that blossomed on her face stunned me into silence. I didn’t want to admit it, but her expression made my heart quiver.

      “You won’t regret it!” she said, that blinding smile filling me with guilt.
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        * * *

      

      The Valstine Family apparently owned a clothing store, which I found out when Fay decided to help me grab the clothing I needed now instead of later. I didn’t have to be at the library for another several hours. I guessed doing this first would be fine.

      I followed Fay as she led me through the crowded streets of Nevaria. We’d taken a carriage for several kilometers before hopping off. I’d long since lost track of where we were. This was an area I was unfamiliar with.

      It was something of a shock to realize that I’d never explored much of Nevaria. The area where I lived, which could have been considered the Peasant Quarters, was located in the northernmost section of the city. From there, I had access to the north gate, and the east and west gates were about eight hours walking distance and two by horse-drawn carriage. South of where I lived was the Imperial Royal Palace.

      Fay had taken me past the Imperial Royal Palace, to a section that could only be described as ostentatious. It was the Noble District. All of the houses in this area were large estates that covered at least several thousand square meters of land. Each estate was surrounded by a large wall, which sectioned it off from the rest of Nevaria. The walls were made of carefully layered bricks. The only thing I could see over these walls were the elegant roofs of various structures and several spires that climbed dozens of meters into the sky.

      Aside from estates, the Noble District also had several shops. Signs hung over the doors of these one and two-story buildings, which were made from brick, wood, and even had glass covering their windows. The signs also used words instead of symbols. This alone told me they were shops that only catered to nobles.

      While compulsory education was now necessary, there had been a time where not all peasants could learn to read and write. The use of images instead of words to denote what a store sold was something left over from the time before Empress Hilda rose to power.

      The store that Fay led me to was a single-story building made of white bricks and wood posts. Ceramic tiles on the triangle-shaped roof gave it a rich feel. Of course, this building also had several glass panels in their windows, which told me all I needed to know. The sign above the door read Helle’s Clothier.

      “Here we are,” Fay announced happily as she pulled me up to the door. She didn’t even give me a chance to speak before she opened it and dragged me inside.

      The inside appeared quite large. From one side to the other, the interior space was filled with several tables, upon which already made clothes sat. I found shirts, doublets, hose, tunics, poet shirts, dusters, greatcoats, inverness capes, jerkins, and numerous other types of inner and outerwear. There was a lot of variety.

      A woman greeted us as we arrived, or rather, she greeted Fay. She had long brown hair, pale skin, and wore a light blue brunswick gown. There were some wrinkles along her eyes and gray in her hair. I judged her to be between fifty or sixty years old.

      “It has been a while since you came in,” the woman said, crossing her arms. “Don’t tell me you need to replace the clothing you bought already? You know I can’t just give you clothing, even if your family are the patrons of my store.”

      “No.” Fay smiled and shook her head before grabbing my arm and pulling me forward. “I am actually here to get clothes for him.”

      Now that I had been presented before her, the woman turned her eyes on me and gave me a once-over. I could tell from her frown that she did not approve of my clothing. Her nose was even wrinkling. However, when she looked at my face, she bit her lip and gave a reluctant nod.

      “He is quite handsome,” she confessed. “He’s got a very feminine charm that lends a sort of suave aura to his otherwise terrible fashion sense. That said, I do not think your family will approve of you finding a peasant to serve as your bed warmer, no matter how attractive he may be.”

      “That… that isn’t what’s going on here at all!” Fay exploded, both vocally and in the face. While I was standing there in shock at how audacious this woman’s words were, my companion looked like her head might explode.

      “It’s not?” The woman feigned shock. “Then why would you bring a man into my store?”

      “W-we have our reasons, but they are nothing like that,” Fay muttered as she tried to figure out what she should say.

      “Fay is doing me a favor,” I said, taking a step forward. “I recently helped her with something, and she’s returning the favor by gracing me with some clothing because she knows I currently lack the funds.”

      “Is that so?” The woman sighed. “That’s honestly disappointing to hear.”

      “You have no reason to feel disappointed,” Fay spat. I could tell she was still embarrassed.

      “Fine then. I’ll not pry into your business.” Grabbing the hem of her dress, the woman curtsied to me. “I am Helle, the owner of this clothing store. Since Lady Fay has come to me, I will do my best to help you pick out a suitable set of clothing.”

      After she said this, Helle gestured for us to follow her as she walked deeper into the store. She didn’t give us much choice. I glanced at Fay, who merely shrugged and trailed after the woman. I sighed before following.

      “They say that the clothes make the man,” Helle said as she forced me to stand in an empty space and walked around me. Her eyes reminded me of a craftsman who was studying the quality of the material they had to work with. “A nice set of clothes can make even a pauper look like a prince. Currently, you are definitely a pauper.”

      “Gee, thanks. I appreciate your frank assessment of me.” I withheld the urge to roll my eyes.

      She smiled at my sarcasm. “Relax. Your clothing might be atrocious, but you at least have potential. If we can find the right set of clothing, you’ll have the appearance of a prince in no time.”

      As the woman continued to walk around me, cupping her chin and muttering to herself, I glanced over at Fay. She was standing off to the side and watching the proceedings. From the smile she wore, I could tell she was enjoying my plight. That became even more apparent when she noticed the helpless expression I wore and her smile widened.

      I’d get back at her during our next training session.

      Helle finally stopped pacing around me and nodded. She wandered around to the tables and grabbed several articles of clothing, and then came back and presented them to me.

      “I have a changing stall that you can use,” she said. “Go inside and get dressed.”

      Glancing at Fay one last time, I grabbed the clothing and headed for the changing stall, which was another small room located off to the side. So only clothing stores catering to nobles had changing rooms? Good to know. Once inside, I stripped out of my coarse clothing, and then began the process of putting on the new outfit.

      First I slid the pants up my legs. The material was softer than what I had been wearing and more elastic as well. They were dark black, and despite fitting quite snugly on my legs, it didn’t feel like they would hamper my movements at all. I put the under shirt on after that. It was a light blue and had a small triangle-shaped dip in the front that showed off my collar bone and a bit of my chest. The front was also longer than the back, trailing down all the way to my knees. A vest went over the shirt. It was an odd vest that featured a high collar, went over my shoulders, and had a massive gap in the center that exposed my shirt. It was also long enough to extend past my knees. I put on a belt that went over the vest and shirt. The last two articles of clothing were black boots and dark gray fingerless gloves that went all the way up to my shoulders.

      “Not bad.” Helle clapped her hands together and smiled as I came out of the changing room, the longer ends of my shirt and vest swishing around my legs. “Yes, I think you look quite dashing now. If you had some armor and a weapon, you’d look very much like a powerful prince.”

      “You think so?” I looked down at myself, glanced at Fay, and then raised a single eyebrow. “I notice that this design is strikingly similar to Fay’s outfit.”

      “That’s just a coincidence.” Helle smiled.

      “That so?”

      “Just so. In either event, I believe you look quite handsome now. Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Fay?”

      I glanced over at Fay, who was staring at me with a look I recognized. It was something I’d seen on Kari often enough. Seeing that expression on Fay made me a bit uncomfortable. My chest was fluttering a little, which caused a sensation of guilt to burrow itself into my stomach.

      “If you keep staring at him like that, people might think he really is your bed warmer,” Helle teased.

      Fay blushed bright red, licked her lips, and then looked away. She seemed to be studying a crack on the wall.

      “It looks good,” she mumbled softly.

      With Fay’s words of approval, Helle clapped her hands and decided these were the clothes I should wear. I didn’t protest. The clothes were good enough for me. They were comfortable, durable, and fit well. My only real concern was that I couldn’t wash these in the nearby stream. Due to the quality of the clothing, I would need to actually use a wash bin and soap, but I would be able to buy those if this deal with Fay’s father and the Alchemy Association came through.

      Fay and Helle discussed the price after that. I didn’t know what they said, or what deal they had made, but a good amount of valis eventually exchanged hands. I was pretty sure most of the valis used were platinum coins, which made me wince. These clothes must have cost at least a few thousand valis.

      As we were leaving the shop, Helle called out to Fay.

      “I heard the Leucht Family came to visit the Valstine’s the other day.” Fay froze. I looked back at Helle as the woman gave Fay’s back a curious stare. “Is the reason you are doing so much for this young man, like buying him clothes, because you think he can help you? You should know that it’s not a good idea to upset the Leucht Family.”

      I glanced at Fay. Her body still appeared frozen stiff, but she soon relaxed.

      “I am not buying Eryk clothes because of anything the Leucht Family has done,” she said, her voice a touch cold. “I’m not the kind of woman who would use someone for my own purposes like that.”

      “Okay. I was just asking.” Helle smiled even though she knew Fay wouldn’t see it. “Given what I’ve heard, I thought you might be trying to use this young man as a means of disrupting the current talks between the Valstine Family and the Leucht Family, but if that’s not the case, then never mind.”

      “Come on,” Fay said in a quiet voice as she left the store.

      I took one last look at Helle, who wore a cunning smile as she stared at me. She’d mentioned the Leucht Family on purpose. This was not a woman I could afford to underestimate. Frowning just a bit, I walked out of the store and quickly caught up with Fay, who was walking down the street with long strides.

      Several carriages pulled along by Mares, an F-Rank Demon Beast that was completely harmless, passed us as we walked in silence. I wondered if I should say something, but I didn’t know if it would be appropriate. I’ll admit I was curious. However, everyone had their own problems to deal with, and I didn’t want to intrude where I wasn’t wanted.

      “I am sorry about Helle,” Fay said at last. “She sometimes doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut.”

      I didn’t think that was the case. That woman seemed awfully cunning if you asked me. I didn’t say anything about that, however, and instead decided that I should finally ask about why she was so set on becoming stronger. In fact, I already had a good idea.

      “It’s said that in Nevaria anyone who has enough strength can become a prominent member of society,” I began, which caused Fay to look at me with a frown. “Those who have strength gain fame, fortune, and the ability to choose their own path in life. Those who do not are forever stuck with their current status. Even a noble like yourself may be subjected to the whims of others who rank higher than you on the social ladder.”

      A group of young noblemen dressed in fancy clothes watched us as we walked past. They seemed to recognize Fay, for their eyes widened in recognition, though all of them frowned when they looked at me. I wasn’t sure if their expressions were because they didn’t know me, or because they knew something that I didn’t.

      “That is true,” Fay allowed. “Even someone like Princess Kari has no choice but to obey the whims of her family. I myself am no different.”

      I nodded. “Is the reason you are trying to gain strength because the Leucht Family is pressuring your family?” Fay slowed to a stop, and I stopped alongside her, staring at the girl as her brow furrowed. “If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to. I’m asking to satisfy my own curiosity. Given that, I won’t force you to say anything.”

      Fay’s face scrunched up upon hearing this, but it eventually relaxed as she sighed. Her shoulders slumped soon after.

      “No,” she said. “You have the right to ask. You’re currently helping me out a lot, so it wouldn’t be proper if I didn’t at least give you the reason I need your help.” She paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. “You are correct. The Leucht Family is currently pressuring my family. They know that our Auction House isn’t doing well, which has caused our prestige and income to drop significantly. We’re very close to losing our noble status.”

      “I’m guessing the Leucht Family has agreed to help,” I started, still staring at her. “However, I am assuming they asked for you in exchange. Is it an arranged marriage? Do they wish for you to become the wife for one of their branch members?”

      “Close.” Fay gave me a long-suffering smile. “They want me to become Grant Leucht’s Second Wife.”

      The name made me twitch as a deep red anger surged through my veins. That was a name I had long since hated for many years. Grant Leucht was the man who’d forced Kari into an arranged marriage, tearing the two of us apart for several years, and then poisoning Kari’s entire family during the Demon Beast Invasion. That said, I never heard of Grant Leucht taking Fay as his Second Wife in my previous life.

      Perhaps the reason she didn’t become his Second Wife in my previous life was because of the Spiritual Poisoning. Without me, I was certain there’d be no one in Nevaria who could heal her. The mere fact that her affliction had reached such a dangerous level was proof that no one else had a cure. It was highly likely that Fay, in her desperation to gain strength so she could contest the arranged marriage, had died from Spiritual Poisoning in my previous life.

      “I won’t let it happen,” I said to myself.

      “Excuse me?” Fay asked, confused.

      I looked over at the girl beside me. “I’m not going to let him force you into a marriage you don’t want. I will help you become strong enough to contest this marriage. What’s more, if your family and I successfully make a deal in regards to my pills and the Spiritual Technique Scroll being auctioned off, I will make sure they have the financial power to block further attempts.”

      Fay stared at me with a blank look in her eyes, as if she couldn’t figure out what I was saying. Her expression didn’t last long. Soon after I finished speaking, her eyes became vibrant and startled, causing her to look away. Sadly for her, I could see the tips of her ears turn red, so I knew she was blushing.

      “T-thank you,” she muttered, still not looking in my direction.

      “You’re welcome.” I shrugged since this matter wasn’t a big deal to me. It wasn’t like knowing about the Leucht Family’s, or rather, Grant Leucht’s designs for Fay, was going to change anything. I had been planning to help her grow stronger regardless of her personal problems. That was the entire reason I was training with her in the first place.

      And even if she wasn’t being forced into an arranged marriage with Grant Leucht, I still planned on killing him.
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        * * *

      

      Because I worked that day, I did not go home after parting ways with Fay. I went straight to the library.

      I entered the front door, my gaze sweeping around the first floor. There were several men and women sitting at the tables, a book in front of them. I couldn’t tell what they were reading from this distance. However, while some of them looked engrossed in their books, a number of others were quietly conversing as they glanced at the door. They seemed disappointed that the person who entered was me.

      Ms. Nadine was sitting behind the counter. She looked up as I walked over, her eyes giving me a once-over as she raised a single eyebrow.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Ha ha. That’s a good joke,” I said in a dry voice. “Maybe you should consider changing your career from librarian to jester.”

      “I am sorry,” Ms Nadine said slowly. “However, I don’t know anyone who has such a dry wit or wears such pompous looking clothes. Could you be at the wrong library?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just go home already. I’ll take care of closing the library.”

      Ms. Nadine nodded and stood up. There was a book sitting on the counter. A quick glance at the pages revealed that it was a cookbook. She slammed the book shut before I could see what she’d been planning to cook, picked it up, and walked toward the door. However, just as I was about to sit down, she stopped and turned to face me.

      “You look good in those,” she said before leaving.

      I snorted at the compliment. Ms. Nadine was considered a middle-class citizen, a basic commoner. While she worked at the library, her husband was a carpenter. I’d met their children a few times before. The clothing they wore was sturdy but not as fashionable as something like this, which was clearly clothes only a noble would wear.

      Maybe I should have changed back into my original outfit?

      I pondered this as I helped a few of the people who entered the library find the books they wanted.

      While I was helping someone locate a book on historical figures, the doors opened again and Kari walked in. She had chosen to wear a white dress that day. The dress didn’t have any sleeves and was held up by a pair of strings. It only went down to about the middle of her thighs, allowing me to see her long legs. Due to the sheerness of the fabric, her breasts seemed a bit fuller, which several other men noticed as well. Fortunately, she also wore a dark cloak, which did an admirable job of not allowing anyone to see too much.

      Her sandals clicked against the floor as she walked over to the stairs. She looked around for several seconds as though searching for something. Her gaze passed over me completely, and then she stopped, paused, and looked back.

      I smiled at her shocked expression.

      “You seem surprised,” I said, grinning at her as I walked over. “Could it be your shocked by my new clothes?”

      “I am,” she said finally. “But in a good way.” She smiled. “They suit you.”

      “Thanks.” I looked down at my outfit. “I wish I could say I was the one who picked them out, but…”

      “Oh?” Kari raised an eyebrow when I trailed off.

      I gave her a noncommittal smile. “I’m planning something of a business venture. You know those alchemy pills I’ve been refining for you?”

      “Of course.” Kari’s eyes lit up as her lips curled in a gentle smile. “How could I not? They’ve been a huge help in my training.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” I smiled back before continuing. “Well, I know how to make a few other useful pills, though none of them can be used for training. I want to sell them. However, no one knows who I am, and without being a prestigious and well-respected member of society, no one is going to buy my pills.”

      “And so you are going to ask a noble for help,” Kari concluded. I nodded at her. However, rather than smile at me, she pouted.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You could have asked me for help,” she said, her frown growing as she placed her hands on her hips. “I would have gladly helped you.”

      “Oh?” I gave her a teasing grin and took a step closer. “That does make me happy to hear. I’m glad you want to help me, but does that mean you know some wealthy merchants who can help me with the sales and distribution of my pills?”

      “Well… no,” she admitted reluctantly.

      My smile softened as I stepped even closer until she and I were barely a dozen centimeters apart. I looked down at the girl, who could only look up. She was about two heads shorter than myself. She only came up to my chest.

      “I really am happy you want to help me,” I said in a soft voice meant only for her. I didn’t want the people who were blatantly listening in to hear my words. “However, I also want to do this myself. Using my connections to meet this noble, brokering a deal with the Alchemist Association, and trying to convince the noble I’m meeting to work with me… I want to use my own abilities to do all this.”

      “Why? With my reputation and status, I could easily make them do what you want,” she said. While her eyes appeared to innocently gaze into mine, I could tell she was testing me. Kari was sharper than the rauseur she wielded.

      “It’s true that I could rely on your status to get what I wanted, but using your status to elevate myself is the same as using you to get what I want. You mean too much for me to do that.” I shook my head and spoke from the heart. “I also know that you dislike using your status to get what you want. I won’t abuse your kindness to do something that I know you wouldn’t like.”

      My words caused Kari’s cheeks to turn pink even as her eyes welled up with emotion. The vibrant luster of her eyes captured me in ways nothing else could. The flutter in my chest that I’d felt after being with Fay this morning paled in comparison to what I felt now, reaffirming my belief that I really did love Kari.

      “Thank you,” she said in a soft voice.

      “You’re welcome.” I paused before starting again. “You know, I’m all done with my work for the moment, so if you wanted to talk, I’m available.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Her smile growing brighter, Kari took my hand and led me toward the stairs. I let her take the lead. Neither of us paid attention to the many stares being directed our way as we headed to the second floor.
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      Kari woke up two days after I did. I don’t think I’ve ever cried as much as I did when she finally opened her eyes. I had been miserably waiting for her to finally wake up, and each day that she didn’t had been another spear piercing my soul.

      While I was relieved that she finally awoke, not everything was good. I was forced to inform her about what happened to the boy who’d been with us, the last survivor of our group, who had died from dehydration and heat stroke. Like me, Kari had shed bitter tears of regret, which made me cry again. I held her in my arms that day as we cried ourselves to sleep.

      However, life continued on. So long as you were alive, a person could do nothing but to continue struggling, and that was just what we did.

      Zane had been incredibly gracious to us both. Not only did he express genuine joy that Kari had awoken, but he provided us with food and water, even though I knew his people did not have much to offer. We gratefully accepted his aid, though. As much as it pained me to take from people who were already struggling, it wasn’t like we had a choice. I promised myself that I’d help him as much as possible once my strength returned.

      Our bodies were a wreck, our spirits exhausted, and our hearts heavy. We had found a home, but it had been cruelly taken away from us. We had fled into the desert and nearly died. The heat combined with a lack of food, water, and sleep had weakened Kari and me greatly. It took six days before we were even fit to walk, nevermind help protect Zane and his caravan.

      On the seventh day, Kari and I decided we’d finally had enough sitting in the carriage and feeling sorry for ourselves. We asked Zane if there was anything we could help with.

      “Currently, there is not much help that you can offer,” he admitted. “At the moment, we are traveling to a city several hundred kilometers west of here. It will take us about twenty-four more days to reach it, provided nothing untoward happens.”

      Kari and I were walking alongside Zane at the head of the caravan. There were several other people present, but most of them were directing the strange creatures that were pulling the carts. They were very odd birds with long legs, fluffy bodies, and large necks. The feathers covering them were a light brown like the desert sands.

      “What about Demon Beasts?” I asked. “Are you not afraid of being attacked?”

      Kari and I had been attacked several times when we fled through the desert. Those strange creatures with powerful dorsal fins that swam through the sand and leapt out had killed several of our comrades. I couldn’t believe they weren’t a threat.

      “They would normally be a problem, but we have a way around that.” Zane grabbed a pouch dangling from around his neck and undid the strings keeping it tied together. He flipped the pouch over and a small round pill fell onto his palm. It was dark black and seemed to absorb the light. “This is called a Barrier Pill. It creates a scent that can be detected by Demon Beasts within a twenty-meter radius. They hate this scent so much that none dare to come near us. Ha ha! Oddly enough, if a Demon Beast were to eat it, this thing would act as an aphrodisiac. This pill also has a liquid form that can extend the radius of effect, but the effects wear out more quickly because the liquid evaporates within a few hours.”

      While the information was interesting, that one sentence of his made me grimace. I had no desire to imagine two horny Demon Beasts going at it.

      “Does that mean there are no threats to you in the desert?” asked Kari.

      She looked a lot better now than she had upon first waking up. Her face still looked shallow, her body still thin, but the strength and vitality that I’d come to know her for was slowly returning. She was currently wearing a dark cloak that hid her body from the sun. It was likely very hot, but it would keep her from getting burned.

      “You mean aside from the heat and dehydration?” asked Zane, a slight smile on his face. “There are a few dangers. Between here and Alab there are several groups who would gladly attack a caravan like ours. There’s a group of bandits calling themselves Red Scorpion who are known to attack caravans on sight and kill everyone traveling with it. They’re bloodthirsty thieves. Beyond that… the greatest threat would definitely be the Lamias.”

      Kari and I glanced at each other.

      “What are Lamias?” I asked for the two of us.

      “They are snake-people,” Zane explained. “They live deep within the Endless Desert and hoard many of the oasis located from here to Alab. Fortunately, they are small in number. However, each one is extremely powerful, able to perform incredible Spiritual Techniques, and they are highly intelligent. Their leader is a woman named Queen Medusa. She is a legendary figure in these parts. No one has seen her for several years, but the last time she showed up, she completely destroyed one of the outlying towns by herself.”

      “This woman sounds pretty dangerous,” I muttered.

      “She is indeed dangerous.” Zane nodded. “A truly powerful foe who I hope we never meet.”

      As we continued walking along the desert, I adjusted the hat on my head to shield my eyes from the sun and tried to imagine what a Lamia would look like. Zane said they were snake-people. I imagined a terrifying snake dozens of meters long, with fangs that could release deadly venom, and a mouth large enough to swallow a person whole.

      I would be incredibly surprised to learn that my vision of a Lamia was nothing like the real thing.
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        * * *

      

      Several days passed since Fay bought me that nice set of clothes. I hadn’t worn them since that first day. They were the only set I had, and I didn’t want to ruin them by not washing them properly.

      My days were spent in a myriad of ways, which was my way of saying there was never a dull moment. Some days I would train with Fay, other days I would teach Feinrea how to create alchemy pills, and some days I would open or close the library. On days where I closed the library, I would usually spend that time talking with Kari.

      Thanks to my instructing of Feinrea, I had been allowed full access to the Alchemist Association’s stash of ingredients, which allowed me to refine Body Forging Pills and Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills. I didn’t want to take advantage of their kindness, however. That was why I only made enough for two more months. Judging from the way my Spiritual Pathways were growing and my body was strengthening, I determined both pills would be useless by that point anyway.

      Even though I had created enough pills for my purpose, I still planned on going through with the plan to sell my pills. The Alchemist Association had helped me a lot. What’s more, this could help Fay with her problem. To make matters even better, bringing Alchemy back to Nevaria could only be a good thing. It would strengthen the city state as a whole.

      Of course, I still needed to wait for Fay to tell me I could meet with her father, the Head of the Valstine Family. He was apparently very busy right now. According to what Fay had told me during training the other day, she had barely been able to see him this past month. There was some kind of crisis happening within the family.

      I was currently in the library, which I had opened like usual. The snake had decided to come with me again despite Ms. Nadine’s warning. I’m pretty sure it had forgotten all about that woman’s threat.

      “Is it just me, or have you grown much bigger?” I asked the creature that was hanging from the rafters. The snake just hissed at me. “Don’t give me that. I know you’ve been drinking the Body Forging Pill water from my bath. I’m pretty sure that’s somehow made you larger than you were before. You’re getting fat.”

      The snake didn’t seem to take my comment on its increased size well, for it hissed some more in an angry manner. Several of the patrons sitting at the table far from us looked over and shuddered. I wondered if they were afraid of the snake or me.

      “U-um,” a timid voice suddenly reached my ears. I looked to my left and found a young woman with frightened eyes splitting her attention between me and the snake.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “Er… I’m looking for a, uh, a book… but I can’t find it,” the young woman said. She was more of a girl really. At a guess, I’d say she couldn’t be older than fourteen years of age.

      I nodded and wandered over to the girl, who seemed to shrink back. Really now. That was a pretty rude thing to do. I get that the big, bad snake was a bit scary, but was I that frightening too?

      “Do you know the title? If not the title, then just tell me what it’s about and I’ll cross reference my memory to try and find it.”

      The girl nodded and hurriedly gave me the book title. It was called Son of Skorn, which I recognized as a historical reference textbook about the legendary son of a man called Skorn the Berserker. He was a classic figure during Nevaria’s darkest age after the Catastrophe.

      I went to where the book should have been, but it wasn’t there. The girl told me that she had checked this spot, too, thinking it would be there. After thinking about it for a minute, I remembered seeing a book with similar bindings being put away on another shelf. I went to that shelf. Lo and behold, it was indeed the book she was looking for.

      “Here.” I handed her the book.

      “T-thank you very much!” The young woman gave me a quick bow before scurrying off.

      I watched her go, then returned to the counter. The snake saw me and hissed several times in what sounded suspiciously like laughter.

      “Laugh it up,” I muttered. “You’re the reason she’s so afraid of me.”

      The snake didn’t seem to take well to that, for it flicked its tongue and turned away from me. I sighed.

      Even though I had grown used to this snake, I still felt like there was something incredibly off about it. Aside from the fact that it could understand me, the snake seemed to possess a very haughty and arrogant personality. It lounged around my house like it owned the place, drank my bathwater without a care in the world, followed me whenever it pleased, and rarely ever listened to a thing I said. Really, it acted like one of those incredibly rich and self-entitled nobles.

      Another hour passed before Ms. Nadine arrived to relieve me. She took one look at the snake hanging from her rafter, and then she looked at me.

      “Is this yours?” she asked.

      “No,” I said back immediately.

      “Hmph!” Scoffing as she eyed the massive snake, which eyed her right back with a challenging—at least, that was what I assumed—stare, Ms. Nadine looked back at me and said, “I thought I told you not to bring this thing. I promise you, the next time you bring this snake here, I really will chop its head off and grill it for dinner.”

      The snake seemed to think this was a threat. It looked seconds away from lunging at the woman, but then Ms. Nadine stared at the creature, and it froze solid like it had become encased in a block of ice. The snake and Ms. Nadine locked eyes. Then, as if it had seen something truly terrifying, the snake slithered off the rafters and hid behind me.

      “I told you this would happen, but you didn’t listen,” I sighed.

      The snake didn’t even so much as hiss.

      I glanced at Ms. Nadine, who wore a satisfied smile, and then at the shivering six-meter-long snake behind me.

      “You are one terrifying woman,” I said to Ms. Nadine.

      Ms. Nadine’s response was to flip her hair.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to having access to the Alchemist Association’s warehouse of ingredients, my training was progressing smoothly again. Each day I felt just a little stronger. Each day my body seemed a little sturdier. Each day my Spiritual Pathways became stronger, wider, and more powerful than they were before.

      I could now perform most of my lower-rank Spiritual Techniques. I had found some time to train alone and test them out. Most of them were simple techniques like Pale White Raio and Paralysis Stinger. Well, I called them that, but my techniques were really just pure elemental manipulation. They were completely unlike anything a normal Spiritualist could do until they reached the Third State of Spiritualism. I also had the first level of the Flash Step down as well. That said, all of them were only the equivalent of a B-rank technique, except for Flash Step, which was an A-rank due to its complexity and usage. I still didn’t have the control for any other A-rank techniques, nevermind the ones that were S-rank and above.

      Fay was doing great as well. Not only could she keep up with me, but the amount of weight she had added to her vest was about triple to how much she weighed. I was currently packing about 1,560 kilos in when you combined all the weight in the cylinders. Fay was working with about 460 kilos. Considering she had started later than me, that was pretty damn good.

      Our exercises had just ended, and we were meditating to control our Spiritual Power and widen our Spiritual Pathways. We sat cross-legged on the ground. Fay was sitting with her hands on her knees, palms up, and currently had two leaves floating about six centimeters above her palm. I was doing that as well, but I also had ten small twigs stuck to my fingers with Spiritual Energy. The twigs were delicately balanced on each finger, tilting one way to the other without ever falling too far.

      As I looked at Fay, I was not surprised to see wisps of Spiritual Power wafting off her body. Each wisp was a vibrant red like her hair. I could detect a strong fire element within her.

      “It looks like it won’t be long before you can form a Spiritual Aura,” I said.

      Fay opened her closed eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “A Spiritual Aura.” I nodded at her. “You are close to forming it.”

      Fay looked at herself and saw the moats of red energy swirling around her, causing her to gasp in surprise. She looked at the wisps in wonder. Reaching out with her hand, she tried to grab one, but it broke apart and dissipated. Then, as if her attempt at grabbing them had frightened the wisps off, they evaporated into the sky.

      “You still can’t quite control it yet,” I observed. “That said, I think you will be able to release your Spiritual Aura at will with another ten or fifteen days of training. Once that happens, you can consider yourself a true Spiritualist.”

      “Do you really think I’ll be able to form a Spiritual Aura so quickly?” asked Fay, her brow furrowing as she looked at me. “I don’t mean to sound skeptical, but even elite Spiritualists have trouble forming a Spiritual Aura. Every member of the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards can do it, but they are trained more extensively than academy students like myself.”

      I almost shook my head at how weak the people in Nevaria were. If I didn’t know any better, I would have said that someone had purposefully erased knowledge of matters like Alchemy and Spiritualism to weaken the city. It was a ridiculous notion. I knew that. Even so, the fact that forming a Spiritual Aura was considered an advanced state of Spiritualism instead of the First State was just depressing.

      “The fact that your body is emitting Spiritual Power without conscious thought is proof that your Spiritual Aura is close to forming.” I paused long enough to smile at her. “Once you can form it, you and I are going to begin the next stage of training.”

      “The next stage?” Fay blinked at me like I had said something unfathomable. “What is the next stage going to be.”

      “Learning Spiritualist Techniques, obviously,” I answered.

      “Oh…” Her eyes widened and her mouth formed a pretty O-shape. However, that look of shock was soon replaced by one of unending and unlimited determination.

      “Just remember not to rush things,” I lectured when I saw the fire appearing in Fay’s eyes. “The most important aspect when forming your Spiritual Aura is to let it form naturally.”

      My words caused Fay to pause. She took several deep breaths, nodded, and then smiled at me. I couldn’t help but admire how she was able to calm herself from just that. Anyone else would have been jumping for joy.

      “I understand. I’ll keep doing what we’ve been doing.”

      “Good.” I sighed in relief. “Too many people try to rush gaining strength, and they end up stagnating in the end.”

      “Wouldn’t the pills you make be considered rushing to gain strength?” Fay asked, tilting her head.

      I shook mine negatively. “No. The alchemy pills I created for our use don’t rush anything. They promote the natural cultivation of strength, which does help raise our strength faster, but it does so in a way that gives us a strong foundation to work with. Think of it like building a house. A house with a strong foundation will be sturdy and won’t crumble when a storm comes along. However, no matter how strong the walls are, if the foundation is weak, the house will collapse.”

      Fay was listening to me with rapt attention, her narrowed eyes like a pair of emeralds as they gazed at me. That gaze of hers was enough to make my heart skip a beat. However, I dutifully ignored the feelings in my chest.

      “That makes a lot of sense.” She nodded several times. “I think I understand what you’re telling me.”

      “I’m glad. I’m not very good at explaining these things.”

      “Really? I think you’re very talented. You’d make a good teacher.”

      I shook my head in a self-deprecating manner. “No. I am just paraphrasing a great person I know. Everything I’ve learned comes from them.” I could see that Fay was curious, but I couldn’t tell her that what I knew came from what myself and Kari from my past life had discovered during our journey together. “Anyway, I think we’re done for the day. It’s getting late so we should head home.”

      “Yes, I suppose you are right.”

      The two of us stopped our training and stood up. I stretched my muscles a little, groaning at how stiff they were. Sitting for two hours with a perfectly straight posture really did a number on my body.

      “Have you been able to get in touch with your father?” I asked.

      “I have.” Fay nodded. “He says that he is willing to meet with you.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow, if possible.”

      I paused at that and contemplated whether or not tomorrow would work. I didn’t have to work at the library tomorrow, and while I had planned on going to the Alchemist Association to teach Feinrea how to create the last of the six alchemy pills I was hoping to have the association sell, that could wait until after I’d spoken with Fay’s father.

      “I can meet with him tomorrow,” I said at last.

      “Great.” Fay placed a hand on her chest as though she suddenly felt relieved. Her smile had a similarly reassured demeanor as though I’d taken a weight off her shoulders. “In that case, I’ll stop by your place and take you to my house. He’ll want to meet you early tomorrow morning.”

      “That’s fine with me,” I said.

      Since our training was done and Fay had said what she needed to, the two of us headed back into the city.
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        * * *

      

      I actually took a bath the next morning. After scrubbing most of the grime off, I bathed using some scented soap I’d bought from a shop in the Noble District. It had been more expensive than I expected at 250 valis. However, since I was going to meet with the head of a noble family, I believed it was a necessary expenditure.

      Once I dried off, I got dressed in the outfit that Fay had bought for me. I smoothed out the fabrics of the sleeveless shirt and vest. I didn’t have a full-body mirror, so I couldn’t see how I looked, but Fay and Helle had approved. A woman’s approval was generally a good sign.

      Just as I was finished getting dressed, a knock sounded at my door. Of course it was Fay. She had chosen to wear black shorts and a blue shirt that day. The shirt was sleeveless, but it also featured a high collar that wrapped around her elegant, swan-like neck, and it closed on the sides. I could see the stitching going down the left side of her chest. Completing the ensemble were long sleeves that trailed past her hands. They were not attached to her shirt. Rather, a golden cord tied around her arms just below the shoulders kept them in place.

      I took a deep breath and slowly settled my heart. It was beating several kilometers per second. Once I was sure that I had become sufficiently calm, I smiled.

      “You look good,” I complimented. “Is the reason you’re dressed up like this because I’m meeting with your father?”

      Fay always blushed well, and this occasion was no different. The way her cheeks and ears turned a light pink was fetching. She looked away.

      “More or less… yes.”

      I had a feeling she was hiding something, but I didn’t say anything. A woman needed to keep her secrets. Kari had told me that once.

      “Well, let’s get going,” I said with a smile.

      “Yes.” Fay nodded.

      I turned my head and stared at the snake, which had curled up on my bed and was just lazing around.

      “I’ll be back,” I said. “Try not to ruin the place.”

      The snake hissed at me in a manner that I could only describe as lackadaisical. I shook my head and, after making sure I had the bag filled with my pills and the Spiritual Technique Scroll, I left my room, closed the door behind me, and locked it. I gestured for Fay to proceed me down the stairs, and then the two of us made it onto the street.

      As we were walking, Fay gave me an odd look. “That snake of yours is very odd.”

      “You’re telling me,” I mumbled. “I have absolutely no clue what’s going on with that creature. It seems far too intelligent to be a mere animal. I’ve heard there are some Demon Beasts that are capable of human speech, but that’s only after they’ve lived for hundreds of years. They are also ridiculously powerful.”

      “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Fay said.

      I grinned at her. “That is because they only teach the most basic knowledge on Demon Beasts at school. I’m sure you know the Demon Beast classification system, right?”

      “Of course.” Fay nodded. “Demon Beasts are classified from F to S based on factors like their overall strength, defensive power, and deadliness. S is the highest rank a Demon Beast can go.”

      “That is correct, but there are some Demon Beasts out there whose strength is simply incalculable.” I looked off into the distance as I recalled my last battle with the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plane. “While they are still classified as S-rank, that is only because we have no higher classification to give them. However, if I were to give these Demon Beasts that are capable of speech a classification, it would be SSS-rank.”

      Fay was so startled she almost tripped after hitting a small piece of the cobblestone road with her foot. “That’s very interesting, if true.”

      “You don’t believe me?” I asked.

      “I didn’t say that.” Fay shook her head. “It’s just that I’ve never heard this before.”

      “Most people haven’t,” I said. Even I didn’t know how many Demon Beasts had reached this level. The only ones I knew were the seven Elemental Birds who had reached the pinnacle of elemental manipulation for their respective elements.

      After reaching the Merchant District, Fay hailed down a passing carriage and had it deliver us to the Noble District. The estate that Fay led me to after we hopped off the carriage was a lot like the others I could see. We stopped before a steel gate that was large, imposing, and had a symbol known as the “Sign of Four” located in the center. It was a reversed four. This symbol was often used by merchants as their Coat of Arms, so to speak. That the Valstine’s were using this as their family symbol told me a lot about them as a family. Surrounding the Sign of Four was a dragon and a tiger.

      “I just realized that your family is primarily a mercantile family,” I said.

      “Not quite.” Fay shook her head. “It is true that we have a lot of businesses that deal with buying and selling merchandise, such as our Auction House and various stalls and shops, but like every noble family, ours values strength of arms above all else.” She paused, sighed, and then amended her previous statement. “Well, it used to. We don’t have the training methods or techniques to stand up to many of the other noble families, especially not the Heavenly Families like the Leucht Family.”

      “Hmm…”

      “Anyway, please follow me.”

      There was a young man guarding the gate, someone who I guessed was a branch member of the Valstine Family if I were to judge by the crest on his clothing, which bore a striking resemblance to the one on the gate. When he saw us, he greeted Fay with something of a blushing stutter.

      “M-M-Miss Fay! It is good to see you!” he squeaked.

      “It’s good to see you as well, Cane,” Fay greeted. “Can you please open the gate? I’ve brought the man my father is meeting today.”

      “O-of course!”

      The boy hurriedly opened the gate and let us pass. We walked further into the estate, the gate closing behind us, and I glanced at the boy one more time before turning to Fay.

      “I think he likes you,” I said.

      “He only likes my appearance,” Fay muttered in a dispirited tone.

      “Well, you are very pretty,” I teased.

      Fay didn’t blush this time. She smiled, but it was a sad smile.

      “Maybe, but I don’t want to be with someone just because they find me attractive. I want someone to love me because of who I am and not how I look.”

      Her words caused me to sober up. “I understand. I guess women have it rough.”

      “We do, and don’t you forget it.” Fay smirked at me. It was the first time I’d seen her look smug.

      The Valstine Family’s mansion consisted of a single building, which was quite large. Judging from the number of windows I could see, it was three stories. It wasn’t designed in any specific shape like a square or a rectangle. Instead, it looked like many shapes combined. The center was a square with a crenellation that allowed people to shoot arrows down at attackers. Connected to this section were two other sections that vaguely resembled the shape of an L.

      While the mansion was fairly impressive, the grounds were also a sight to behold. Fay and I walked along a straight path. As I looked around, I spotted several gardens further out. These gardens were dotted by winding paths and gazebos. Of course, given how space in Nevaria was somewhat limited, the gardens were not large by any means—at least, not when compared to some of the gardens I’d seen before.

      Someone stood by the front door to the main building. He was a man with numerous wrinkles lining his face. I couldn’t rightly guess his age, but he was obviously very old. He wore a refined black tunic and pants. The tunic had long sleeves, and I noticed that he was wearing gloves. Was he a servant?

      “I see that you have returned with the boy,” the man said in a crackly voice. The man turned his attention to me. His sharp eyes reminded me of a Greater Hawk Lion—an A-Rank Demon Beast that made its nest in very high mountaintops. “He is the one you said can help our family return to its former glory? I do not recognize you, boy. However, you have a good look in your eyes. I sense a great strength within you.”

      “Um… thanks, I guess.” I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I shrugged.

      “This is Eryk Veiger,” Fay introduced with a gesture of her hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said with a nod.

      “A pleasure indeed. I hear you’ve helped our Lady Fay quite a bit this past month.” The man chuckled a little as if he was privy to an inside joke. “All of us were quite shocked when she revealed that the Spiritual Power clogging her Spiritual Pathways was healed. However, she wouldn’t tell us who had done it or how for the longest time. Her father was almost ready to begin sending out people to tail her.”

      “My father didn’t even know my Spiritual Pathways had been healed until just a few days ago,” Fay muttered in a bitter voice. “How could he send out people to spy on me when he didn’t even know what was happening to me?”

      The old man gave her a conciliatory smile. “He has been dealing with a number of serious matters as of late. You shouldn’t judge him too harshly.” When Fay’s expression remained stern, he sighed. “In either event, please allow me to lead you to Lord Valstine. He is eagerly awaiting your arrival.”

      The man opened the door and revealed a wide, spacious entrance hall. I glanced around as we walked into the marble hallway. There weren’t any decorations like I had expected. A single relief painting hung on the wall, some columns held up the ceiling, and a chandelier hung in the center, but that was it, and the chandelier wasn’t as ostentatious as I expected. The old man led us to a staircase that split in two directions. However, we did not take the staircase. Instead, we entered a side door that led into a wide hallway.

      “Lord Valstine is currently in his private study,” the old man told me. “By the way, my name is Bertrand. I am a branch member of the Valstine Family.”

      I nodded. “Where is everyone else? This place seems a little empty.”

      “Most of our members are currently trying to keep the family afloat,” Bertrand admitted. “With the Auction House unable to auction items due to a distinct lack of valuable materials to auction, our family has been forced to take a more active role in the market. Except for the elderly and the young ones, everyone else is working.”

      That explained it. I stopped talking after hearing that and focused on following Bertrand as he took several turns, walked past a number of doors, and eventually ended his brisk walk at one door in particular. Fay and I stood behind the man as he knocked on the door once.

      “Lord Valstine, it is Bertrand. I’ve come with Lady Fay and the young master Eryk, who you have promised to meet with today.”

      “… Send them in,” a deep, baritone voice said from the other side.

      Bertrand opened the door and gestured for me and Fay to proceed him. “Please enter.”

      I stepped inside, Fay behind me, and glanced at the private study. It was a well-furnished room with several couches situated around a long table and a number of chairs. There was a bookshelf on one side. Several strategically placed lightning monster core lamps were hanging from the wall, illuminating the room.

      Over to our immediate right was a desk. The lacquered finish told me it was an expensive piece of furniture. Currently, that desk had several books sitting on top of it. A man sat behind the desk. It looked like he had been studying something, but he looked up when Fay and I walked inside.

      I wouldn’t say he was a big man, but he did have a broad chest and shoulders, thick arms, and an athletic build. Like Fay, he had red hair, though his seemed to contain more brown than red. Russet was the word I’d use to describe it. He also had a full, thick beard covering most of his jaw. He was dressed in a dark robe that had fur lining the inside. At the moment, his massive hands were pressed against the desk, but I could see a sword within easy reaching distance of his left hand.

      “So you are the boy who helped Fay,” the man said. Now that there wasn’t a door between us, his voice sounded like the rumbling of distant thunder. “I suppose I should thank you.”

      “I don’t know why you would.” I squared my shoulders. “I didn’t help her for you. I helped her because I wanted to.”

      “You’re awfully cheeky for a child.”

      The man stood up more fully, allowing me to see that he was actually very large and imposing. I was rather tall for a seventeen-year-old. No one my age could match me in height. This man was at least a head and shoulders taller than I was.

      “If you say you don’t need my thanks, then I won’t thank you,” the man said, his green eyes blazing.

      “Father!” Fay snapped in shock.

      “What?” Fay’s father shrugged. “If he doesn’t want my thanks, then I won’t thank him.” A cunning gleam entered his eyes as he stared at me. “Besides, you aren’t here to receive my thanks, are you?”

      “No, I’m not,” I admitted.

      “Fay told me you have some items you believe would help our Auction House come alive again.”

      The man didn’t tell me to show him the items, but his meaning was clear enough.

      I walked over to his desk, reached into the bag I was carrying, and began pulling items out one by one. As I did, he stared at the small bottles with the pills that I set on the desk, his eyes gleaming with unabashed interest. Seeing that I had his attention, I began explaining what each item was.

      “This is a Tender Healing Pill. It can heal minor and serious injuries, including broken bones and stab wounds. It has its limitations. However, if you do not have someone with a water or light element with you, this can act as a great substitute. The one beside it is the Spiritual Booster Pill, which temporarily increases a person’s Spiritual Power to twice the amount he or she normally has. That one is the Temporary Enhancement Pill, which enhances a person’s physical abilities for a limited period of time. The Clarity Pill next to it gives someone the ability to see Spiritual Power. Of course, like everything else, it can only do so for a brief period of time before the effects expire. The last two are the Endurance Pill and the Elemental Pill. The Endurance Pill will increase your endurance, while the Elemental Pill will give you the ability to temporarily resist every element regardless of whether it is a naturally occurring element or one created from a Spiritual Technique. This will, in effect, dampen the amount of damage done by elemental techniques from both Demon Beasts and Spiritualists.”

      I observed Fay’s father as I spoke about each item and had the pleasure of watching his eyes widen the longer I talked. He was practically salivating by the time I was done.

      “These pills of yours are indeed quite useful.” His eyes flickered to my face. “If what you say about them is true.”

      “I made five of each pill,” I said, gesturing to the bottles. “You can have someone use one of each to verify whether it’s true or not.”

      “I’ll definitely do that.” He studied the pills some more before looking at me again. As he stared at my face, he reached out with a massive hand and stroked his beard. “It’s not that I do not trust you. You did save my daughter from her affliction. However, it is important to verify whether these pills work or not myself before auctioning them off.”

      “Of course.” I nodded. “Seeing is believing. It’s better to know that something you’re going to sell works by seeing it with your own eyes. It will also help you sell it because you’ll believe in what you are selling.”

      “You’re a smart kid,” the man rumbled. I didn’t roll my eyes, but that was only because I was inside of my seventeen-year-old self’s body. It wasn’t like I could blame him for calling me a kid. “However, you should know that just these pills aren’t going to be enough to rake in the big crowds. We need to advertise something that will catch the attention of the noble families.”

      A smile worked itself onto my face. “I know, which is why I also have this.” I pulled out a goatskin scroll and handed it to Fay’s father. “This is an A-Rank Fire Technique: Five Finger Fire Whip. It creates a powerful whip of compressed fire that’s hot enough to melt through steel. A skilled Spiritualist can even change the density of the flame and the temperature so it doesn’t kill.”

      As I explained the Spiritual Technique, the man read the runes that I had transcribed into the goatskin scroll. There was a fire in his eyes. I could tell he wanted this technique, but I didn’t think he wanted it for his Auction House.

      I glanced at Fay, who felt my gaze. She looked back at me as I gestured toward her father with a nod. Fay turned her gaze to her dad, looked at his face, and then covered her mouth as she tried to stifle her giggles. She wasn’t quite successful. Fortunately, her father didn’t appear to have heard her.

      “An A-Rank Spiritual Technique.” The man sucked in a deep breath and tried to calm down. He slowly rolled the goatskin scroll back up. “If this is a true A-rank technique, it will definitely attract the attention of the nobles. People will be clawing each other’s throats out to get their hands on this.”

      “That was my hope,” I admitted.

      “This will certainly help my family out a great deal.” Fay’s father admitted. There was a frown on his face as he stared at the scroll. “But this is only a temporary solution. This scroll might be able to attract a large crowd, but after that, we’ll be back where we started.”

      “Which is why I was also hoping you’d enter a deal with the Alchemist Association after the successful auction,” I said.

      “Oh?” The man raised an eyebrow.

      Taking a deep breath, I kept myself from breaking out into a cold sweat and continued. “The reason I wanted you to auction these pills off is because that will help advertise their usefulness. Once people realize how useful these pills are, I plan on having the Alchemist Association release them into the market. However, if we want to keep up a steady supply, we’ll need to have groups constantly heading into the Demon Beast Mountain Range to gather ingredients, and we will also need someone who can help distribute and sell these products.”

      “Which is where my family comes in.” Fay’s father nodded as he figured out where I was going with this. “You’d have us act as distributors and sell them. Boy, were you aware that our family owns several merchant stalls?”

      I glanced at Fay, who gave me a shrug, and then looked at her father. “I did not. Fay didn’t mention that to me. I only know that you own the Auction House and are the patron for a few clothiers.”

      “If all we had was the Auction House and those few clothing stores, our family would have lost its noble status a long time ago,” he said. “Aside from having a group of Spiritualists who travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range to gather monster cores and ingredients, we also have a group dedicated to selling various products. That said, most of what we sell is barely enough to keep us afloat.”

      “In that case, I think there is plenty of room for all of us to help each other out,” I said. “You’ll want to get in touch with Feinrea Kuunis of the Alchemist Association to work out the details of the selling and distribution aspects. She’ll be the one in charge of creating the pills once I’m satisfied that she and her people can create them to my standards.”

      “It certainly seems that we can indeed help each other out. Should these pills do as you’ve told me, I’ll be sure to get in contact with this Feinrea woman you’ve spoken of.” Fay’s father nodded before finally stretching out his hand. “My name is Stelys Valstine. It will be a pleasure working with you.”

      “Eryk Veiger. The pleasure is all mine, Lord Valstine.” I shook the man’s hand and noticed how truly massive his hands were. His hand completely engulfed mine as we shook.

      “Before you go, I have a question for you,” Stelys said.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “What do you think of my daughter? She’s pretty cute, right?”

      “Father!” Fay shouted with a face that looked ready to explode.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After speaking with Stelys Valstine, Fay and I found ourselves back in front of the gate. The young guard who’d let us in was still there. He glanced at Fay when she appeared, but then he looked away as though afraid he’d be discovered if he kept looking. He still occasionally peeked at her, though.

      “I’m sorry about my father,” Fay said.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Shaking my head, I offered her a conciliatory smile. “I think he’s just being a parent… I think.” I didn’t have parents, so I wouldn’t actually know. Shaking my head to dispel that thought, I looked back at the mansion. “That said, I thought you were currently being married off as Grant Leucht’s Second Wife.”

      “I already told you: Nothing is set in stone yet.” Fay crossed her arms and huffed. “The Leucht Family is currently trying to pressure my father into marrying me off. He’s doing what he can to stall them from pushing the issue, but they’re making it very difficult for him. I heard from one of the elders that the Leucht Family has hired some thugs to harass our stalls. We’ve been forced to divert our Spiritualists to the stalls to protect them. However, this means they aren’t going into the Demon Beast Mountain Range anymore.”

      “I can see how that would be a problem,” I said.

      “It’s more than just a problem.” Fay frowned at me. “Because of how powerful the Leucht Family is, we don’t dare slight them despite being harassed. What’s more, we can’t actually prove they’re the ones sending those thugs to harass us since we have no evidence.”

      I cupped a hand to my chin and thought about what she was saying. It sounded to me like the Leucht Family was secretly hiring people to harass the Valstine Family’s stalls, and then coming up to offer their “protection” in exchange for agreeing to marry Fay off as Grant Leucht’s Second Wife.

      “Has Grant Leucht talked to you at all?” I asked. “I think he’s in your class, right?”

      “Not yet.” Fay shook her head. “He’s looked at me a few times, but we haven’t spoken. I think he’s focusing most of his attention on Princess Kari. There’s been a rumor that the Leucht Family is trying to arrange a marriage between them as well.”

      “Which explains why they want you as his Second Wife.”

      “Exactly.”

      I rubbed my jaw and frowned. This situation was different from what I remembered, but I also didn’t meet Fay in my previous life. For all I knew, she had died of Spiritual Poisoning, which had caused the marriage between her and Grant Leucht to fall through.

      I said my goodbyes to Fay and left, though I headed toward the Alchemist Association instead of my residence. I needed to inform Feinrea about my meeting with Stelys. There was also the fact that I needed to teach her how to create the Elemental Pill.

      As I walked, I thought about Fay and Kari’s situation. The Leucht Family was trying to force Fay into marrying their heir as his Second Wife, and they were apparently negotiating with the Astralia Royal Family to try and convince them to have Kari wed that same heir and be his First Wife. I wasn’t sure what they were planning. It didn’t seem like a political maneuver. Having Fay as a Second Wife wouldn’t grant them any more political power than they already had, nor could they offer anything of monetary value, especially since the Auction House was currently not performing well. It seemed almost like the Leucht Family was indulging in their heir’s lecherous desire to have a beautiful woman on each arm.

      Fay and Kari. Both of them were gorgeous in their own right. Kari was a classic beauty with an elegant demeanor and fair features that put the princesses spoken of in tales of yore to shame, while Fay was a firebrand who I would have best described as seductive, though she herself didn’t seem to realize her own charm. Both of them had their good points. I could honestly see why someone would want them.

      That said, forcing them into this sort of arrangement was cruel, and I wouldn’t stand for it. Kari was the woman I loved. While I had only met Fay a little over one month ago, I was quickly growing to respect and admire her. There was no way I’d let either of them be forced into something they didn’t want.

      I had no idea why or how I had been sent back into the past. However, I was here, now, and that meant I had a chance to make things right, so that was exactly what I was going to do.
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      Nights in the desert were cold. Given how hot it was during the day, I felt it was only natural to assume it was hot all the time, but that wasn’t the case. When the sun went down, the temperature dropped to the point where my body broke out in goosebumps. I thought I might freeze to death.

      “Let’s stop here for the night,” Zane commanded his people. Everyone responded with an enthusiastic shout. He then turned to us. “You two said you wanted to help, right? You can help us set up the tents.”

      Tents were made from a type of leather hide that was thick and rough. According to Zane, it was the hide of a Sand Crawler, which were giant worms big enough to eat humans. They traveled through the desert, attacking anything that moved. We’d run into one of them ourselves. It had swallowed several of our companions before we managed to escape from it.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about sleeping in the hide of a beast that had eaten my comrades whole, though I knew we didn’t have much choice. In either event, it sealed in heat better than other materials like wool or cotton, which meant people wouldn’t freeze to death when they slept in it, so I guess I couldn’t complain. Apparently, there had been cases of people dying from hypothermia in the Endless Desert.

      Kari and I set up our own tent. It was a small tent for two and shaped like a triangle that was taller than it was wide. It was an ugly brown color and it smelled kind of bad, but neither Kari nor I complained. According to Zane, this tent had belonged to a member of their caravan, but he’d been killed last year during a bandit attack.

      After setting up our tent, Zane placed Kari and I in charge of cooking. There were a lot of ingredients that I didn’t recognize. Some of them made me want to vomit. The people who lived in the desert ate whatever they could find, including bugs and these little mice that burrowed beneath the sand. After having eaten this food for several days, I would say that someone definitely needed an acquired taste to appreciate it.

      I was still a long way from acquiring a taste for it.

      We did what we could, cooking the mixture of mice and grasshoppers in a large skillet and adding the few ingredients this caravan took with them. A really spicy powder called curry powder seemed to be the primary ingredient used to spice up this dish. If nothing else, the intense heat burned my tongue so badly it numbed my ability to taste the mice and grasshoppers.

      Everyone sat around the fire after dinner. A moleskin flask filled with wine was passed around. Kari and I declined. Given how much we’d suffered from dehydration, both of us were leery of drinking anything that would further dry us up.

      The two of us sat snuggled together, not quite participating in the conversations happening around us. No one had outright told us we couldn’t stay with them. Everyone spoke with us politely and seemed welcoming. At the same time, I believe we both felt like outsiders.

      While I was sitting there, staring into the fire, my ears suddenly twitched as a noise attracted my attention. It sounded like something was shifting across the ground. However, it was very soft. Were it not for my good hearing, I would have missed it for sure.

      I stretched out with my senses, trying to feel out where the noise had come from. This feeling was getting closer. It was almost like…

      My mind flashed a warning as I leapt to my feet and shouted at Zane. “Behind you!”

      Zane turned around just in time to see a figure leap out of the sand, which also meant he had the time to leap backward, dodging a powerful attack. Sand rose from the ground as the figure landed. This person was covered in a black outfit and carried a gleaming silver blade that had purple liquid dripping along the edge. Was that poison?

      “It’s the Red Scorpions!” someone shouted.

      As if their scream had been a signal, several more figures clad in black burst from the sand like the Sand Sharks that had taken the lives of several of my comrades. It looked like they had been hiding underneath the sand. Each of them was clad in black from head to toe, with only their eyes visible, and they all had those curved blades with poison dripping from them.

      The caravan didn’t panic. Everyone pulled the weapons from their waists and prepared for battle. It seemed Zane and the others were quite experienced with danger.

      As the battle began, I sensed movement behind us. Kari must have also sensed it. The two of us spun around, lifted our legs, and slammed our heels into the chest of a figure who’d leapt out from the sand. His sword had been raised to strike us, but he couldn’t bring it down in time. Our feet crushed his ribcage with a loud snapping sound. Then he was launched backwards, rolling along the sands before coming to a stop.

      “We should help the others,” Kari said.

      “Right. Are you gonna grab your ranseur?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “There’s no time. Let’s go.”

      Kari was right. While it was clear that the caravan had some experience in fending off attackers, they were obviously not trained combatants. What’s more, these strange figures in black clothing seemed to specialize in stealth attacks. They would disappear into the sand, then pop out when people least expected it. One of the people from the caravan had already gone down. Blood pooled out of his slit throat as he lay there twitching.

      With Kari by my side, the two of us rushed toward the nearest person. It was Zane. He was fighting with a similarly curved blade as his enemies. I guess it was a standard weapon around here. He was fighting two people at once, and while he’d avoided getting cut so far, he was also being pushed back.

      “I’ve got the one on the left. You take the right,” Kari said.

      “Okay!”

      I darted right and moved in to attack just as my target raised his sword. He must have sensed me. He turned around as I rushed at him and tried to slash at me, but I sidestepped his downward attack, and then launched a rabbit punch that caught him in the throat. My attack staggered him. As he stumbled back, I took several steps forward, channeled Spiritual Power into my fist, and unleashed another punch.

      Lightning crackled on my fist as I crashed it into the flat end of the man’s sword. I frowned and circulated my Spiritual Power through my body, unleashing even more power. Pale blue arcs traveled along the blade and into my opponent. The man jerked and twitched as he was electrocuted.

      Taking a single step back, I spun around and launched a reverse heel kick that struck the hilt of the man’s sword, knocking it out of his hand. Then I took two steps forward, channeled the lightning element into my palms, and thrust both palms at my opponent. The attack slammed into him with a concussive blast. Arcs of lightning exploded where my palms made contact with his chest, destroying his clothes and sending him flying. He struck the ground, and then shot into the sky as lightning exploded from his body. When he hit the ground again, he was nothing but a smoking corpse.

      “You… you are a Spiritualist!” Zane said in shock.

      I turned and rubbed the back of my head. “Did we not mention that before? Both of us our Spiritualists.”

      “You did forget to mention that,” Zane said.

      “Is there a problem with us being Spiritualists?” I asked.

      “Of course not. However, had I known this, I would have gotten you two to perform guard duty,” Zane laughed.

      I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of doing guard duty, which sounded really boring and cold but that was neither here nor there. A battle was happening. I couldn’t lose focus.

      I glanced over to where Kari was fighting her opponent. Perhaps “had been fighting” was a better way to describe it, since she was currently standing over the defeated corpse of her foe. She glanced at me, nodded, and then turned to where the other caravan members were fighting.

      Together, the two of us helped kill the remaining members of the Red Scorpions.
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        * * *

      

      After getting off a carriage somewhere just outside of the Noble District, I wandered around and did my best to find out where I needed to go. The Auction House was supposedly several dozen kilometers from the Noble District. Fay had given me directions, but I still got a little lost. Not only did I not know where I was going, I didn’t even have a map.

      While attempting to locate the Auction House based on Fay’s directions, I heard snippets of several conversations, most of which centered around the upcoming auction today.

      “Hey, hey. Did you hear? A rumor’s been spread that the Auction House somehow got their hands on an A-Rank Spiritual Technique!”

      “I heard about that! Are you sure it’s true? I mean, an A-Rank Spiritual Technique is supposed to be rare, isn’t it? That’s what I heard.”

      “It’s true. One of my friends works as a servant for the Lumen Family, and he says the Lumens confirmed that the A-Rank Spiritual Technique actually does exist!”

      “No way!”

      “Yup!”

      “Heh… I bet that thing is going to make them quite a lot of valis at today’s auction. Damn, wish I’d been the one to discover it. Could you imagine how much I’d make?”

      “Ha! You aren’t even allowed into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. How could you ever discover a treasure like that when you can’t risk life and limb to obtain it?”

      The people talking weren’t Spiritualists. Judging from their clothing, which was nice but not extravagant, they were probably middle-class citizens, merchants or perhaps government employees.

      I stopped listening into the conversation as I turned a corner. It seemed knowledge about the A-Rank Spiritual Technique had spread quite far. I’d been hearing a lot of people talk about it in the last few days, whether that was while I worked at the library, on my way home from training, or even when I was shopping. Even Kari had been talking about it when we got together the other day. I wondered if she or her family were going to attend…

      After what felt like an hour of walking, I finally arrived at the Auction House.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised by the immensity of the Auction House, but it was a lot larger than I had imagined it to be. It wasn’t the size of the Valstine Family’s mansion. Even so, it was a massive structure with towering columns and a pair of gigantic double doors. The gabled roof was made of weathered red tiles. While that made it look old, it also possessed a very austere appearance. I could see now why the Valstine Family had become a noble family.

      There was already a large line of people out front. Only a few people were let in at a time, so it looked like they were trickling in slowly.

      I did not go up through the front. I went toward the back of the Auction House, traveling along the wall until I found Fay standing before a door that was much smaller than the one up front.

      She had dressed up rather extravagantly today. Her purple gown was strange in that it was larger near the back than it was the front. While the back went down to her ankles, the front moved upward to reveal a very large amount of her milky white thighs. This gown had no sleeves or shoulders. Her bare shoulders, exposed collarbone, and creamy white cleavage was enough that I was sure most men would have been howling at the moon like Dire Wolves in heat. Purple sleeves attached to her arms but not the dress completed the outfit, and a pair of simple gold, heeled slippers sat on her dainty feet.

      “Fay,” I greeted with a smile. “You look pretty amazing today. Are you going to be in the auction?”

      “Ah…” Fay’s face burst into a vibrant red to match her hair. She looked away and grabbed the hem of her dress. “Y-yes. Father said he thought it would be a good idea if I helped auction off items with him.”
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“Hmm…” I cupped a hand to my chin. “Well, I definitely think having a beautiful girl up on stage will loosen men’s wallets. Your father has a good business sense.”

      “I-is that so? Well, I suppose it can’t be helped.” Doing her best to hide her embarrassment, Fay coughed into her hands several times. “I’ve been waiting for you. Father told me to take you up to our VIP lounge since you’re the guest of honor today.”

      “I understand. Please lead the way.” I gestured for her to proceed me.

      Fay walked through the door, which I also entered. We found ourselves standing in a hall. Beckoning me to keep following her, Fay led me to a set of stairs, which we ascended until reaching the last of three floors.

      The hall in the third floor was much nicer. I think it wouldn’t have been inaccurate to say it was a lot ritzier than what I was used to. The carpet was a royal purple, the VIP booths were sectioned off by lacquered doors, and there was a tasteful amount of artwork present on the walls, portraits and landscapes and such.

      Fay led me to one of the doors, smiled, and opened it for me. “This is where you’ll be staying for the duration of the auction.”

      Her words made me frown. “You won’t be staying with me?”

      Shaking her head, Fay’s smile turned apologetic. “Father has asked me to help him present some of your alchemy pills today, so I will be down there with him.”

      “Ah, right. I forgot about that. You can’t help him out if you’re spending time with me.” I was a little disappointed that I’d be in this VIP booth by myself, but I didn’t let her know that as I smiled. “I’ll just be here then. Good luck.”

      “Yes,” Fay murmured. “Good luck to both of us.”

      I didn’t know quite what she meant by that, but I could hazard a guess that she was wishing for my success in selling my alchemy pills and her successfully not making a fool of herself. Her arms and legs had been shaking a bit since I’d arrived. Given that she’d be going on stage, I guessed she was nervous.

      The VIP booth was smaller than I expected. It was a balcony that was about a meter in width and didn’t extend very far out from the interior, maybe a quarter of a meter. There were only four seats, two in front, and two behind that were slightly elevated above the front pair. I walked over and sat down on the front right seat. At least the view was nice. The balustrade that kept people from falling didn’t hinder my view of the stage.

      Quite the crowd was gathered below—a literal sea of people, the many different colors of their hair and clothes blending together in the low lighting of the Auction House. I could hear the rumble of thousands of voices from up here. However, none of what they were saying was very distinct. All of it was garbled nonsense to me.

      I looked to my left, then to my right. There were several other balconies aside from mine. However, perhaps by design, I could not see them because there were curtains in the way. I could only guess that this was a way to allow nobles and VIP guests their privacy. I suppose I couldn’t complain. Besides, I would likely be able to figure out who was in those booths once the auction got underway.

      As if my thoughts had dialectic powers, the large curtain covering the stage suddenly pulled back, revealing a middle-aged man and a young woman. They were Stelys and Fay Valstine. While Stelys looked perfectly comfortable standing there in his dark robes, Fay was doing her best not to squirm.

      “Welcome, one and all, to the Auction House!” Stelys’s voice boomed across the Auction House, causing all those who hadn’t realized the show was starting to quiet down. “It has been a long time since this Auction House was opened. I’m sure everyone knows it, but due to a lack of new items coming in, we have been unable to hold an auction. However, here, today, I have several extraordinary items that are sure to turn your heads.”

      The crowd was paying rapt attention to the old man, who now had them held by the nose. Not a peep could be heard.

      Leaning back in my chair, I clasped my hands together, placed them in my lap, and waited for the fireworks to start.

      The auction had officially begun.
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        * * *

      

      Kari remained as unmoving as a statue as she sat in the viewing booth with her mother, three fathers, and three brothers. The chair was soft underneath her, causing her bum to sink into the seat. The high-quality upholstery ensured that she had a comfortable place to sit while the auction happened. However, she was honestly quite bored.

      “You should not wear such a dull expression,” her mother said with a chiding look.

      “I think she’d rather have her nose buried in a book,” Geirolf said with a laughing sneer.

      Kari ignored her youngest half-brother, the same way she always did these days. Geirolf had been increasingly mean as the days passed. She didn’t know why, but he was making more rude comments about her recently. He would insult her choice in clothes, insult her love of books, insult her desire for adventure. If it wasn’t because she knew of Geirolf’s strength and didn’t want to cause trouble, Kari would have already challenged him to a duel.

      “Be quiet, Geirolf.”

      The words had not come from Kari, but from her blood father, Valence Astralia. The man with the overbearing presence stared at the young man, his half-son, with an unwavering gaze. There was a cold gleam in his eyes that caused the eighteen-year-old Spiritualist to swallow his own saliva.

      “It seems our youngest son is becoming rather unruly these days,” Rainer said with a sigh.

      Dante chuckled. “What did you expect? This is what happens when you spoil a child rotten.”

      “I suppose.”

      While the conversation between their three fathers went on, Geirolf released a soft growl within the back of his throat and leaned back in his chair, arms crossed as he scowled. Kari watched him out of the corner of her eye. She wanted to make sure he wouldn’t do or say anything else before turning her attention back to the stage.

      “Before we get to the main event of the auction, I have several other unique items that have not been seen in Nevaria for many years,” Stelys announced, causing a rumble within the Auction House.

      Kari’s attention was not on Stelys Valstine at the moment. It was on his daughter.

      Fay had been decked out in a truly elegant gown that seemed to reveal her splendor from every angle. She was sure every man in the crowd was gawking at the gorgeous redhead. Despite the fact that she appeared uncomfortable, Fay was doing her best to smile at the audience.

      Kari was aware of her own looks. She knew from the hundreds of thousands of compliments people gave her that she was considered beautiful, but she had always thought Fay was even more gorgeous than her. Seeing the girl in a gown only made this more clear to her.

      Her heart trembled.

      She and Fay had been friends once, long ago, but an incident years ago had caused them to have a falling out. What’s more, the Valstine Family had fallen on hard times and their status had declined. They were barely considered nobility these days.

      Not having her friend around had broken Kari’s heart. When she’d heard that the Leucht Family were trying to convince the Valstine Family to marry off Fay to Grant Leucht as his Second Wife, Kari had honestly been a little happy. The Leucht Family was ambitious. Not only did they dare to pressure the Valstine Family, but they were also pushing for marriage talks for her and Grant. Kari had thought that the shared position of being the center of Grant Leucht’s unwanted desires would have brought her and Fay closer together.

      Sadly, she couldn’t have been more mistaken.

      “The first item we are going to auction are these!”

      Stelys made a gesture to Fay, who stood before a table situated on the stage. The table was covered in several cloths. She removed the cloth on the furthest side, revealing a small glass bottle filled with what appeared to be…

      “Alchemy Pills?” Kari muttered in a soft voice unheard by her family.

      “This alchemy pill is known as the Tender Healing Pill. If you are ever injured and there’s no Spiritualist with a water element, you can consume this and it will heal minor to serious injuries. This includes broken bones and even stab wounds.” As a low murmur swept through the crowd down below, Stelys grinned. “We have tested this pill ourselves and confirmed that it does work.”

      The murmuring became louder as the people down below spoke. Kari didn’t hear what was being said, but even if she’d been close enough, she wouldn’t have paid attention. The entirety of her focus was on those alchemy pills. Could those be something Eryk had made?

      “Tender Healing Pill, is it?” Dante muttered as he rubbed his jaw with a contemplative look. “I’ve never heard of such a pill before. Were those made using alchemy? I had always assumed alchemy was only good for creating beauty products and basic healing salves.”

      “That might be the case now, but it hasn’t always been so,” her mother chided, eyes staring at the bottle. “I’ve been told by the previous Emperor that Alchemy had been far different over one hundred years ago. There had been many alchemy pills that created a variety of different and useful effects. Alchemists back then had been revered for their enviable refining talent. However, a fire over one hundred years ago broke out at the Alchemist Association, a number of their top alchemists died, and the knowledge of those pills was lost.”

      “Do you think someone was able to recreate some of those pills then?” asked Rainer.

      “Who can say?” Her mother shrugged, eyes narrowing in thought. “However, if those really do as Stelys Valstine says, then it could greatly increase the strength of Nevaria.”

      Her mother’s three husbands nodded, and even her brothers seemed to understand what these pills could mean for Nevaria. Geirolf and Mykkel were gazing at the pills with hunger in their eyes. Only Earland, ever the silent young man, did not stare at the pills like they were a gift from the heavens.

      “Because these alchemy pills are brand new and no one but my family understands the effects, the starting bid will be 200 valis.”

      “That starting price is quite cheap,” Rainer muttered, his mien thoughtful.

      “It’s not like he can bid unknown pills at a high price.” Dante leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin. “I bet you anything these pills are just here to whet the appetite of everyone else before the main event.”

      “Probably,” Rainer conceded.

      No one spoke for a long while. It seemed everyone was reluctant to bid on these pills, which none of them knew as to whether or not they really worked. Even if the Valstine Family claimed to have tested the pills themselves, there was still a risk involved. What if they were lying? Of course, lying would be stupid since it would ruin their reputation, but a lot of people couldn’t help but doubt the sincerity in Stelys’s words. Kari believed it was because these people secretly thought he was desperate thanks to his family’s financial situation.

      “Mother?” Kari turned to her mother. “Can you bid on those for me please?”

      “You want those pills?” Her mother blinked several times in confusion. “Do you mind if I ask why?”

      Kari bit her lip. “I just… have this feeling they will prove useful to me. Instructor Brynhild has been increasing my training and our spars are getting more intense. I’ve gotten injured several times. While I can use my light element to heal myself, I’m still not very good at it. These would go a long way toward helping me.”

      It was a very logical and well-thought-out answer, or so Kari hoped, though part of her was afraid her mother would mention Hilda’s water element. The truth was that Kari believed those alchemy pills had been made by Eryk. If for no other reason than that, she wanted them.

      “Very well,” her mother said after staring into her eyes for several seconds. She sighed and raised a brass megaphone to her lips. After which, she took a deep breath and spoke. “I bid 300 valis on those pills.”

      Her voice resounded across the Auction House, startling many people and causing them to look up. Kari could actually see their heads turning toward their balcony. Unfortunately for them, the balcony was cast in darkness from that angle, making it impossible for anyone to actually see their faces.

      “That’s 300 valis,” Stelys said. “Would anyone else like to make a bid?”

      It was a few seconds before another person down below raised their hand and increased the bid to 350 valis. Kari frowned at that person. She glanced at her mother, who saw her look and sighed.

      “400 valis,” her mother announced.

      Unfortunately, despite her mother upping her bid, it did little good because someone else made another bid, increasing the price from 400 to 500 valis. Kari could only sit there in frustration as the bidding rose several more times. She glanced at her mother again, who merely shook her head, signaling that she wouldn’t spend more valis on a bottle containing only four pills of unknown origin.

      “1,000 valis!” a voice from another balcony suddenly announced. Kari glanced over toward the balcony, but she couldn’t see anything because of the curtains.

      “We’ve got 1,000 valis,” Stelys said. “Does anyone else wish to place a bid?” There was only silence. “That’s a bottle containing four Tender Healing Pills sold for 1,000 valis to the Leucht Family!”

      The Leucht Family?!

      Kari’s head whipped back toward the balcony, but she still couldn’t see anything. Stelys could only see because he was on the stage. These VIP booths were meant to provide privacy to the bidders, but she guessed it wasn’t really meant to protect their identity. After all, what did it matter if people knew who bid on what item?

      She would admit to feeling a little resentful toward the Leucht Family for outbidding her mother on those pills. However, just as a sense of anger was settling in her heart, Fay removed the next cloth and revealed another set of pills.

      “The pills you see in this jar are called the Spiritual Booster Pill. As the name suggests, these pills temporarily increase a person’s Spiritual Power to twice the amount he or she has. It is a great pill to have when you are in combat and need extra power,” Stelys explained the pill’s properties to the crowd.

      An even bigger buzz was created than when he introduced the Tender Healing Pills, though Kari could understand why. Spiritual Power played an important role in both the number and rank of Spiritual Techniques that a Spiritualist could perform. A Spiritualist with a lot of Spiritual Power would be able to perform many high-ranking Spiritual Techniques without depleting his or her reserves too quickly.

      Most Spiritualists could only perform, at most, one or two C-Rank Spiritual Techniques, nevermind an A-rank technique. Having those pills meant they would be able to cast more Spiritual Techniques than before.

      Kari glanced at her mother, who noticed the look she was giving her. The empress could only sigh.
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        * * *

      

      “1,000 valis!”

      “1,100 valis!”

      “1,250 valis!”

      I listened as the price of the Spiritual Booster Pill continued climbing. While the Tender Healing Pills hadn’t done too well, it seemed the allure of a pill that could boost a person’s Spiritual Power was too great for people to ignore.

      “2,000 valis!”

      I almost choked when the bidding price suddenly raised to 2,000 valis. That might not be a lot of money for a noble, but 2,000 valis was enough for a peasant to live off of for at least a month. It was also over ten times more than what it cost to buy the ingredients for me to make those pills. Back in Midgard, a jar of twenty Spiritual Booster Pills would have been about 4,000 valis. They were only a mid-tier pill and weren’t that difficult to refine.

      Before I knew what was happening, Stelys sold the Spiritual Booster Pill.

      “Sold for 3,200 valis to the Kriger Family!”

      I perked up when I heard the name of the family who’d bought the Spiritual Booster Pills. If I wasn’t mistaken, they were one of the Three Heavenly Families. I didn’t know much about them. In my previous life, I had just been a librarian and had never been involved with the nobility beyond my relationship to Kari. The only other noble I’d met had been Grant Leucht.

      An unbidden sigh escaped my lips as I realized I would probably have to learn more about the Heavenly Families at some point. Given what I was trying to do, I couldn’t remain ignorant.

      After the Spiritual Booster Pill came the Temporary Enhancement Pill, which enhanced a person’s physical strength. This one did not sell for as high a price as the Spiritual Booster Pill. However, I still felt like 2,500 valis was a pretty good amount of money. The group who bought it was a minor noble family called the Bellator Family.

      I used the auction to judge how well received each different pill was. The Spiritual Booster Pill and Elemental Pill ended up selling for the highest price, which I guessed made sense. Both of them were more useful to Spiritualists and people who traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. The Endurance Pill and Temporary Enhancement Pill were the second highest sellers at 2,300 and 2,500 valis respectively. In last place was the Tender Healing Pill and Clarity Pill. They were only sold for 1,000 and 900 valis.

      In terms of usefulness, I think the Tender Healing Pill would actually be the most beneficial, but that one hadn’t sold high because it was the first one being auctioned. The next time I went to the Alchemy Association, I would inform Feinrea to have her people refine mostly Tender Healing Pills, Spiritual Booster Pills, Endurance Pills, and Temporary Enhancement Pills.

      “Now that we have auctioned off all of the alchemy pills, it is time for the main event.” Stelys wore a large smile as Fay walked off stage. “As many of you know, the Valstine Family recently got their hands on an A-Rank Spiritual Technique. The technique is called Five Finger Fire Whip. By using it, Spiritualists can create a powerful whip of compressed fire that’s hot enough to melt through steel. A particularly skilled Spiritualist can even change the density and temperature of the flames to make it nonlethal.”

      Stelys’s words caused a fervent murmuring to rise from the crowd as Fay walked back on stage, a wooden chest with gold engravings decorating the surface in her hands. Even though I wasn’t down there in the crowd, I could feel the hunger from them, the desire. This was the moment all of them had been waiting for.

      Stelys opened the chest and showed everyone the scroll that was resting on the light purple pillow inside. The scroll was made from goatskin and had a slightly brown and aged appearance. I’d done that on purpose. Using the lightning element, I’d lightly dried the goatskin to give it an older look. My hope was that people would assume it came from a ruin or a dungeon located in the Demon Beast Mountain Range if it looked aged.

      “As you all know, A-Rank Spiritual Techniques are rare,” Stelys said. “There are barely a hundred here in Nevaria. That being the case, the bidding for this will start at 30,000 valis.”

      Placing my hands on my elbows, I leaned forward and stared intently at the stage. I wondered how much this Spiritual Technique would sell for.
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        * * *

      

      “30,000 valis as the starting bid for a Spiritual Technique Scroll?” Geirolf scoffed as he leaned back. “Does that old man take the people here for fools? There’s no way someone would pay that much for one Spiritual Technique Scroll.”

      “That is not the case,” Earland said with a shake of his head. “We might have no need for a new Spiritual Technique, but that is because our family already has a number of powerful Spiritual Techniques in our library. Very few families outside of our own and the Three Heavenly Families have a Spiritual Technique of this quality. An A-rank technique is a gem that could go for as high as 90,000 valis. Even the Spiritualist Academy, which has many powerful techniques, would gladly pay triple the price for something like this.”

      “W-whatever.” Geirolf blushed bright red as Earland, who rarely ever spoke, talked him down. “I still say it’s overpriced.”

      “An A-Rank Spiritual Technique, huh?” Dante looked at the stage with a wide grin. “That really is quite the haul. Even if those pills turn out to be duds, coming here to see this technique makes it all worthwhile.”

      “Even our family has precious few A-Rank Spiritual Techniques,” Rainer admitted.

      Kari remained silent as she listened to the conversations happening between her family. She didn’t particularly care about this technique. An A-Rank Spiritual Technique of the fire element might be something that attracted others, but she was of the light element. That was one of the reasons her training as a Spiritualist hadn’t progressed very much. There simply weren’t that many Spiritual Light Techniques available to learn.

      “Are you going to bid, My Lady?” asked her father.

      Her mother looked down at the stage with intelligent eyes before slowly nodding. “I might have to. Given our current relationship with the Leucht Family, having another A-Rank Spiritual Technique in our grasp could be a good bargaining chip.”

      Her mother and father glanced at her, but she tried to ignore their intent stares. She knew they were talking about the marriage talks. However, she didn’t think having another A-Rank Spiritual Technique would help her. After all, if Grant Leucht married her, then the Leucht Family would get access to the Astralia Royal Family’s library, which contained many Spiritual Techniques.

      No, it wouldn’t be this technique that helped her. That much she knew.
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        * * *

      

      “45,000 valis!”

      “55,000 valis!”

      “62,000 valis!”

      I could only shake my head as the A-Rank Spiritual Technique’s bidding price exceeded the price the Spiritualist Academy’s Head had paid for the technique I’d sold him. Not only had the price already gone past that, it was still continuing to rise.

      “65,000 valis!”

      “73,000 valis!”

      All of the bidding was now coming from the balconies, those VIP booths where prestigious people sat. I didn’t know who was in all of those booths, though I had at least memorized which balcony belonged to the Leucht Family. Currently, most of the bidding was coming from that balcony and another one where a regal, female voice continued upping the bid.

      “76,000 valis!”

      “80,000 valis!”

      Five Finger Fire Whip was a Spiritual Technique that was useless to me. I didn’t have a fire affinity, so I couldn’t even use it. It also didn’t go well with my fighting style. Too much finesse was required to use it, and I also wasn’t a big fan of using whips during combat. However, an A-Rank Spiritual Technique was still an A-Rank Spiritual Technique, and as such it would definitely garner the attention of others. Even in Midgard, a place where many powerful groups gathered, a Spiritual Technique of this level was something to covet.

      “120,000 valis!” that cold, regal female voice cried out, shocking me out of my thoughts. I stared at the balcony even though I could not see through the curtains. When did the price rise so dramatically?!

      “That’s 120,000 valis.” Stelys could barely contain his ecstatic expression. He was clearly happy to see how much this Spiritual Technique was selling for. I was too. “Are there any counterbids? No? Then the A-Rank Spiritual Technique, Five Finger Fire Whip, is sold to Empress Hilda Astralia!”

      Once those words left Stelys’s mouth, my eyes grew wide as I swung my head toward the balcony. So that cold voice that could freeze lava had been Empress Hilda? I had no idea. While I knew of her like everyone else, I had never met her back in my previous life, much less heard her speak. However, now that I knew this voice belonged to Kari’s mother, I could hear the slight resemblance. Her voice was cold and regal, a far cry from Kari’s polite and refined but still warm manner of speaking, but the pitch and timbre of their voices were quite similar.

      “With this, the auction is officially over.” Stelys spread his arms wide in an encompassing gesture. “Would those of you who successfully bid on one of the items we auctioned off please come to the back room? I will have several people escort you there, should you wish it. To the rest of you, thank you very much for attending.”

      With the auction now over, the sea of people down below swelled as everyone stood up and began making their way outside. Excited voices reached me as I continued sitting in my chair. I was waiting for the other VIP guests to leave before I left myself. Even though I didn’t think anyone would think much of me if they saw me, I also knew that a young man of seventeen having a balcony to himself would draw attention—perhaps the unwanted kind of attention.

      I wasn’t strong enough to protect myself yet. Therefore, keeping a low profile until my strength had risen was the best action I could take.

      I’m not sure how long I remained sitting in my chair, but the door eventually opened, causing me to turn my head. Fay entered the balcony, walking forward with light steps. She was wearing a bright smile that seemed quite cheerful. I think she was happy that the auction was now over.

      “You looked awfully uncomfortable on that stage,” I teased a bit as she came up to me.

      Fay’s footsteps halted. “That… you would be too if you had so many people staring at you.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I wasn’t the one standing in front of several thousand people, so who can say.” I saw Fay’s cheeks swell up like a squirrel with a mouthful of acorns and decided to stop teasing her. “Have the bidders finished exchanging valis for the items they won?”

      “They have. The last bidder, Empress Hilda, just left a few minutes ago,” Fay confirmed. “That’s why I came to get you. I assumed you’d still be up here.”

      “It seems you know me too well.” While I said this with a slightly teasing tone, the truth was that her words shook me a little. Fay seemed to have grasped my character a little too well. I wasn’t disturbed, not quite, but the sensation of butterflies fluttering in my chest also caused an unpleasant sensation of guilt to well up inside of me.

      “I’ve been watching you for over a month now,” Fay said with a slight smile. “It’s only natural that I would know you.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Er…” Fay’s cheeks suddenly became stained red. “That… I mean, it’s not like… let’s just go. I need to escort you to Father so you can receive your share of the profits.”

      “Right…”

      I decided it was best to ignore her words. There was nothing I could do about them anyway.

      Following Fay out of the balcony, I was led down the hall. We took a staircase to the first floor, and then she led me through several hallways near the back, coming upon a door located within its own mini hallway.

      “Father?” Fay knocked on the door. “I’ve brought Eryk.”

      “Come on in,” a gruff voice said.

      Fay opened the door and walked in, holding it open so I could follow after her. The room we found ourselves in was plain but nice. There weren’t many decorations, but the limestone floor was freshly polished, there was a shelf filled with tomes, and a desk that currently had several large bags of valis sitting on top of it.

      Stelys sat behind the desk. He looked up when we entered. A smile split his face upon seeing us.

      “We did fairly decent with this auction,” he mused. “While the money is not significant compared to what the Three Heavenly Families make, it is more than sufficient to help keep the Valstine Family afloat for a while. Certainly, it’s more than enough to keep us alive until our deal with the Alchemist Association is put into effect.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “The Alchemist Association’s alchemists are currently able to produce some of the pills you just auctioned off, which means they should be able to begin making them in bulk within the next few days.”

      “Good. Good.” Stelys nodded before grabbing the slightly larger bag of money and presenting it to me. “This is the money you’ve earned from the auction. It is 60% of the cut, which should come out to 77,900 valis. You may count it here to make sure I have given you the correct amount.”

      I took the bag and slowly shook my head. “You are Fay’s father, so I’ll trust you on this.”

      The man laughed. “It seems you have a good deal of trust in my daughter. You know something? I like you. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and you seem strong. How would you like to marry my Fay?”

      “F-Father! What are you saying?!” asked Fay, who looked like she’d been broadsided by a Demon Beast.

      “What are you getting so worked up over?” asked Stelys. “This boy is a much better catch than Grant Leucht, and if he agrees to marry you, then we can successfully back out of the marriage talks with the Leucht Family. I’d get a good successor, you’d be with the boy you like, and we wouldn’t have to worry about the Leucht Family pushing us. It’s killing three Demon Beasts with one Spiritual Technique.”

      I glanced at Fay, who seemed to notice my gaze and looked away, though her eyes kept flicking over to me. There was a hopefulness in her gaze. That made what I was about to say all the more difficult.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, glancing away. “However, I can’t marry Fay.”

      The look on Fay’s face when I said that made me want to flinch. I kept my outward appearance firm, but my heart shook when I saw the look of shock and dejection that flashed across her eyes. Even so, this was for the best. I couldn’t give her what she wanted. That was what I told myself, at any rate.

      “Do you mind if I ask why?” asked Stelys, his face carefully blank.

      I sighed. “I’ve already given my heart to another. I do not think it would be fair to Fay if I married her when I have feelings for someone else. She deserves someone who will give her love and happiness, and I do not believe I can do that.”

      I had dedicated my entire life to a single woman, and not even going back in time could change that. It wouldn’t be fair to Fay if she was forced to play second fiddle to Kari. What’s more, I wasn’t sure Kari would approve of me marrying both her and Fay, especially considering what Grant Leucht was trying to do.

      “I see.” Stelys released a heavy sigh. “Well… I suppose if that’s how it is, there’s nothing to be done. That said, I am awfully disappointed that you aren’t interested. I think you two would make a great couple.”

      Those words were like a spear to my gut, but it was because I could honestly see Fay and me as a couple. It was easy to imagine within my mind. However, I ruthlessly squashed those feelings and that vision. No matter how great a pair she and I would make, no matter how much I respected and liked her, my heart belonged to another, and I wouldn’t betray Kari, nor would I force Fay into a position where she was forced into a loveless marriage. I was already working hard to help her gain the strength she needed to stop the Leucht Family from forcing her into a marriage with their heir. I wasn’t going to turn around and become the very thing I was attempting to stop.

      I glanced back at Fay, who was on the verge of tears. Moisture gathered in her eyes but didn’t fall. Seeing that caused another shudder to race through my heart, making me realize that I needed to leave.

      “I am sorry,” I murmured to Fay before turning around and swiftly exiting the door.

      As I journeyed back home, I couldn’t forget the look on Fay’s face as I admitted to having feelings for someone else. I didn’t want to admit it. However, my heart had been shaken by the expression she wore and the tears she refused to shed in my presence.
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      After we killed those people from the Red Scorpions, Kari and I were treated with a lot more respect and familiarity by the members of Zane’s caravan. I guess it was because we knew how to fight. No, maybe it was because they had discovered that we were Spiritualists. This desert was a harsh and unforgiving place. Those who lacked strength quickly died.

      Zane decided to hire us on as bodyguards. We agreed to work for him, at least for now. Neither of us planned on sticking around for too long. We didn’t want to remain in this desert forever, but at the moment, we didn’t know how to survive in this place on our own, nor did we know how to leave. This desert was vast. A person could travel for hundreds of kilometers and never reach the end of it. In fact, Zane had expressed surprise that the two of us had traveled so far into the desert without dying.

      The sunlight bore down on the land like a harsh mistress, but me and Kari had already worked out a way to avoid being scalded: Spiritual Power. By circulating Spiritual Power through our bodies and using it to cover ourselves with a thin, film-like layer, we were able to protect our skin from the sun. At the same time, our Spiritual Power steadily increased as we exercised it. We were killing two Demon Beasts with one Spiritual Technique.

      Kari’s Spiritual Power was different from how I used it.

      “I’m channeling Spiritual Power by using the swinging motion of my arms,” she confided in me. “It’s sort of like the Pregnancy Protection technique my mother taught me when I was younger, which uses the movements used during sex to create an impenetrable barrier around my womb.”

      “I had no idea there was a Spiritual Technique like that,” I admitted.

      “This one is only taught to noble women, so I’m not surprised you don’t know of it,” Kari said. “It’s passed down from mother to daughter among nobles because only women can use it.”

      I thought about what she told me and nodded. It sounded like a useful technique, and now I understood why Kari hadn’t gotten pregnant despite how much sex we had before we were forced into this desert.

      “There is an oasis up ahead,” Zane said as we walked alongside the caravan. The sands shifted under our feet, but we were wearing boots with tracts on the bottom to help give us firmer footing. “We’ll allow our Struts to rest and drink up. We will also resupply our stocks of water.”

      I nodded noncommittally when I heard that.

      Struts were the strange, bird-like creatures that were pulling the caravans. They were a type of nonviolent D-Rank Demon Beast that lived in the desert. I didn’t know much about them, but according to Zane, there were a number of people who made their living in the Endless Desert by raising them. The ones this caravan possessed had been bought by one of those Strut Trainers several years back.

      “We will have to be careful, though, right?” asked Kari.

      We had discarded our armor not long after entering the desert. This place was scorching hot, so anything made of steel became unbearable. One of our fellow Spiritualists had actually died because her armor had cooked her from the inside out.

      Kari was still wearing her old clothes, which were torn in a few places but still usable. Mine weren’t much better. When we arrived in Alab, she and I would need to get a new set of clothing. I wondered what fashion was like in the Endless Desert…

      “Yes.” Zane nodded, his expression grave. “While it is rare, there is a good chance that we will run into Lamia at this oasis. They are incredibly fierce and all of them can use powerful Spiritual Techniques. Even the two of you will have to be careful should we run afoul of them.”

      We agreed with his words and proceeded slowly. It didn’t take long for the oasis to appear. It was a little blurry at first, with heat waves distorting the area around it, but my gaze sharpened into focus eventually, and I realized why it was called an oasis.

      There was a small pool of water about ten meters across and twenty meters wide, bigger than I had expected. Situated around the pool was a large patch of grass, shrubs, and trees with compound green leaves. I believe they were called fronds. We didn’t have anything like that in Nevaria.

      “Everyone, gather the water barrels and resupply while our Struts rest,” Zane ordered.

      The people worked in an efficient manner, gathering up the barrels on their carts and carrying them to the pool. They undid the corks and dunked the barrels underneath the water, filling them up. Then they would cork them again and carry them back. There were sixteen barrels and each one could hold eighteen liters worth of water. It would take several hours for them to load up all of those barrels, especially since they were heavy once full.

      Kari and I acted as their guards. After drinking our fill of water straight from the oasis, we patrolled the area in case anyone decided to attack. However, it looked like we were the only ones there—

      “Ouch!”

      My leg jerked back as a sharp pain stabbed into me. I looked down and found two puncture marks on my skin around the ankle and blood leaking from them. A little ways off, I heard a hissing sound, which caused me to seek out the source, but all I found was the end of a tail slithering into the bushes.

      “Are you okay?” asked Kari. “What’s wrong?”

      “Something just bit me,” I muttered. “Might have been a snake.”

      “We need to have you checked for poison,” she said. “I’ve heard all the snakes in the Endless Desert are poisonous.”

      There were many poisonous creatures in the desert, so I was well aware of her valid point. We were just about to head back to the caravan, which had antidotes to many types of poisonous creatures, when a loud cry suddenly shook the two of us.

      We looked up and found several figures cresting the sand dunes. Their upper bodies resembled men and women, but the lower half of their bodies were those of snakes. Skin shifted into scales around their hips, which extended into an eight- or nine-meter-long tail. All of them had dark skin, dark hair, and wore no clothing. Their naked bodies were covered in either hard muscles or soft curves. However, while they didn’t have any clothes, they did carry spears and khopesh—a type of sickle-sword that was around sixty centimeters in length with a hook at the end.

      “Those are Lamia!” one of the caravan members shouted. “They’re attacking!”

      The Lamia were indeed rushing forward to attack the caravan, but Kari and I intercepted them. We appeared before the half a dozen Lamia within the blink of an eye. Their progression halted as they stared at us with wide eyes, but we were already attacking.

      Kari leapt forward, thrusting her ranseur at the nearest Lamia. He dodged the attack by bending his body in a strange manner. Kari wasn’t deterred, and she quickly spun on the balls of her feet, turning her thrusting motion into a swift slashing attack. Her ranseur met the male Lamia’s khopesh with a loud clanging noise. Sparks flew as metal scraped against metal.

      “Heh heh.” The male Lamia grinned as his tongue flicked out of his lips. “Now you’re a cute one. I’ve never seen a woman with such light skin before. I think I’ll take you home with me and make you my pet.”

      “Sorry,” Kari apologized in a cold voice, “but you’re not my type.”

      Before the Lamia could retort, Kari stomped on the ground, took two steps forward, and channeled her Spiritual Power. A small light appeared on the tip of her ranseur. Kari danced. As she moved her spear, the light turned into six orbs that hovered in the air. She made another swing of her ranseur, and then the six orbs flashed forward, slamming into the Lamia before he could get away. Six holes appeared on his chest, arms, shoulders, and head. His body swayed, and then he crumbled to the ground, never to get up again.

      The death of one of their own seemed to have angered them. Several of the female Lamia slithered over to Kari, but I blocked their path. I had no weapon. However, as I channeled Spiritual Power through my body, I swung my fist and unleashed a bolt of lightning that slammed into one of the snake people. A loud scream tore from the woman’s throat as my lightning fried the inside of her body. Arcs of pale blue energy crackled all over her, skittering along her flesh.

      Now that she was paralyzed, I created a spear and prepared to throw it, but another Lamia blocked my path before I could do anything. She thrust her spear, forcing me to dodge. By that point, the spear in my hand was already formed, so I threw it at her. This one must have been smart. She avoided my spear instead of letting herself get attacked by it. However, those precious seconds it took her to dodge were precious seconds I used for my next move.

      I gently touched my foot on the ground. Spiritual Power flowed to my feet as I was launched forward. I narrowed my eyes as I moved swiftly, trying to control the flow of my power and not push myself too far. My goal was to attack the Lamia who’d attacked me. That said, I ended up overshooting my goal.

      Despite not meeting my goal, I did appear before one of the other Lamia. I thrust my lightning spear forward before he could realize I was there. My spear pierced the creature’s chest, causing him to shriek in agony. Lightning burst around him, smoke and blood poured from his ears as his insides were destroyed. When the lightning spear vanished, the energy used to create it spent, the Lamia I’d killed had a large hole in the center of his chest. He fell back with a thud.

      There were only four Lamia left. Two men and two women. All of them appeared quite surprised by how Kari and I had been able to kill two of their numbers so easily.

      “Do not go easy on them!” one of the Lamia hissed, a young man with a well-built upper body. “They are Spiritualists!”

      The words had a great effect on the remaining Lamia. All of them opened their mouth and shot out some strange liquid that sizzled when it touched the ground. We knew not to let their attacks hit. That stuff could obviously melt through our flesh and probably even our bones.

      They attacked in twos now, double-teaming Kari and I while the caravan was hurriedly getting ready to leave. I wove around numerous sword and spear attacks. However, it seemed that wasn’t the only thing I needed to worry about.

      “Whoa!”

      I released a shocked cry as an ethereal green serpent shot from the hand of the Lamia I was facing. It struck out with its mouth wide open, but I dodged by sidestepping it, and then I aimed a punch at its body. My fist was covered in lightning as I swung. The straight jab struck the ethereal snake and caused it to burst apart. However, that was not the only Spiritual Technique I needed to worry about.

      Several more ethereal snakes leapt out from the surrounding desert. They must have been made when I wasn’t looking. Each one attacked with zeal, but I continuously danced around their attacks, destroying the ethereal snakes with accurate and powerful punches. The lightning coating my fists helped me demolish them.

      A glance at Kari showed me that she was also doing well. In fact, she was doing even better than I was. She swung her ranseur around her body, twisting it around like she was dancing. Wherever her ranseur passed, afterimages appeared, causing the world around her to blur. The ethereal snakes and other attacks were cut apart underneath her onslaught.

      I decided to take the fight to my opponents. Doing what I did before, I placed my foot on the ground and channeled Spiritual Power into it—or I tried to. For some reason, my Spiritual Power had become sluggish and unresponsive. I took a step forward as though to attack, but then my limbs suddenly became heavy. I blinked several times as my vision blurred out of focus. I thought I saw one of the snake women smiling.

      “It looks like the poison is taking effect,” one of them said. “Since we have lost two of our numbers, we cannot leave empty-handed. Let’s take the male and go.”

      The two snake women appeared before me and lashed out with their powerful tails. With my sluggish body and Spiritual Power, I was unable to avoid their attacks and was struck in the chest. A brief but sharp pain slammed into me. I thought I heard someone screaming. Then I struck the desert sand and everything descended into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat ran down my body in thick rivulets, soaking into my weighted clothes. My breathing was heavy. Each breath that left my mouth was a ragged gasp as my shoulders heaved up and down. Despite the exhaustion I felt—the intense ache of my muscles as I threw a series of punches and kicks at a blistering pace—I did not stop for anything.

      It was the day after the successful auction. I didn’t work at the library until late afternoon. I had the closing shift. The sun was high in the sky, showing that it was still the middle of the afternoon, which meant I had plenty of time.

      I’d been at this clearing all day, the same clearing that Fay and I used to train. Sweat flew off my fists as I threw a series of punches, expelling the air in my lungs at the same time as I rotated my torso, putting all my weight into each strike.

      I shuffled forward two steps, threw a punch, and then a kick, pretending my shadow was my opponent. Shadow sparring was how I’d heard it referred to, though I couldn’t remember who called it that. My feet scuffed against the ground, shifting gravel, drawing patterns in the dirt. I raised my left leg, spun around, and launched a heel kick at my make-believe foe.

      Stomping my foot back on the ground, I took two steps forward, tucked my arms into my torso, and then thrust them forward. Air burst from my palms, scattering dust and leaves that were kicked up from the ground. It wasn’t Spiritual Power that did it. It was simply a combination of the incredible weight on my arms and my own strength.

      Breathing in deeply, I straightened my body and lowered my hands to my sides. With my shoulders heaving, I looked up at the sun and realized it was much further down than the last time I checked.

      “Ugh… I spent longer sparring than I should have. I’ll just barely make it to the library after washing up.”

      There was a small pool of water a few minutes walk from this area. It wasn’t large, but I could at least use it to clean my body before getting changed into my regular clothes. I took one look at the empty clearing and hurried over to the pool.

      Fay hadn’t come today.

      I wasn’t surprised by her absence after what happened the other day, and in fact, I was expecting it. Despite how I’d only spoken the truth, I still felt awful. It was very possible that I had ruined our friendship with my callous words.

      After washing off and getting dressed, I walked to the library and wondered to myself if I could have somehow avoided the situation yesterday. I couldn’t think of anything. The moment Stelys had opened his mouth to talk about me and Fay getting married, the choice was taken out of my hands. I had to let them know the truth. Leading Fay on would have been undeniably cruel. It was better to hurt her now than to keep her hope alive and let her suffer an even greater pain later.

      I sighed and rubbed my chest. The pain I felt wasn’t physical, but it felt like it was.

      Upon reaching the library and relieving Ms. Nadine, I began working to keep myself from remembering the desolate expression on Fay’s face when I admitted to being in love with someone else. I put away books, helped people find books, and cleaned everything even when my help wasn’t needed. So long as I was keeping busy, I wouldn’t have to think about it.

      “Eryk?” a voice came from behind me.

      I stiffened only for a moment before turning around.

      Kari was wearing a pale pink dress with off-the-shoulder sleeves, though she had thrown a cloak over the top to cover her shoulders. The dress was a bit short, stopping at around the middle of her thighs, but she was also wearing white stockings. A small gap of space between the stockings and dress revealed her porcelain skin. Her outfit was finished with boots that were laced up at the front.

      “Kari…”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Kari as she stared at me, tilting her head.

      “It’s—”

      “Not nothing.” I stopped talking when Kari interrupted me, a smile curling her lips. “I think I’ve known you long enough by now to know when something is bothering you. I called out to you for six whole minutes and you didn’t respond. Whatever is upsetting you isn’t nothing.” Her eyes softened as she looked at me. “Will you tell me about it?”

      I hesitated to tell her about what was bothering me, which would likely involve her discovering my feelings. The two of us were getting along great. We were definitely friends. That said, I didn’t know how she would take to learning about my love for her. When did Kari fall in love with me the first time around? I didn’t know. Once she told me about her marriage, I had broken down and kissed her, and I knew she loved me then, but that was after six months of us getting to know each other. Barely a month and a half had passed this time. Did she have feelings for me now, or should I wait until I was certain she loved me back?

      “I…”

      “If it’s too hard, I don’t mind waiting for you to feel comfortable enough to tell me,” Kari said when she saw me struggling. “But… I do hope you will tell me sometime. You’ve done so much for me. I would like it if I could do something for you.”

      As she stared at me with that tender expression and those earnest blue eyes, I felt my will to resist crumbling. I could only sigh to myself. There had never been a day where I could tell Kari no… and I had actually tried to at least once or twice.

      “We can talk upstairs,” I said softly.

      Kari’s eyes widened, but then she nodded, grabbed my hand, and began pulling me toward the staircase amidst the eyes of everyone present. She dragged me over to a long table near the back of the second floor. After pushing on my shoulders to make me sit down, she adjusted her cloak and dress before sitting beside me.

      “What’s bothering you, exactly?” asked Kari.

      Perhaps it was my imagination, but Kari seemed a little too enthusiastic about listening to my woes. Not that I was going to complain. I was touched. Really.

      I released a deep gust of air. “My friend’s father recently suggested that she and I get married.”

      “WHAT?!” Kari shouted as she stood up and slammed her hands onto the table. I gawked at the girl, whose face had gone red as her eyes widened in shock. She seemed to realize she’d lost her composure. Coughing into her hand, she sat back down, tried to recompose herself, and, in a much softer voice, said, “I mean, I had no idea there was even someone you were thinking of marrying.”

      “There’s not,” I stated in a flat voice. “The girl’s father was the one who made the suggestion, not me.”

      “Oh… right.” Kari’s pretty face turned a light shade of pink. “So, you don’t want to marry this girl?”

      Shaking my head, I used the single second that action took to compose my thoughts before speaking. “It’s not that I don’t find her appealing, or that I wouldn’t marry her. I think… if my circumstances had been different, I probably would have accepted the offer. She’s a great person, attractive, and I really admire and respect her… but I can’t marry her.”

      “Why not?” asked Kari, biting her lip and clutching her dress.

      “Because I’m in love with someone else.” I wondered if it was a bad idea for me to stare at her, but when I confessed this secret, my eyes were unwavering as I gazed into Kari’s. Her own eyes were quite wide.

      “O-oh…”

      “Yeah.” I gave her a mirthless, self-deprecating smile. “My friend is currently going through a hard time. Someone is trying to force her family into marrying her off as the Second Wife to the heir of their family. I think her father suggested this because he knew she liked me, and if we were to become engaged, he could safely stop them from pressuring him into marrying her off without insulting anybody. But I can’t do that. If she and I were to marry, it would just be trading one loveless marriage for another.”

      I grew silent as I thought about what would happen if Fay and I got married. It would be no better than if she married Grant Leucht. The idea of letting Fay marry a person who didn’t share the same feelings for her repulsed me, perhaps even more so because the person I was thinking about when I envisioned this was me. I just… couldn’t do that to her.

      “Do you… really not love your friend?” asked Kari.

      After giving Kari a frown, I opened my mouth to tell her that of course I didn’t love Fay, but just before the words passed my lips, I stopped. Slowly closing my mouth, I questioned my own feelings. Kari watched me silently, a somewhat forlorn smile on her face.

      “Even if I did have feelings for her, I still couldn’t be with her.” I spoke slowly, thinking carefully about each word before saying them. This was important. “The fact is that no matter what I feel for her, there is someone out there who I love far more.” I was staring at Kari again. “I love this girl more than life itself. My life is not complete without her in it, so even if I do feel something, I can’t possibly reciprocate my friend’s feelings.”

      Kari was staring at me with an expression of dawning comprehension. I was speaking pretty heavily now, and I hadn’t removed my gaze from her at all, so I’m pretty sure she finally realized exactly who it was that I loved.

      Turning her head toward the table, Kari remained silent for a moment, her cheeks glowing like a Spiritual Fire Technique. I wanted to turn away, but I didn’t. Even though I was frightened by her reaction, by what she might say, I continued to gaze at Kari without letting my eyes wander.

      “This girl you love so much… what is she like?” Kari asked.

      “She’s a breathtakingly beautiful girl with blonde hair that’s like threads of gold and the purest blue eyes I’ve ever seen,” I began, humoring her. “No matter what she wears, whether it’s a cloak covering her whole body or a glittering gown made of woven gold, she never fails to leave me breathless.” Kari looked like she wanted to hide in her shirt. I kept talking. “She’s fascinated with adventure books and wants to travel the world, exploring ruins and seeking out new things. However, her family is very strict and won’t let her leave Nevaria. I love talking about stories and adventures with her. Also…” I hesitated. “She’s very strong. She’s stronger than anyone I know.”

      I was laying it on pretty thick, I knew that. However, I couldn’t keep these feelings contained now that I was talking. I’d been doing that for over ninety-six days now. One and a half months of keeping my mouth shut was painful, and now that we had reached this point, I couldn’t contain them for another second.

      “I… I don’t think this girl you like is all that strong,” Kari mumbled, her ears burning. “If she was, then she would have escaped from her family to go on adventures a long time ago.”

      “That isn’t true.” In an act of boldness, I reached out and placed my hand over the delicate, pale hand resting on the table. Kari jumped in shock, but she didn’t jerk her hand away. “She is very strong, so much stronger than she gives herself credit for. She hasn’t realized her own strength yet, but one day she will, and when that day comes, I plan on going with her to explore ruins and seek adventure.”

      “E-Eryk…” Kari’s eyes were glowing as she looked into mine. I’d often described her eyes as gemlike, and that was because whenever she felt strong emotions, her eyes would become vibrant and sparkle just like the purest sapphire gems.

      “I’m not… going to ask you to return my feelings,” I said after I caught myself becoming captivated. I looked away because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to keep talking. “I just wanted you to know how I felt.”

      Kari looked at my face, then down at my hand, which was still covering hers. One second passed. Then she raised her other hand and put it over my own.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about me not returning your feelings,” she admitted in a shy voice, like speaking those lines embarrassed her.

      A strong warmth grew within my chest. It appeared near my heart and spread to the rest of my body, quickly encompassing me in a sensation I hadn’t felt in decades. At the same time, along with this indescribable happiness was a feeling of guilt. It gnawed at me from the inside. However, there was nothing I could do about that. I suppose this was just something I would have to live with.

      As Kari looked back at me, a tentative smile appearing on her face, I smiled back—and then I noticed several people hiding near the staircase.

      “Do you people have nothing better to do?!” I snapped, causing Kari to turn around and look at the people spying on us. The moment she saw them, a squeak emitted from her mouth as she yanked her hands from mine. Unfortunately, she pulled too hard, which caused her to fall off the bench and onto the floor. It all happened so fast I didn’t even have time to catch her.

      Thunk!

      “Owch!”

      I glanced down at Kari as she held the back of her head and released several piteous moans, lying on her back, her dress creased around her stomach and revealing her string panties. From this position, I could see the way her panties pressed against the soft lips of her pussy. I looked away out of respect. She hadn’t given me permission to look.
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The people spying on us quickly scattered. I heard their footsteps as they rushed down the stairs. At that moment, Kari leapt to her feet. Her face was so red I was surprised it hadn’t burst into flames.

      “I-I’m going to go now!” Before I could say another word, she rushed toward the stairs. However, just before she was about to leave, she paused to turn back and smile at me. “I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      With those parting words, she ran down the stairs. I stared at the spot where she left. I wondered if the expression on my face looked as confused as I felt.

      That conversation… turned out well, right?
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        * * *

      

      Stelys stared at the door that led to his daughter’s bedroom. He wore a heavy frown as he tried to figure out what he should do. Knocking didn’t work. He’d already tried that and received no response. Did that mean he should break the door down?

      “Fay?” he asked. “Are you in there?”

      … There was no response. Of course there wasn’t. He’d already called out to her and gotten a similar nonresponse several times.

      He growled under his breath. “Fay, if you do not answer this door, I swear on our ancestors’ graves that I will break this door down.”

      Nothing happened at first, and just when it looked like he would have to go through with his threat, the sound of feet thudding against carpet echoed from the other side. A soft clicking sound let him know the door was unlocked. It pulled back seconds later, revealing his daughter.

      Fay had seen better days. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her nose looked a little raw from rubbing it too much, her red hair was in disarray, and it looked like she hadn’t changed out of her nightgown since she put it on last night. She’d been in her room ever since they returned home the other day. She hadn’t even come down for dinner last night, breakfast, or lunch.

      “Have you been lying in bed all day?” Stelys asked.

      “Maybe.” Fay shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      Stelys rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that. Look, I’m sorry I opened my big mouth, but you shouldn’t let something like this get you so worked up. If you allow yourself to get depressed because Eryk rejected you once, how are you ever going to win his affection?”

      “What do you mean win his affection?” asked Fay. “Didn’t you hear him? He said he is in love with someone else. Whoever this girl is, she must obviously be extraordinary. Otherwise he wouldn’t love her. I’ve spent over a month with him, and I know how dedicated he is. There’s no way I could ever replace this person in his heart.”

      “Who said you had to replace her?” asked Stelys, shrugging. “No one ever said anything about you replacing this girl he’s so fond of.  Besides, are you really okay just letting him go like this? If you are, then that’s fine. However, if he means so little to you that you aren’t even willing to fight for him, then you shouldn’t be sulking around in your room all day.”

      Fay’s lips had turned downward. Stelys felt his heart ache just a bit. That frown of hers was so much like her mother’s that he couldn’t help but feel some pain in his chest. This task, talking to Fay while she was depressed over a boy, should have been Stella’s.

      “Anyway…” He scratched his head, feeling awkward. “That’s all I came here to say. Dinner will be ready soon, so I expect you to freshen up and come down to eat with everyone. With the successful auctioning of the A-Rank Spiritual Technique and the alchemy pills, it’s been decided that the whole family is going to celebrate.”

      Stelys wished he could say something else, something more profound that could help his daughter out of her funk. That was what a parent should have done. But he had never claimed to be the best of parents. He didn’t know what to say during moments like this. Outside of business, the only thing he knew how to do was swing an ax.

      “… I’ll be down in a little bit,” Fay said in a soft voice.

      Not quite sure what else he should say, or if he needed to say anything more, Stelys nodded and turned around. He walked toward the staircase. He paused only for a second to look back at Fay, who was still standing in the doorway of her bedroom. That destitute expression on her face was something he’d seen a lot more recently, but it had never torn at his heart as much as it did now. He turned around again and walked down the stairs.

      Do you think I gave her good advice, Stella?
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            I’m Not Giving Up

          

        

      

    

    
      My arms were sore when I regained consciousness. I didn’t understand why at first, but when I tried to move them and heard a rattle, I realized they were being suspended above my head by something. Hrm. Now that I was cognizant, I also felt a dull yet stinging throb in my wrists. It felt like they were being rubbed raw.

      Opening my eyes, I swept my gaze around the area before me, studying the dark space I’d found myself in. It looked like I was inside of a room. The walls were made of some kind of mud-like material I’d never seen before. It was tan and had cracks spreading along the surface, which really made me wonder how sturdy it was. However, it was also surprisingly cool to the touch.

      There was not much of anything inside of this room aside from myself. I glanced up to look at what was keeping my arms raised above my head. Chains. My wrists were cuffed to a pair of bracers that were attached to two chains that jutted from the wall. I pulled on the chains for a moment, but they were quite durable. I wouldn’t be getting out of this unless I channeled the lightning element through them. However, my Spiritual Power was feeling sluggish at the moment.

      Sighing as I was forced to let my arms dangle painfully above my head, I tried to figure out how I ended up in this situation. I remembered stopping by an oasis, resupplying our water, and then snake people attacked us—no, wait. Before that, I had been bitten by a snake! I think the snake might have also been poisonous. After that… after that… huh? I couldn’t recall what happened after that, but I suppose I must have blacked out. The fact that I had woken up here meant I’d probably been captured by those Lamia.

      How was I still alive? No, perhaps the better question would have been: why was I still alive?

      While a frown worked itself onto my face, a strange breeziness came over me. I hadn’t noticed it before. However, now that I had, I realized it felt really drafty. Looking down made me discover why I felt this way.

      I was naked. There wasn’t a single stitch of clothing on me.

      Just as I was wondering what happened to my clothes, a strange sound caused me to perk up. It sounded like shifting sand. This sound was different from what I was used to, though. The thudding of feet that normally accompanied this sound wasn’t present. Instead, it sounded like something was being dragged across the sand.

      A curtain off to the side flapped open. Sunlight streamed in through the room. It was blazing hot, but the sun was soon blocked as something large entered.

      It was a Lamia, one of those snake-people that Zane had told me about. This one had the same dark hair and dark tan skin as the others. Her hair was long, reaching all the way down to her butt. Unlike the others, she wore golden jewelry on her forehead. The headpiece was something I’d never seen before. It looked like a circlet with a snake in the center.

      While the woman’s golden eyes were stunning and her elegant face was captivating, I think I was more focused on her body. She was completely bereft of clothes. Her naked body was like a work of art, all sinuous curves and powerful muscles. Her breasts swayed and jiggled as she slithered into the room. They were large and enticing, capped with dark nipples and a lighter brown aerola. Her tight stomach had well-defined muscles as she moved her hips in a languid and sensual sashay that drew my eyes toward it. I blinked when I studied how her hips shifted into a snake lower half. Just below where her vagina was located, her body shifted into plated scales reminiscent of armor, while the sides of her hips had smaller yellow scales. I couldn’t see her backside, but it looked like she had a human butt before the scales melded with her skin right below her ass cheeks. Since she wasn’t wearing any undergarments, her hairless mound was also on full display.

      “This Queen is excited to see that you are finally awake,” the woman said in a soft but cold voice. “Several days have passed since my people brought you to me.” Her eyes narrowed. “She had been wondering if you would wake up at all.”

      “Did you… save me?” I asked.

      “Save you?” The woman cocked her head to the side. She seemed to be pondering my question. After a moment, her lips twitched into a faint smile. “Yes, this queen supposes you could say she saved you. Her people brought you to her.”

      There was something about the way she spoke that caused me to narrow my eyes. Her mannerisms seemed polite enough, but I could sense a cold humor in her tone and mannerisms. There was also the fact that I was still chained up.

      “Then I don’t suppose you could undo these chains?” I requested, jangling the chains for emphasis.

      “This queen is afraid she cannot,” the snake woman said. “It is most unfortunate for you, but the reason this queen’s people decided to take you with us is because of your strong Spiritual Power. This queen lost a child several years ago, you see, and so she needs to have another one who can eventually become the new ruler of her people.” She placed a hand on her stomach. “This queen plans on draining you of your Spiritual Power to help this child grow strong.”

      Her words stunned me, literally shocking me like I’d been zapped by my own lightning technique. My power was going to be drained and used as nourishment? How did that even work? Was that even possible? Moreover, the idea of my Spiritual Power being drained sent a chill down my spine. I didn’t know anything about this ritual of theirs, but I was sure it would kill me.

      “You will remain here until it is time for this queen to enact the ritual. Someone will come to feed you later.” The snake woman gazed at me for several seconds longer, and then slithered back toward the entrance. She paused at the doorway. “This queen’s name is Medusa. You and this queen will only know each other for a short time, but since you’re being used to nourish her child, this queen believes you at least have the right to know her name.”

      The woman left soon after saying those haunting words, which all but spelled my doom. I knew I couldn’t remain here. However, I also didn’t have the strength to resist yet. My body and Spiritual Power still felt sluggish. If I wanted to have a chance of breaking out and escaping, I needed to regain my strength and bide my time until an opportunity presented itself.

      Shutting my eyes, I began slowly circulating my Spiritual Power, trying my best to flush the poison still inside of my body.
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        * * *

      

      Stelys sat in the meeting hall, which was marked by numerous large columns that supported a vaulted ceiling. His chair was located on a slightly elevated platform. Meanwhile, the chairs belonging to the elders of his clan were all situated below him. There were six chairs in total, three on each side of a walkway marked by red carpet, and all of them except one was occupied by an old man in his late sixties. The only one not occupied by a man had a woman with gray hair and dark eyes sitting in it.

      The chair at his side was empty.

      “Are we sure this is a good idea?” asked Om, who sat on the chair closest to Stelys’s seat. “While the auction certainly helped us a little, it did not give us nearly enough money to put us back on our feet, and now you want us to work with the Alchemist Association? They may have been a prominent group at one point in the past, but that prestige has long since passed. Their glory days are gone. Now they are barely hanging on. If we work with them, I fear they will simply drag us down into their quagmire.”

      At least two of the old men murmured their agreement, but the remaining three elders kept silent. Dag and Igmar were the two who had agreed with Om. Garth, Hagen, and Sindri were the ones who said nothing. Of course, saying nothing did not mean they were on Stelys’s side either. They were simply smart enough to hear what he had to say first.

      “I understand why you would believe that partnering with the Alchemist Association is a bad idea. Indeed, what you said about their glory days being gone is true,” Stelys acknowledged.

      “Then—”

      “However—” Stelys raised a hand to block the man from speaking “—I’m also sure that all of you are aware of the new alchemy pills they have created. We all saw the effects of those pills before auctioning them off. They have the power to change the entire market when it comes to healing medicine and even Spiritual Healing Techniques. Those pills were made by the Alchemist Association. If we can partner with them now and begin selling them before anyone else, our profits will surely rise along with theirs.”

      “That… may be so,” Om allowed, though his expression remained stubborn. “However, I do not believe it will be as easy as you seem to think. Marketing a brand new product is incredibly difficult, especially when that product is an alchemy pill.”

      “Maybe it won’t be easy right away, but I have confidence that once everybody begins to realize how effective these pills are, many people will be flocking to buy them,” Stelys said, infusing as much confidence into his voice as he could.

      “You bring up a valid point,” Garth said, at last agreeing with Stelys.

      Hagen nodded. “This might be a big risk right now. However, the bigger the risk such an endeavor is, the greater the rewards that will follow when it succeeds.”

      “I have to admit that the idea of introducing a new product to the market does sound intriguing.” Sindri also seemed to finally be coming around. She even had a small smile on her slightly wrinkled face. “I would like to aid in this endeavor.”

      Stelys didn’t sigh in relief, but he wished he could. While it wasn’t necessary to get the elders behind him in order to implement his plans, it made everything a lot easier, especially since these old geezers tended to cause a ruckus when he did something they disapproved of. He always shut them down; however, it was better to have their agreement right from the beginning.

      Just before he could adjourn their meeting, however, Om spoke up again.

      “Even if this succeeds, it will still be a long while before we see a significant increase in our funds.” He smiled at everyone there. “At the moment, what we need is a fast method of earning valis. There is one such method…”

      “I know what you are going to say, and I refuse.” Stelys gave Om a stern glare. “I will not sell my daughter off to the Leucht Family. They may be one of the most powerful and affluent families in Nevaria, but I’ve heard many rumors about them, none of which are good. I refuse to let a family of questionable reputation have my only daughter.”

      Fay was his precious child, the only link he had left to her mother. While he might not have been the best father to her, he still loved her more than anything else in this world. He refused to hand her over to anyone he did not implicitly trust to have her best interests at heart.

      What’s more, it was clear that his daughter was in love with Eryk Veiger, the young man who had first approached him about partnering with the Alchemist Association and selling alchemy pills. Stelys might not be a great parent, but he did have an eye for talent. That boy was an incredibly talented individual. He would go places.

      If Stelys was going to let his daughter marry anyone, it would be Eryk.

      For a moment, Om looked like he wanted to say something. When the Leucht Family had come to them with the marriage proposal, this man had been the first one to jump on board with the idea.

      The elders had all been in agreement of following through with it at the time, but now that they had another method of saving themselves, it was unlikely they would allow her to be married off. He must have realized this too. His gaze swept around the room, even going to his two compatriots who almost always sided with him. They both looked away.

      Om closed his mouth. Finally…

      “If that is how you feel, there is little I can do but agree,” he said at last. “I hope you do not come to regret this decision.”

      Stelys frowned at what sounded like a threat, but he let it pass. This old man was always crotchety. However, he did think about what was best for the clan.

      “In that case, I believe this meeting can be adjourned. I will send someone to the Alchemist Association to inform them of our decision.”

      All the elders nodded in agreement. Stelys watched as they rose from their seats, and then he looked at the empty seat on his right. He sighed at how lonely it appeared without someone there to fill it.
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        * * *

      

      Five days had passed since the auction. With the increase in funds that I had acquired from the auction of my A-Rank Spiritual Fire Technique: Five Finger Flame Whip, I had enough money to buy a lot more ingredients for my alchemy pills. Of course, given that I was now working alongside the Alchemist Association, there wasn’t any need for me to do so.

      Instead, I used some of the money to buy clothes. Most of what I bought were merely nice shirts made out of silk from the Giant Silkworm Demon Beast. I also bought several pants, a few jackets, socks, and the proper type of soap that was necessary to clean these expensive clothing. Given that all of it cost me about 30,000 valis, I had no desire to ruin my clothes by washing them using standard methods.

      I hadn’t seen Fay at all since that day at the Auction House.

      At the moment, I was currently helping Feinrea teach her alchemists how to refine the pills they were going to sell. She and I were in the Refining Hall, the large room where all members of the Alchemist Association could refine their pills. The two of us walked between tables that were neatly lined in rows of five. We would observe the work being done by the alchemists we passed, making sure they were doing everything properly and correcting them if they weren’t. Fortunately, Feinrea had used the knowledge I’d given her wisely and taught everyone else while I was training. Few mistakes were made.

      The pouch I was wearing swung around my neck as I walked. It wasn’t heavy since there was only one item inside. I ignored it as I looked at the alchemists going through their work.

      “Be careful when crushing the monster core,” I said to the young man with orange-tinted red hair as I walked past. It was Feinrea’s brother. He seemed to possess some skill with Alchemy, but his pestle was shaking a bit, causing some fragments to fall onto the table.

      The young man looked up at me, startled, but then he looked at the table and blushed. He nodded at me and muttered a quick “thanks” before getting back to work. He was much more careful after that.

      After making our rounds, Feinrea and I met up near the front of the Refining Hall. I expected my business partner to be wearing a satisfied expression. That was why I felt surprised when, instead of smiling, she was wearing a small frown.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      Feinrea looked startled, but then she shook her head and smiled. “Maybe… I’ve been thinking about something as I walked between the tables and watched everyone refine pills.”

      “And what were you thinking about?” I asked.

      “That we will probably need more alchemists.” Seeing my confused expression, Feinrea shrugged and educated me on a small issue I hadn’t thought about. “These are all the alchemists we currently have. Just these fifteen people. It takes them about fifteen minutes to refine one pill. That is about two or three pills every hour and seventy-two pills every day if I have them work all day without rest. That would only amount to about 1,080 pills a day. If we wish to sell alchemy pills in bulk, we’ll need to train more alchemists.”

      I could see what she was getting at, and I slowly nodded as I realized she was right. The Alchemist Association would eventually need more people. That said…

      “It should be fine for now, right?” I looked back at the alchemists who were diligently working. “At the moment, we have only just begun trickling pills into the market. Thanks to the Valstine Family owning several stalls, we’ve been able to reach several consumers in a couple of different locations. This includes the Noble District. So far, our sales have only just begun showing results. Once more people are aware of the alchemy pills and their benefits, more people will begin to respect alchemy. At that time, it shouldn’t be too hard to find eager young men and women willing to join the Alchemist Association.”

      “I suppose you are right,” Feinrea conceded. “Perhaps I am overthinking this.”

      Over to our left, an older man with no hair, a shiny scalp, and thin fingers was adding monster core powder into a beaker of glowing purple liquid. I nodded as I observed him. While the monster core hadn’t been completely crushed and there were a few larger chunks leftover, it was still satisfactory for now. That man, and everyone else, would hopefully continue to improve with practice.

      “Since it looks like everything is working out here, I’ll be heading out,” I said to Feinrea. “Send a message to the library north of the Imperial Royal Palace if there’s any trouble. That’s where I work.”

      “You work at a library?” Feinrea looked flabbergasted, and then she sighed and waved her hand. “No. Never mind. Should something come up that requires your attention, I will of course inform you about it.”

      “Thank you.”

      I left the Refining Hall after saying goodbye, the ends of my shirt and vest swishing around my knees as I walked, and soon I left the Alchemist Association completely.

      The library was closed for today. Ms. Nadine had said something about renovations being needed, so I had a good deal of free time. My first stop had been to visit the Alchemist Association, but I had a few other stops to make as well.

      My next stop was the blacksmith who I had paid to make the metal cylinders for my weighted clothes. When I entered the smithy, it was to find the man doing what he always did, pounding away at a hunk of molten metal. I waited for him to finish. Wandering over to the weapons and armor hanging from the walls, I studied the quality of each item. They weren’t the best. However, they weren’t the worst I’d seen either.

      The Dweorgs would kick his ass in blacksmithing, though.

      “Back again, brat? I hope you’re not here to give me another job that requires no effort on my part,” a gruff voice spoke up, causing me to turn around. The man had finished working and was walking toward me.

      “This time the job I have for you will require a lot more skill.” I spread my arms out as though to reassure him. “I need you to make me a weapon. However, this weapon is a little… unique. It will require a good deal of talent to make.”

      “That so?” Stopping in front of me, the man swung his hammer around a bit, and then rested it on his shoulder. A gleam entered his eyes. “Tell me more about this weapon.”

      Nodding, I reached into the pouch at my side and pulled out a goatskin scroll. I gestured for the man to follow me as I walked over to his table and unfurled the scroll on top. He looked a little disgruntled at me, but I merely gestured for him to come over again. When he looked at the scroll from over my shoulder, his eyes widened.

      “This is…”

      “I call it the Dragon’s Tail Ruler,” I said.

      The scroll contained the schematics for a weapon that I had acquired a few years after arriving in Midgard in my previous life. It was a large weapon. From hilt to tip, it reached a length of about two meters. The width measured at thirty centimeters. It looked like it was segmented. Several sections had lines running through it showing where the blade segments could detach from each other. There were eleven places in total. Its last and most prominent feature was the long handle that added another .5 meters to its length and the wide crossguard.

      Of course, the schematics for this weapon were very basic. The one I had used was far more complex, but I didn’t think anyone on this plain could build the true Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      “It looks like a giant slab of metal,” the blacksmith muttered.

      “It might seem like that at first glance.” I curled my lips in amusement. “However, I want you to look at this. You see these sections here? Each of these sections is segmented and are meant to come apart. What you’ll need to do is create a locking mechanism inside of a hollowed point at these sections so they can unlock and be detached at will.”

      The man scratched his head. “And how exactly are you gonna unlock them if they’re on the inside?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said as if it was inconsequential. “I just need you to make sure they’re strong enough that they won’t unlock unless I do it manually.”

      “Well… I suppose I could.” The man looked at me with some consternation and sighed. He gave me an evil eye as if I’d done him a great disservice. “You know, when I said I wanted you to give me something that was challenging, I didn’t quite mean something like this.”

      “Consider this a compliment to your skills.” I smiled at him. “I am coming to you with this project because I am confident you can make it.”

      The blacksmith’s response was to sigh again.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived home after traveling to the blacksmith. Walking into my room, I glanced at the bed, where the snake lazed around like a freeloader. Because it was over six meters and my bed was barely two meters, a good portion of its body hung over the side. The snake lifted its head and stared at me as I entered. It hissed out a greeting before laying its head back onto my pillow.

      Walking over to it, I sat on the bed and began rubbing the creature’s head. It was hard to tell if the snake liked this treatment. The snake couldn’t really make any facial expressions—at least, it couldn’t make any that I recognized. But as I ran my hand over its scaly head, the tip of its tailed thumped against the floor several times.

      “I’m about to head out for some training,” I informed the snake. “Do you want to come with me?”

      The snake looked up from the bed again, studying me for a moment, and then slowly bobbed its head up and down once. I smiled and stood up from the bed. I grabbed my weighted clothes and the bag of Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills. Meanwhile, the snake slithered off the bed and wound around my body before climbing onto my shoulders. Because it was so freaking long, it had to curl itself across me, lest its tail drag along the ground.

      Most of the people ignored me as I made my way to the training ground. I’m pretty sure they had gotten used to seeing the weird feminine boy with green hair and a snake wrapped around his body like a tourniquet. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Speaking of, the snake was resting its head on top of mine. I could feel its tongue occasionally flick against my hair.

      I took a carriage that brought me close to the west gate. As I left Nevaria and began traveling past trees and boulders, walking along the dirt, I glanced at my hand. The strange black markings covering my ring finger hadn’t gone away. The rose-like patterns were the same as always. I normally forgot about them, but the snake’s presence right now made me remember.

      “Hey,” I said, raising my hand to the snake’s eyes. “What exactly is this thing you gave me?”

      The snake hissed and flicked its tongue against my hand, but it didn’t actually answer me—not that I was expecting it to. Smart as this thing seemed to be, it still wasn’t capable of human speech.

      I arrived in the clearing that I’d been using as a training ground. I paused, however, when I saw a figure standing in the middle of the clearing. Her fiery red hair was tied with a leather band near the base of her neck. She wore black pants that were covered in pockets, a vest that had similar pockets all over it, and vambraces that were likewise covered in more pockets. Her clothes were basically identical to mine.

      After the shock coursed through me, I resumed my walk. The figure turned around. Her red hair whipped over her shoulder as she moved.

      “Eryk,” she greeted me in a soft voice.

      “Fay…” I wasn’t sure what to say. If she was here, then I believed I could assume her purpose was to resume training. She had her weighted clothes on and everything. At the same time, our last meeting replayed in my mind, causing me to look away in guilt.

      “Why are you looking away from me?” asked Fay, placing her hands on her hips. “Aren’t we going to train?”

      I glanced back at her to find a soft smile on her face. It wasn’t quite as large as her normal smiles, but the fact that she could smile at all was a good sign. Then again, Fay was strong. I doubt the rejection of some man she’d only known for ninety days would be enough to really get her down.

      “You’re right,” I said. “We are here to train.”

      “Then let’s begin.” Fay’s smile became a bit bigger.

      The snake slithered off my shoulders and curled up on one of the boulders, soaking up the heat like a lazy cat. With my body free, I was able to begin training. I placed my hand against my clothing, closed my eyes, and channeled my Spiritual Power into the runes of those metal cylinders inside of my clothes. My outfit instantly became heavier. I continued increasing the weight, until it was hard for me to move, and then stopped.

      Fay had done the same thing.

      “Let’s go.” Fay turned around and took off running.

      As we ran, I noticed that Fay seemed to gain a bit more spirit. Perhaps working up a sweat helped her. There were plenty of people who became happier after exercising. I wasn’t sure why this was the case, but I also couldn’t deny what I’d seen. Even I often felt better after working up a good sweat.

      Like always, after our obstacle course and strength training exercises, the two of us took a Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill, sat cross-legged on the ground, and began doing exercises to control and expand our Spiritual Power.

      By now, my control over my Spiritual Power was pretty much perfect. If nothing else, I knew it wasn’t going to get any better. I’d reached what could have been considered the peak of my control. That meant it would soon be time for me to begin the next phase of my spiritual exercises, which would involve making my reserves bigger and trying to reach the Second State of Spiritualism.

      “After you rejected me, I thought a lot about what I wanted to do,” Fay said after several minutes of absolute silence.

      I almost flinched, but I think I did an admirable job of hiding it.

      “A part of me wondered whether or not I should continue training with you,” she continued, heedless of my increasing sense of guilt. It felt like a lead ball had been dropped onto my stomach. “I kept wondering if it was even worth it. I kept thinking that if I saw you again, it would just hurt me even more.”

      “I understand,” I said in a soft voice. I took a deep breath. “Have you come to a decision? On what you want to do, I mean.”

      Fay opened her eyes and glanced at me. Her narrowed green eyes held a seductive quality that Kari didn’t have. What made it more powerful was that I didn’t think she was aware of her own seductiveness.

      “I have,” she said quietly, staring into my eyes with a determined glimmer. “I’m not going to give up. I understand that you are in love with someone else… but I have also come to realize that I...” She paused, blushed, and looked away. “Ahem. I realized that I am in love with you. That is why, even if you love someone else, I won’t give up. I’ll convince you to fall in love with me.”

      It was impossible for me not to admire this girl’s determination. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, her words also made my chest feel both warm and tight.

      “Well…” I drew out the word as I tried to think of what I could say. “I can’t really stop you if you’ve decided not to give up…” I paused long enough to grimace. “That said, I really do think you should. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but Fay smiled when I spoke. Something seemed to have made her pleased. She uncrossed her legs, placed her hands behind her, and used them as support as she leaned back. Her eyes never left mine.

      “The fact that you don’t want to hurt me proves that I still have a chance,” Fay said with quiet confidence. “You care about me.”

      “Of course I care about you.” I couldn’t concentrate on my exercises anymore, not that they were needed, so I stopped. The leaves and sticks balanced on my fingers fell to the ground. “You’re a good person, a good friend, and I admire your strong desire and determination to become stronger. But I only care about you as a friend.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that.” Fay smiled as if she knew something that I didn’t. It left a moment later as she bit her lip, took in a deep breath, and then regained her confident expression. “I’ve seen the occasional looks you give me. You may not say anything, but I can tell you are attracted to me.”

      “Well, yes,” I confessed. “I do find you attractive, but that’s my prerogative as a male. Finding someone attractive doesn’t necessarily equate to love. I’m sure Grant Leucht finds you attractive. I am also sure he doesn’t love you.”

      “He might not, but I don’t think your feelings are quite so shallow. You are nothing like Grant Leucht.”

      There was little I could say in defense of that. I looked away from Fay, whose eyes I could no longer stand to stare at, and gazed at the sky. A lot of thoughts went through my head in that moment. Since it had come down to this, I decided I should tell her some things about myself that may or may not convince her to give up.

      “You know… I’ve only ever loved two women before,” I said.

      “Two?” Fay questioned.

      I nodded. “One of them is the girl I’ve been in love with for many years now. She means everything to me. The other is… well, I don’t really know who the other woman is.”

      A confused frown worked itself onto Fay’s face. “How can you love someone if you don’t know who they are?”

      “It’s complicated.” I thought for a moment, rearranging the words in my mind before nodding. “A long time ago, when I was in a dark place, a woman whose name I never learned and whose face was always hidden by a cloak rescued me. She saved my life. I spent over a year with this woman. She taught me many things during that time, including how to refine some of those alchemy pills you’ve seen me make.”

      Fay’s eyes went wide, causing me to smile.

      The woman I was speaking of was someone I’d met after Kari was killed. At the time, my mind had been lost in darkness. I traveled the world, learning new Spiritual Techniques, killing people who got in my way, all for the sake of getting revenge against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plane. During this time, I had returned to Nevaria and recklessly attacked the Demon Beasts inhabiting it. I’d been nearly killed as a result. The woman I was telling Fay about saved my life, and then she saved my heart.

      “She didn’t teach me all of them, just a few. Some of the pills I learned to make from her are ones I haven’t made yet. However, the Spiritual Cleaning Pill is one of the pills she taught me how to refine.” As I spoke, my snake roommate slithered up to me and placed its head on my lap. I ran my hand over its head almost absently. “I never saw her face or body because of the cloak she always wore. However, thanks to her, both my life and my heart were saved. She helped me overcome one of the greatest hurdles I have ever faced. However…”

      “However?” Fay asked when I trailed off.

      I shook my head. “She died. Her body was incredibly weak. She was suffering from the same Spiritual Poisoning you had, only hers was far worse. It had reached such an advanced stage that nothing could be done to save her. The alchemy pills she refined could only extend her life by a bit. Even then, her body grew weaker and weaker, until it one day gave out.”

      “I’m sorry,” Fay softly apologized, her head tilted down in depression.

      I sighed as a heavy feeling pushed against my chest. “I do not know why you’re saying sorry, but there’s no need. I’m telling you this so you understand. There are only two people who’ve ever been able to make it inside of my heart, and while you may not believe it, I have known many women in my life. The chances of you being able to reach the same place as them is very slim.”

      “But it’s not a complete certainty, is it?” Fay asked, her expression turning just a tad sly as she leaned forward, retracting her hands from the ground and placing them on her knees. “There is still a chance.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her words. “Well, I guess there is. Still, I feel like your time would be better spent finding someone who can actually give you the love and attention you deserve.”

      “Your advice has been duly noted and subsequently ignored.”

      When I heard those words, all I could do was shake my head. I didn’t think she had a chance of reaching my heart. If Kari wasn’t alive, then maybe (and that was a very big maybe), but that was just it. Kari was alive, and I intended to protect her this time around. I would not let her die.

      “By the way…” Fay began in a voice that contained a hint of uncertainty. “Is it just me, or does your snake look agitated?”

      I glanced down at the snake resting its head on my lap, only to frown when I saw that it was hissing at Fay for reasons I couldn’t begin to fathom. It did seem kind of angry. That said, no matter how much I tried, I just couldn’t understand this snake all that well.

      “It gets like that sometimes,” I muttered. “Pay it no mind.”

      “Uh-huh… well, if you’re sure.”

      “I am.”

      As I spoke with an absolute certainty that I didn’t truly feel, the snake gave me an aggrieved look like I had said something insulting.

      I’ll never understand reptiles.
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      I spent two days inside of that building, quietly regaining my strength. My arms were sore because they had kept me locked up this whole time. The cuffs wrapping around my wrists were also rubbing my skin raw, though I did my best to ignore the pain and focused on circulating my Spiritual Power through my body.

      Several Lamia would come by on occasion and deliver food and water to me. I was pretty sure both the food and the water were poisoned. Every time I ate or drank, my body would begin to feel sluggish and my mind hazy. To counter the effects, I would channel the lightning and water elements through my body. Water had healing properties and lightning could be used to neutralize the effects of poison, though it wasn’t anywhere near as effective as fire.

      I was pretty confident that I could break out of the chains any time I wanted now, but I needed to wait for an opportunity to escape. If I were to just shatter these chains and leave, the next time someone came in, they would discover me missing and sound the alarm.

      There were several other problems that kept me from outright breaking free. The first was that I didn’t know how many Lamia there were. If this was a large community with thousands or, heavens forbid, tens of thousands of Lamia, then escaping from this place would be incredibly difficult if not impossible. That said, I knew that I would eventually have no choice but to act.

      That time came on the third day I’d woken up. A snake-man entered the room, which was different. All the people who had brought me water and food before were women. I believed Medusa had made women attend to me because she thought it would make me lower my guard. After all, it was very hard for a man to focus on escaping or attacking when there was a beautiful and naked woman involved.

      It wouldn’t have mattered to me, but she didn’t know that.

      “It’s time.” The male Lamia’s eyes gleamed as he slithered over to me. He had a khopesh strapped to his waist. “The ritual has been prepared. I hope you are ready to give your life for the sake of My Queen’s child. You should feel quite honored. Your life will ensure that My Queen’s second child will grow up strong.”

      “Oh, I am honored,” I said as the male Lamia began undoing the chains from the wall. I guess it was too much to ask that he just undo the chains around my wrists. “So honored, in fact, that I don’t plan on sticking around to become snake food for an unborn child.”

      The snake-man hissed at my words, but it was more like a surprised or confused hiss. He didn’t seem to understand what I meant. That was okay. I had no intention of letting him figure it out.

      Lightning flowed through my hands as I channeled my Spiritual Power into the chains. An electric

      rush spread through my body. Arcs of pale blue electricity surged up the chains, striking the Lamia’s hands and shocking him. The snake-man let out a surprised hiss as steam rose from his hands. He jerked his hands back, slithering away as though stumbling.

      I released my aura of Spiritual Power, which covered my body in swirling motes and arcs of lightning, and used the strength it gave me to shatter the chains binding me to the wall. After which, I shoved myself off the ground and launched myself at the snake-man.

      Credit had to be given where it was due. This man was quick to respond. He unsheathed his khopesh and swung it at me, but his movements were jerky and twitchy, the results of remnant electricity from my last attack scrambling his nerves.

      I ducked underneath his swing and threw out my left hand, causing the half-a-meter-long chain still attached to my wrist to wrap around the khopesh. It encircled the blade. I tugged, yanking the sword out of the Lamia’s grip. As the blade soared through the air, I took two steps forward, moving into the Lamia’s guard.

      He tried to swing his tail at me. A loud whooshing sound echoed all around us as his powerful tail rushed toward my head, but it couldn’t reach me. I was already too close. With a grunt, I exerted the strength in my left arm, swinging it around as I channeled lightning through the chain once more. My attack struck the Lamia in the face. Lightning skittered across his cheek as he spun around and crumpled to the floor. His body twitched several times, but he didn’t get up.

      “Is he alive or dead?” I wondered.

      I went over and pressed a hand to the Lamia’s neck. He had a pulse. I wondered what I should do for a moment. Kill him? Shaking my head, I decided not to. If he had died from that last attack I dealt him, I’d have shed no tears over his death, but I wasn’t such a cruel person that I’d kill someone when they couldn’t fight back.

      Breaking the chains off my arms, I wrapped them around the Lamia, tying up his hands and tail. I even went a step further and used lightning to melt the ends of the broken chains and merge them together. With luck, he would not be able to break free for a good while. Once I was sure he was tied up good, his body looking like a pretzel, I grabbed his khopesh and took a few practice swings.

      “This sword is a bit unorthodox…”

      The weight, the way it cut the air, all of it felt wrong. That said, I didn’t really have a whole lot of time to familiarize myself with this weapon. I couldn’t go outside empty-handed. These Lamia were too strong to deal with using just my fists.

      Nodding to myself, I went over to the curtain, pulled it back, and took a peek outside. There were numerous buildings around me. All of them were square shaped, had flat roofs, and looked like they were made of mudbricks. No one was around. I wondered why for a moment. Were they all at the ritual site maybe?

      I decided not to question my good fortune. While it was important to remain wary, it was also important not to look a gift Strut in the mouth.

      As I made my way past numerous buildings, I heard a loud commotion somewhere in the distance. The loud clanging of metal rang out. There were several angry roars. I recognized the sounds of combat, but what confused me was that it sounded like people were cheering. After debating for a moment, I changed directions and traveled toward the sound. Something told me I should see what was going on.

      My instincts turned out to be right. As I rounded a corner, I found a large group of Lamia gathered around something. The sound of steel clashing against steel was echoing from within that group. Someone was fighting.

      I climbed onto one of the buildings. There were several loose mudbricks that I could use as support, which made it easier to climb. When I got to the top, I looked down to see that the Lamia had made a circle in the center of their formation, and in the middle of that circle was…

      “Kari?” I whispered.

      The person in the center of the circle was indeed Kari. She had changed outfits since I last saw her. Her flat stomach was completely exposed. A leather chestplate kept her heart protected at least, but she didn’t have much else. The shoulder pads she wore also looked like a type of leather. A skirt wrapped around her hips and shook as she danced around several swift attacks, the sandals on her feet digging concentric circle patterns into the sand.

      She twirled her ranseur around as she moved, fighting against the woman I recognized as Queen Medusa. It looked like both of them had been fighting for some time. Their bodies were covered in lacerations and bruises. Kari’s left arm had turned a deep purple. Meanwhile, Queen Medusa’s torso had numerous burn marks on it, which I recognized as burns from the light element.

      The two of them had an intense Spiritual Aura surrounding their bodies. Kari’s body glowed with a bright, golden color that seemed almost divine. Meanwhile, Queen Medusa’s aura was a dark purple. It felt cold and venomous.

      “You have barged into this queen’s city, killed her people, and interrupted the ritual that will bless her child with strength!” Queen Medusa hissed, her golden eyes narrowed. “What’s more, you have attacked this queen’s belly, where her child is growing! This queen will punish you greatly for this offense! She hopes you are prepared to face torture that is far worse than death!”

      “The only one who’s going to be tortured here is you!” Kari snarled. “Where is Eryk?! Tell me now, or so help me, I’ll slice open that stomach of yours right now!”

      “You dare speak to me with such insolence?!” Queen Medusa looked enraged as she lunged at Kari. Her face was bright red.

      Kari was quick to move, dancing across the desert sand on nimble feet as she twirled her ranseur in intricate patterns. Light erupted from the tip. It transformed into a spear that was sent hurtling at Queen Medusa, who was forced to dodge the attack. However, just because she had dodged didn’t mean no damage was done. Several Lamia from the surrounding crowd were pierced as the light spear blasted a hole straight through them.

      Seeing her people die angered Queen Medusa, causing her eyes to bleed red as she roared and attacked Kari with renewed zeal. She swung the two khopesh in her hands. Left. Right. Diagonal. Up. Down. Across. Her swings cut through the air, causing it to release a piercing shriek. However, while several attacks came close to dealing real damage, only a few cuts managed to land, and all of them were deflected by Kari’s Spiritual Aura.

      As Kari backpedaled, Queen Medusa created several ethereal poison snakes, glowing purple creatures made from Spiritual Power. They launched themselves at Kari, but she wouldn’t be beaten. She danced across the ground, swung her ranseur, which glowed with a bright light that made her look divine, and sliced each snake into pieces.

      I judged the distance between myself and the group of Lamia. It was probably… I’d say about twelve meters or so. Nodding, I walked back to the edge of the building, turned around, and channeled Spiritual Power into my legs. I counted down to three, two, one. Then I burst forward, propelling myself across the building and leaping off.

      My body soared through the air, the wind whistling all around me. Circulating more Spiritual Power through my body, I channeled it all into the khopesh.

      I had aimed myself so I would land among the section of the Lamia circle furthest from me. None of them saw me until it was far too late. One of the Lamia looked up, her mouth open in surprise, and then I was swinging the khopesh in a wide arc with all my strength.

      Lightning exploded from the khopesh, which shattered as the Spiritual Power surging through it became too much. It didn’t matter now. A wide arc of lightning slammed into the ground, erupting in an explosion of pale blue light. The Lamia who were immediately below the attack when it struck were fried. Their bodies became steaming black corpses that twitched as arcs of pale blue energy skittered over them.

      It wasn’t just the Lamia in the immediate vicinity who were affected. The lightning spread out in a ripple that sent numerous snake people flying backward, killing some and paralyzing others. Quite a number of them flopped to the floor, their bodies twitching like a fish on dry land.

      “Eryk!” Kari shouted as she and Queen Medusa stopped their battle to look at me.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted back as my Spiritual Power surged and a Spiritual Aura that looked like a combination of lightning and water swirled around me. “There’s no point in sticking around here any longer!”

      “Right!” Kari laughed as she raised the ranseur over her head and shuffled along the ground, moving to a rhythm I couldn’t hear.

      “You… this queen will murder both of you!!” Queen Medusa shrieked.

      The woman raised her hands high above her head, and a massive ball of purple energy gathered above her. A strange scent filled the air. As I glanced at the ball of condensed Spiritual Power, I noticed how the air was hissing and sizzling as though it was being vaporized. Poison. The thought struck me. That ball of power was a massive poison attack that was so strong even the atmosphere was affected.

      With a loud shriek, Queen Medusa threw the giant sphere at Kari. By this point, Kari’s ranseur was glowing so brightly I couldn’t look at it directly. With a cry of her own, she swung her weapon down.

      No beam was created. No attack was launched. What happened instead was that Kari’s ranseur sliced right through the sphere of condensed Spiritual Power, cutting it in half. The two halves flew away from her, striking some of the Lamia who hadn’t moved out of the way in time. It seemed they weren’t immune to Queen Medusa’s poison either. The Lamia who were caught up in her attack screeched as their bodies melted from the acid-like poison. Even the ground began melting.

      Kari must have used a lot of power in that last attack of hers, for her breathing had grown heavy. Still, she rushed forward, her blade glowing again as she swung it at the shocked Queen Medusa, who tried to move back. The Lamia queen wasn’t fast enough. Blood sprayed from her shoulder as Kari sheared her arm right off. A shriek, this time of pain, erupted from Queen Medusa’s mouth.

      Rather than finishing her off, Kari decided that it was more important for us to escape. I agreed. There were still plenty of Lamia around who weren’t injured.

      “Come on!” she shouted at me as she raced past.

      The two of us ran into the desert, the shrieks of agony and anger echoing behind us. I wasn’t sure how long we ran for, but no one followed us. I guess ensuring their queen survived after having her arm cut off was more important. If nothing else, I had to respect their decision. They had their priorities straight.

      “Thanks for saving me,” I said after we’d run for some time.

      “Isn’t it only natural to save the man I love?” asked Kari with a smile.

      I laughed. “I suppose so.”

      “That said… do you mind if I ask something?” she continued.

      “Go ahead.” I gestured toward her.

      “Why are you naked?”

      I looked down at myself and suddenly realized that, yes, I was still naked. My dick was out for all to see, flopping around as I ran. Now that I remembered my own nakedness, I also realized that running without undergarments to hold my junk in place was really painful.

      “You know… I wish I knew the answer to that question myself,” I said as I looked back up at Kari.

      Kari’s response was to shake her head.
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        * * *

      

      The spear twirled in Kari’s hand as she backpedaled, dancing along the ground as the person before her thrust the sword in their hand forward, seeking to penetrate her defenses. The clang of metal striking metal echoed all around them. Each thrust of this person’s sword was a blur that could scarcely be followed by human eyes. Kari was able to follow them fine, however, having trained hard to be capable of tracking her opponent’s incredibly swift attacks, and she continued spinning and twirling her spear to knock the attacks away without a moment’s hesitation.

      It was early morning. She and her instructor were sparring in the courtyard of the Imperial Royal Palace. The crisp morning air burned her lungs as she continued to move, continued to defend.

      “You’ll never defeat me if all you do is defend yourself!” Her trainer’s harsh words echoed in her ears, but Kari couldn’t help that. This woman wasn’t allowing her any time to attack!

      The dance continued. The woman before her took a step forward and thrust out her sword again. Kari twitched as she moved her ranseur to intercept it. However, this time, she didn’t just try to defend. She placed the spear tip into a position so the sword slid between two of the trident-like tips, then moved it forward until her weapon rested against the sword’s crossguard. After which, she locked their weapons together and pulled.

      A loud grinding noise followed by a woosh sound like rushing wind echoed around the courtyard, preceding a low whistling as the sword flew through the air, spinning several times before clattering to the ground a few meters away. Kari stared at the sword in disbelief.

      “I did it,” she muttered, her excitement growing. “I did—oof!”

      The harsh blow to her chest sent Kari sprawling to the ground. She gasped and heaved several times as she raised a hand to her chest, massaging it as though that would somehow ease the pain.

      “You might have disarmed me, but that didn’t mean the battle was over,” a stern voice lectured her. “Remember this, in battle, you must always make sure your opponent is either dead or incapable of attacking. Just getting rid of their primary weapon is not enough. They might have a secondary weapon. What’s more, if you’re up against a Spiritualist, they will still have their Spiritual Techniques.”

      Kari looked up at her trainer with an embarrassed smile. “Right. I’m sorry, Instructor Brynhild.”

      The person Kari called Instructor Brynhild was a powerful-looking woman with a squarish face that looked like it had been hewn from stone. Her strong jaw and dark gray eyes lent her a somewhat frightening appearance, further enhanced by the jagged scar running down her left cheek.

      She was a solidly built woman, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. Her body was clad in chainmail and a chestplate that gleamed like silver in the morning light. Sturdy pauldrons sat on her shoulders, vambraces covered her forearms, and her hands were protected by a pair of thick gloves with segmented metal plates. A simple skirt covered her knees. When she moved, it revealed that she was wearing brown pants beneath the skirt, and each time she walked, the metal of her greaves clinked together.

      “Well, at least you managed to disarm me this time.” With a resigned smile, Instructor Brynhild shook her head and held out her hand. “That is something you have not done ever since we began training. Your improvement this past month has been astounding.”

      “Thank you, but I’m still not good enough to beat you.”

      Kari grabbed her instructor’s hand and allowed the woman to pull her up. She dusted off her bottom, wincing only slightly as she realized a bruise had formed there. Sitting down was going to hurt.

      While she was lamenting over how sore her butt was going to be, Instructor Brynhild walked over to her sword. It was a single-edged sword with a moderately curved blade, though the last few centimeters of the back edge were sharpened as well. This weapon was called a sabre, and its primary use was for slashing or chopping. However, the moderate curve also allowed them to be reasonably effective for thrusting too.

      “Really, though, I am impressed.” Instructor Brynhild glanced at her weapon, and then looked over at Kari. “Your training speed is something that I’ve never seen from anyone else. If I didn’t know any better, I would have said you were training in secret without my knowledge.”

      “No, no. I have just been taking what you’ve taught me to heart,” Kari said as she rubbed the back of her neck. There was no way she could tell her instructor that the reason for her success was because Eryk had made Body Forging Pills to help build up her physical strength.

      “Well, either way, now that you have reached this stage, I believe you should take a break,” Instructor Brynhild announced.

      “A break?” Kari’s eyes widened.

      Sliding her sabre back into the sheath attached to her waist, Instructor Brynhild nodded. “You have been doing exceedingly well. However, training is only truly effective when people allow their body to rest. For the last month, you and I have been training almost nonstop, and this is on top of your studies for the Spiritualist Academy. So I will be giving you a few days off to relax and recuperate.”

      Kari felt like someone had shocked her with a Spiritual Lightning Technique. She was getting a break? She would have a period of rest? The temptation to pinch herself and see if she was dreaming was so real that the only reason she didn’t was because she knew Instructor Brynhild would give her a strange look.

      As the realization that she would really get to take a break finally settled in her mind, a smile formed on her face. She knew just what she wanted to do on this break.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to the feeling of being wrapped in something. My body felt constricted, like someone had taken a really large rope and tied me up. However, this felt different than rope. For one thing, the thing wrapping around my arms, legs, and chest was smooth and soft. For another, it was very… thick. I had no better way to describe it.

      Opening my eyes just a crack, I stared at the face of a snake just centimeters from my own. As I blinked several times, wondering why this snake was so close, I realized that I was lying on my side and hugging it. Not only was I hugging the snake, but the snake was hugging me. Well, it had wrapped all six meters of its long body around my own. I guess that constituted as a hug.

      “Hey…” I mumbled. “Hey, can you unwind? I can’t get out of bed with you wrapped around me like an overly affectionate scarf.”

      The snake required a lot of effort to wake up. Its forked tongue flicked in and out of its mouth, a strange hissing noise that sounded an awful lot like snores emitting from it. Simply talking to it didn’t work. That being the case, I channeled the lightning element through my body, giving it just enough of a jolt that it opened its eyes. I didn’t want to hurt it.

      “I need to get up,” I said as the snake looked around in what I could only assume was confusion. It turned its head to me and hissed. “Yes, now. Look, today might be a day off from the library, but I still have things to do.”

      The snake did not look convinced, but it slowly unwound itself from around me, allowing me to climb out of bed. As my feet touched the cool floor, I stretched my arms and let out a loud yawn. I was completely naked. However, it wasn’t like my nudity would bother anyone. The only one in here aside from me was the snake, and, well, it was a snake.

      I washed my face in the basin and cleaned my body with a wet cloth and some soap. After using a small towel to dry off, I got dressed in the clothing that Fay had bought for me quite a few days ago. Tapping my boots against the ground to make sure they felt right, I nodded once.

      “All right,” I mumbled to myself before turning to the snake. “You coming or staying here?” The snake shook its head and buried its face into my pillow, causing me to shrug. “Suit yourself.”

      Upon leaving my room, I bought a loaf of honey-glazed bread for breakfast and ate as I walked through the early morning streets. It wasn’t too crowded at this time. Aside from people like bakers and stall owners who were setting up for the day, there were only a few people present.

      I thought about what I should do as I walked. It was my day off from the library, Fay had to attend a family function of some kind, and I didn’t need to visit the Alchemist Association for anything. This was the first time in a long time that I had a free day.

      Two months had finally come and gone since I was thrown back into my seventeen-year-old body. So much had happened during this time. I’d met Kari again, begun training, cured Fay Valstine of Spiritual Poisoning, had her join me in training, made a deal with the Alchemist Association, confessed my love to Kari, and had Fay confess her love to me. It was enough to make my head spin.

      While letting my feet take me wherever, I ended up somehow traveling to the library. This didn’t surprise me. Within Nevaria, the library was still the place I visited the most, and it was also the place where I could meet Kari. It was almost like my body just instinctively wanted to come here.

      As I stood in front of the library, debating whether or not I should go in, the decision was taken from me when a soft voice reached my ears.

      “Eryk?”

      I turned around to discover Kari walking toward me. The sleeveless white dress she wore swished around her thighs. It didn’t extend past her knees, instead stopping just a few centimeters above. She was not wearing a cloak this time, allowing me to see her impressive breasts, which strained against her dress even though she was clearly wearing breast bindings. I looked down and saw that she was wearing sandals. Her cute toes wiggled a little as she stood there.

      “Good morning,” I greeted Kari with a smile. “I’m surprised to see you here so early. What’s the occasion?”

      “Instructor Brynhild gave me some time off from training.” Kari wore a happy smile as she announced this, and she even went so far as to thrust out her large chest, causing it to bounce a little. “She says I’ve been exceeding her expectations with my training, and that I should take a break.”

      “And so you decided to come here.” I nodded before giving her a teasing smile. “Were you hoping I’d also be here?”

      Kari’s cheeks flushed only a little as she looked away. “Would it be imprudent if I was?”

      “Not at all.” I shook my head. “In fact, I was hoping I’d be able to see you as well. You see, I also have some free time today. I’m not working, I’m taking a day off from training, and I have nothing that really needs to be done. Since we’re both free, I was thinking the two of us could spend that time together.”

      The way Kari’s eyes shone as I finished talking caused a warmth to spread through my chest. Her pretty pink lips curled into a delicate, artful smile, and her cheeks remained a light pink.

      “I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to escort me around Nevaria,” she said, her polite, restrained voice shaking just a little. It sounded like her emotions were being held back by a very thin leash.

      “In that case, why don’t we wander around and talk a bit?” I offered my hand to Kari, who stared at it for several seconds before acting.

      “Yes!” She reached out and placed her hand in mine. Her fingers were soft and delicate. She looked at me with a smile. “I would love to walk around with you!”

      Hand in hand, the two of us began walking through the city.

      I don’t believe either of us had any real destination in mind. We walked wherever our feet took us, talking about the most recent stories we had read, the latest news concerning old and new ruins found in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, and anything that caught our interest. I made it a point to mildly tease her whenever I could. Sometimes that meant slipping in a random compliment. Other times it meant poking fun at her strong wanderlust. She accepted them gracefully—that is to say, she blushed and poked me in the cheek, but she was smiling as she did so.

      We reached the Merchant’s District at some point, which had become quite lively now that it was nearing noon. As we looked at the stalls selling everything from produce to jewelry, a strong, slightly salty scent wafted through the air. Our stomachs growled at that time, as if to remind us that we hadn’t eaten since beginning this date.

      “How about something to eat?” I suggested.

      Kari nodded. “That sounds good.”

      The scent that had caught our attention came from a stall selling grilled meat and vegetables on a stick. The meat was lightly browned and seasoned with a combination of salt, pepper, and something a little spicy. The vegetables were similarly seasoned. I recognized quite a few of them. Cucumbers, zucchini, eggplant, and pineapples.

      “How many do you want?” I asked as we walked up to the stall.

      “Oh, I can pay for myself,” Kari said, but I wasn’t having it.

      “I know you can, but I want today to be my treat.” I saw Kari frowning at me. Her mouth was opening to refute me, but I quickly forestalled her. “Since I asked you to accompany me today, please let me treat you. Next time, you can ask me to accompany you and treat me instead. Sound good?”

      Kari pondered over my idea with a cute frown that made her nose wrinkle a little. I resisted the desire to pinch her nose. I was sure her reaction would be adorable, but I also knew my limits.

      “I suppose that is fine,” she muttered at last. “But you will let me treat you next time.”

      “Of course,” I said with a smile. “Now, how many would you like?”

      “T-three,” Kari mumbled.

      Still smiling, I walked up to the stall owner, a large man with a portly belly, and ordered seven grilled meat sticks. I believe they were called kebabs. The man grinned as he handed us our food and said we made a cute couple. I was surprised he didn’t immediately recognize Kari, but I guess not everyone knew what the Princess of Nevaria looked like.

      “H-he said we looked like a couple,” Kari muttered as we walked away, food in hand.

      “Do you disagree with him?” I asked. Kari looked at me, and then looked away before shaking her head. I chuckled. “I think we make a pretty good couple myself.”

      Wearing a tentative but gentle smile, Kari said, “Me too.”

      As we continued our journey, I noticed several stalls that were selling alchemy pills. Those stalls were quite popular. There were a lot of people gathered around and trying to push and shove their way to the front. Most of those people were Spiritualists, which I sensed because of the Spiritual Power flowing from them when I used Spiritual Perception. It seemed the pills refined by the Alchemist Association were becoming more popular.

      “Those pills…” Kari muttered as she gazed at the stall we were walking by.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Did you make those?” she questioned me.

      I gave her a slow nod. “Yes. I needed to earn some extra money for training, so I struck a deal with the Alchemist Association. In exchange for teaching them how to refine those pills, they would give me a cut of the profits they made.”

      “Clever,” Kari said with a slight smile.

      A number of people recognized Kari as we walked through the city. Several people pointed at us and whispered to each other. Even though I couldn’t tell what they were saying, the recognition flashing through their eyes made it clear that they knew who was walking by my side.

      That worried me a little. I didn’t know what would happen if word got out that Kari was spending time with a peasant, though I guess they might not think I was one since my current outfit was pretty extravagant. In either event, right now I was just a nobody. In a society that valued strength and prestige above all else, someone who had no reputation and no strength wasn’t worth being around.

      This was proven true several hours later.

      Kari and I had pretty much enjoyed the entire day together, even though all we did was walk around and try out different types of food. We had made it a point to try out something from each stall we passed. We also checked out some of the jewelry stalls, though Kari didn’t find anything she believed was interesting.

      As we were walking along, three people stepped out in front of us. I didn’t recognize the other two people, but the young man standing in the middle was someone I knew on sight. He was hard to forget.

      “It seems the rumors were true.” The young man, who looked around my age, flicked his shoulder-length, dark blond hair. His lips were twisted into a consternated smile. “I had heard that you were cavorting with a peasant who worked at some tiny library, but I had refused to believe it for the longest time. I thought for sure that it couldn’t be true, and yet here you are.” He narrowed his blue eyes as his gaze shifted between me and Kari. “I am incredibly disappointed in you, Lady Kari.”

      Like most nobles, this young man wore clothing that defined the word ostentatious. His beautifully woven leather tunic had a golden design on the left chest. It was a bird of some kind. I think it was called a raven. His black pants were made from the finest Giant Silkworm silk, the same as his white undershirt, which featured long sleeves. He wore white gloves on his hands and carried a sword at his waist.

      Kari bit her lip for a moment before an expression of steel crossed her face. She wrapped her arms around one of mine and stared at the young man, whose face suddenly turned red.

      “You say you are disappointed in me, but I am not sure why you think such a thing would matter to me, Grant,” she said in a tone that was polite but firm. “Who I spend my time with is no one’s business but my own.”

      Grant narrowed his eyes as his ears turned red. “That won’t be the case for long. I’m sure you’re aware of the deal my family brokered with Empress Hilda, so I don’t have to tell you what will happen. Come next month, you’ll be mine.”

      A crowd had formed around us by this point, congregating to form a circle with us in the middle. The numerous people whispering to each other as they pointed at us made me frown. One of the few things I disliked about people was how everyone wanted to gawk when an incident happened, yet no one was willing to stand up and help.
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“Whatever the case may be, you currently have neither the power nor the authority to make Kari do anything,” I said.

      “You dare refer to Lady Kari without a title?!” Grant suddenly turned to me, his face set in a snarl. “Do not act so presumptuous, peasant! Were it not for the fact that we are in public, I would have already taught you a very harsh lesson in manners!”

      “Then why don’t we settle this another way,” I suggested. “You mentioned something is coming up next month. Could you be talking about the annual Spiritualist Grand Tournament?”

      Kari and Grant were both staring at me with incredulity. I could see the thoughts flitting through their heads. Kari’s eyes were filled with worry, while Grant looked like someone had just sucker-punched him in the face.

      “Are you… suggesting we settle our differences at the tournament?” he asked as though he couldn’t believe my words.

      I shrugged. “It would be a great way to resolve our problems, wouldn’t it?”

      Grant held a hand to his face, threw his head back, and laughed. “I can’t believe this! A peasant thinks he can beat a noble trained in Spiritualism! This is rich!” His laughter died down as his gaze suddenly turned cold. “Very well. You and I will both enter the tournament. Should I win, you will never go near Lady Kari again.”

      “Eryk…” Kari muttered.

      I smiled at her, then turned a serious gaze to Grant. “That is fine by me. Should I win, I will make a request of my own.”

      Grant narrowed his eyes. “And that is?”

      “You will never again try to force Kari or Fay into an arranged marriage,” I announced. A smile came over my face, but it wasn’t a warm smile. “Your continued pursuit and unwanted advances have greatly annoyed them. Nobody likes a horny beast with no self-control, you know.”

      While Kari stared at me in shock, Grant’s face turned beet red. He clenched his hands into fists. However, true to his nature as a noble, he did not lash out in public, which would have been a blow to his reputation.

      “Fine,” he ground out. “I agree to those terms. See you in the tournament, if you survive long enough to face me.”

      Grant turned around and stalked off without looking back, while the two people who’d come with him stared between me and Grant before, ever so slowly, turning around and lumbering after the young man as he stomped off. I stared at him, making sure he and his lackeys were well and truly gone before looking at Kari.

      “Sorry for causing a scene,” I said.

      “Why did you do that?” asked Kari. “Why did you suggest fighting against him in the tournament? Don’t you realize who that was? Grant Leucht is the young heir of the Leucht Family, one of the Three Heavenly Families whose power is second only to the Astralia Royal Family. What’s more, Grant isn’t a weakling. He’s a very strong Spiritualist. By challenging him in the tournament, you’ve made an incredibly powerful enemy.”

      The fact that Kari was more concerned for me than she was for herself was touching. Her words and the expression on her face, which seemed to hold only a desire to see me safe, made me long to kiss her. I think the only reason I didn’t was because of my status. Right now, I was still just a peasant.

      “It doesn’t matter how powerful he is.” I faced Kari and grabbed her hands. “From the moment I discovered that he was trying to force you into an arranged marriage, I knew I would eventually come to blows with him. No one has the right to force someone else to marry them. You should be free to choose who you want to be with, or even whether you want to be with anyone at all. I won’t let him take that right away from you.”

      Kari’s cheeks were growing warm, but she still looked concerned. “But the Leucht Family is powerful. They’re not going to sit back and watch this happen, and even if you manage to meet him in the tournament, you still have to contend with a powerful enemy.”

      “Do you believe in me?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Do you believe in me?” Kari hesitated for a moment before nodding. I placed her hands against my chest. Her cheeks lit up, but she didn’t take her hands away. “Then believe me when I say that Grant Leucht is no match for me. I’ll face him in this tournament and kick his ass, and then he will never be able to darken your doorstep again.”

      I stared at Kari, trying to impress my confidence upon her, to let her know that I could defeat him. She seemed to understand after a moment. A small smile broke out on her face like sunlight breaking through rain clouds.

      “I do believe you,” she said.

      “Good.” Nodding, I let go of her hands and stepped back. “I promise not to let you down, though I am confused about why you don’t just fight in the tournament yourself. You’d have no trouble beating him on your own.”

      Kari shook her head. “There’s no guarantee that I would win. Like I said, Grant is a very powerful Spiritualist who has been extensively trained and cultivated by his family. Aside from that, I am not allowed to participate in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament because I’m a member of the Astralia Royal Family.”

      “So being part of the royal family means you aren’t allowed to participate? That’s kind of lame.”

      I scratched my head. That was something I hadn’t been aware of back then, but it also explained why Grant won the tournament in my previous life. Had Kari or any of her three brothers taken part in the tournament, he would have lost. I suppose the Astralia Royal Family wasn’t allowed to take part specifically because it would have been unfair.

      “It is a little depressing,” Kari admitted. “If I could take part in the tournament, then I could prove to my mother that I’m strong enough to travel outside of Nevaria.”

      “Then will you allow me to fight in your stead?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Kari turned to me with a confused expression.

      “I’m told that the winner of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament is able to request any one thing from the Astralia Royal Family.” Which explained how Grant Leucht’s family was able to force Kari into that marriage. “I will win the tournament and request that you be allowed to journey outside of Nevaria.”

      Kari said nothing at first, which made me wonder if I’d said something wrong, but when I looked at her, it was to find her staring at me with wide eyes that looked close to tearing up.

      “You would do that for me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      I gazed at Kari with all the fondness I felt for her. “I believe we have already established that I would do anything for you. That includes fighting in a tournament so I can request that your mom stop keeping you locked away in this city.”

      Kari’s eyes became watery as a few small tears trickled down her face. She raised a hand to cover her mouth. From the way her cheeks were stretching, I could tell she was smiling.

      “There’s no need for tears,” I said.

      I reached out and cupped her cheeks. The warmth of her skin was electric, and I loved the soft elasticity and smoothness of her supple skin. Using my thumbs to pad the area under her eyes, I wiped away her tears.

      “I know,” she muttered, allowing me to wipe her eyes. “I’m just really happy… you’re the first… the first person who has ever said you’d do this for me. You’ve been treating me so well, and I really feel like I’ve connected with you… I sometimes feel like we’ve known each other our whole lives.”

      That was because I had known her for her whole life, or at least most of it, though I didn’t say that.

      “I’m very happy to know that you’re happy,” I admitted, though there was a wry grin on my face. “However, perhaps we should get out of here. We’re drawing a crowd.”

      “Huh?”

      Kari looked confused for a moment, but then she finally seemed to realize what I meant. She looked around at all of the people who were muttering and whispering to each other as they stared at us. Her face turned bright pink. It was a fetching color that went from the roots of her hair all the way down to her neck.

      She grabbed my hand and took off. I wasn’t sure how far we ran, but we eventually left the crowd of people behind and ended up in a less crowded section of the city.

      “Sorry for causing a scene,” she said as she slowed down. I wondered if she realized we were still holding hands.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I wasn’t bothered by it.”

      Kari nodded with a sort of absentminded expression, as though she had just remembered something. She turned her head to gaze at me. There was something about this look that made me just a little wary.

      “Eryk,” she began with a small frown, “do you mind if I ask how you knew that Grant was also trying to force Fay into an arranged marriage as well? I know that isn’t something I told you about.”

      And just like that, I realized why I suddenly had such a bad premonition.

      With a soft sigh, I explained to Kari how Fay and I met, our training together, and her confession several days ago.
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        * * *

      

      Grant stomped down the street for several minutes before slowing down. His breathing was a bit heavy as he clenched his hands into tight fists. A black rage was pooling in his stomach. How dare that… that peasant challenge him! Who did he think he was?! Grant would show that foolish cretin why no one dared to mess with him!

      “That kid was bold, huh?” one of his lackeys said. He was a fairly tall man, and handsome enough, but he wasn’t very smart.

      “You said it, Alf,” his other lackey said. He looked almost the exact same as the first one, but that was because they were twins.

      “I’m surprised some peasant actually challenged you,” Alf added. “Either he doesn’t know who you are, or he’s a complete idiot.”

      Grant nodded but didn’t say anything. He kept walking.

      “Where are we going now, Grant?” asked the other twin.

      “I’m heading back home to speak with my father,” Grant said. “In the meantime, Alf, Arvid, I want you to follow that boy and see what you can find out about him. I want to know who he is, where he lives, and who he associates with.” He paused before a cruel smile appeared on his lips. “And if you can, be sure to teach him a lesson.”

      Alf and Arvid looked at each other, and then they looked at him.

      “Just leave it to us,” they said at the same time.

      Grant sighed. These two buffoons couldn’t be trusted with a task like this, but they would serve as a good distraction. That peasant would be so focused on these idiots that he would never see the true threat until it was too late.

      A cruel smile appeared on his face. There was no need to wait until the tournament to deal with that foolish pissant. He would speak with his father and come up with a plan to deal with the peasant before the tournament.

    

  







            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who read WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior Volume 2.  I hope you enjoyed it immensely.

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review on Amazon to let other potential readers know whether they would like this story. Your reviews are a huge factor in helping others decide to read something. Doing this would also contribute to putting food on my table, so there is that too.

      If you enjoyed this story and would like to know when a new volume  comes out, make sure you follow me on Amazon. They don’t have a habit of updating readers when an author’s next book comes out unless you are following that specific author.

      You can also join my mailing list if you’d like to learn when a new volume is out from me instead of Amazon. I also sometimes host raffles and giveaways on my mailing list.

      And finally, you find me on the Haremlit Facebook group. I just recently joined, so I am kind of a newbie, but they were very welcoming. If you are a fan of harem stories in general, I highly recommend joining as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books. I’ve got the cover for volume 3 revealed on the next page for anyone who is interested. Warning, the cover is somewhat spoilery.
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            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello everyone! It’s your most—least?—favorite light novel author… and I have a confession to make! I think this series might have been corrupted.

      If you’re like me, then you might have scoured the website known as Wuxia World to read xianxia novels, and if you have, then you probably noticed how xianxia novels are, like, 2,000+ chapters long. They don’t really have a beginning, middle, and end so much as they just continue through various arcs that last hundreds of chapters.

      When I was writing WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior, I was so heavily influenced by xianxia web novels that my story kinda expanded without my knowledge. By the time I had finished writing Act I, my story was over 300,000 words. I did manage to remove 64,000 words from the final manuscript, but that is still 246,000 words. If I were to format this into a 5.5x8.25 inch paperback (standard light novel format used by Yen Press), it would be 985 pages long.

      I am unfortunately not George RR Martin or Brandon Sanderson. I lack the money necessary to hire copy editors and proofreaders for a book this gargantuan, and I don’t have a publishing house willing to front the bill for me. This is why volume 1 felt like an introduction to the series rather than a self-contained story.

      A reviewer pointed out this very valid concern, and so I wanted to take this moment to apologize if some people were put off by how the story hasn’t progressed much yet. I’ve packed this series with lots of character development, romance, world building, training montages, tournament arcs, and epic battles that last several chapters. It’s very, very, very long. An excellent writer can have all that in a self-contained volume even if it’s part of a series. This is proof that I still have a long way to go as a writer.

      That said, I do hope you all enjoyed this volume and will continue reading this series. I can promise you the next volume will have a bit more meat since I plan on letting Eryk show off how overpowered—I mean, since I plan on furthering the plot. Yeah, that’s it.

      On a more positive note, this volume has revealed quite a bit more information about my main cast and even has some heavy foreshadowing. The glimpses of Eryk’s past haven’t revealed too much yet, but the past is inexplicably tied into the present, and I plan on revealing a lot of key plot information relevant to the present timeline through the flashbacks since I can’t do it in the present without having numerous large info dumps… which I hate.

      One of the primary focuses of this series so far has been the romantic development between Eryk and Kari, and Eryk and Fay. Now, we all know this is gonna have a harem ending because I have already admitted this is a harem series, but I didn’t want everything to be too easy for Eryk. Even though Fay has confessed, Eryk turned her down because he loves Kari. This is another reason I show you Eryk’s past. I want everyone to understand Eryk’s feelings. He and Kari went through life and death together, relied on each other for emotional support and their very survival. Their bond isn’t something that can be so easily messed with.

      Too many men in harem novels think less with their heart and more with their dick. I will be honest and admit I enjoy reading those novels, but I also want a protagonist who won’t just drop his drawers for a woman within three chapters of meeting because she is pretty. Eryk is dedicated and loyal above all else, and right now his loyalty is only for Kari, so he tries to let Fay down easy.

      I think we can consider ourselves fortunate that Fay is not willing to give up. There’s still hope for the harem.

      Because of how long this series is, my plans going forward is to publish each Act in manageable volumes that I can afford. Act I is composed of four volumes, if you’re curious. My plan is to publish one volume every 3-4 months so you don’t have to wait long to read more. I would try for every other month, but I really love seeing illustrations inside of my books and art takes time to make.

      I think that is all I have for this afterward. I don’t want it to get too long.

      Before I leave, I would just like to say thank you to Crystal Holdefer, my copy editor, for catching my grammar mistakes and making my latest volume flow more smoothly. It’s always a pleasure working with her.

      I also want to thank Mykel Harford for her stunning artwork. She does a wonderful job. I am particularly fond of her hentai artwork. Sadly, I was not able to have any sex scenes in here to illustrate. I’m pretty sad since her hentai art is super erotic and incredible. In either event, she is an amazing artist and a wonderful person.

      Finally, I would like to thank my readers for putting up with my flaws. I know my writing can cause frustration for some readers, so I’m grateful to the people who enjoy my stories and continue to support me. I hope to see you all in volume 3, which will hopefully come out in three or four months. I’m personally hoping for three months!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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