
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      

        
          [image: ]
        

      


    

  


  
    
      WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior

      Volume 4

    

    
      
        Brandon Varnell

      

      
        Illustrated by Mikel Ferguson

        Edited by Crystal Holdefer

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kitsune Incorporated]
          [image: Kitsune Incorporated]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      

        

      
        WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior, Volume 4

        Copyright © 2020 Brandon Varnell

        Illustration Copyright © 2020 Mikel Ferguson

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell and Kitsune Incorporated supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce creative works that enrich our culture.

      

        

      
        The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use the material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

        

      
        To see Brandon Varnell’s other works, or to ask for permission to use his works, visit him at www.varnell-brandon.com, facebook, twitter, Patreon, and instagram.

      

        

      
        ISBN:97-8-1-95-190412-8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Want to find out when a new book is available? Join my mailing list to be kept constantly to date on when I publish a new book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      This page is made in dedication to my amazing patrons. Without them, my characters would never get lewded by so many wonderful artists:

      
        
        Aaron Harris

        Adam

        Alarinnise

        Alexander Rodriguez

        Amando Pastrana

        Benjamin Morgan

        Brennan

        Bruce Johnson

        Bryce McClay

        C.L. Holgrahm

        Catcrazy9

        Chace Corso

        CosmicOrange

        DeseriDeri

        Dhivael

        DNAnime

        Edward Grindle

        Edward Lamar Stephenson

        Emery Moore

        Feitochan

        Forrest Hansen

        Ine Airlcana

        IronKing

        Jacob Flores

        Jacob Wonjo

        Jake Fedor

        Jason Davis

        Jason Grey

        Jeremy Schultz

        Jessica

        Jesus

        John Patton

        Kevin

        Lucid Fayt

        Mark Frabotta

        Matthew Wallace

        Max A Kramer

        Michael Moneymaker

        Nathan

        Nathan S

        Omegapudding

        Patrick Burns-popieniuck

        Phillip Hedgepeth

        Rafael Eriksen

        Raymond Tatton

        Red Phoenix

        Red Viking

        Repooc Ilahsram

        Samuel Donaldson

        Sean Gray

        Seismic Wolf

        Slim

        Smudi Corp

        Starwarsscout Jon

        Thomas Jackson

        ToraLinkley

        Victor Patrick Baur

        Virgil Gardner

        William Crew

        Yuriy Snyadanko

        Z

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. The Spiritualist Grand Tournament Begins

      

      
        2. Beginning of the Preliminaries

      

      
        3. Fay’s First Battle

      

      
        4. Eryk’s Strength

      

      
        5. Midnight Assault

      

      
        6. Tournament Day

      

      
        7. A Humiliating Defeat

      

      
        8. The Second Round

      

      
        9. The First Defeat is Always the Worst

      

      
        10. The Last Battles

      

      
        11. A Reward to the Victor

      

      
        12. Kari’s New Friend

      

    

    
      
        Thank you for reading!

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        Sneak Peak

      

      
        Manga Page 1

      

      
        Manga Page 2

      

      
        Manga Page 3

      

      
        Manga Page 4

      

      
        Hey, did you know?

      

      
        Brandon’s LNs

      

      
        American Kitsune

      

      
        WIEDERGEBURT

      

      
        MMG

      

      
        Catgirl Doctor

      

      
        Incubus

      

      
        A Most Unlikely Hero

      

      
        Arcadia’s Knight

      

      
        Journey of a Betrayed Hero

      

      
        Rift

      

      
        Executioner

      

      
        Follow me!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Spiritualist Grand Tournament Begins

          

        

      

    

    
      There were many ruins scattered across the continent. Some were small. Some were vast. Some were buried deep underground, while some were even rumored to be floating amongst the clouds. I’d once heard rumors from people at a pub that there was a moving island that floated across the sea and would always appear at random. I was not sure I believed that rumor, but it was one of the few that persisted and had been told by multiple people.

      Very little was known about these mysterious ruins, which had been present since before the Great Catastrophe. Even after thousands of years of study, humanity was barely able to scratch the surface. We knew the ruins existed, had explored their depths for any treasure, and we had even extensively studied the hieroglyphs etched onto the walls, but for all that, we had no clue as to what the purpose of these vast places were.

      What had they been used for?

      The ruins that Kari and I were exploring were located deep within a mountainous region located far to the south of Midgard, at the very edge of the Northern Plains. According to what our colleagues had said, this mountain range filled with tall peaks that ascended into the clouds and deep ravines that seemed to have no end was all that separated the Northern Plains from the Rotfang Forest.

      It had taken us a total of thirty-six days to reach these ruins. They were located on a bluff so high the air had become incredibly thin, making it hard to breathe. My lungs felt like they were constantly starved for oxygen. This was my first time being up somewhere this high. Unlike our colleagues, who only seemed to be having minor issues, Kari and I were red-faced and huffing as though we’d jogged through the Endless Desert for months on end without stopping, which caused quite a few of our companions to laugh at us.

      I had to admit this: I felt a little ashamed.

      Here I was, a man who had reached the Second State of Spiritualism, and a couple of people who’d only just gained their Spiritual Aura significant of the First State were doing better than me.

      “Are… are these the ruins?” asked Kari as she and I stood beside our three other companions. Like us, they were also members of the Explorers Guild, which we had joined on the recommendation of Erica.

      “Not quite.” One of the men beside us grinned. “This is just the entrance. The ruins are located inside the mountain.”

      The man who spoke was Danivan Fotturist. His large, well-built body made him look like a warrior, but he had no actual combat skills to speak of. He wore sturdy pants and a thick jacket. Scuffing his black boots against the ground, he gazed at the objective of our hike with his dark eyes as a stiff breeze swept his shoulder-length black hair into a frenzy.

      “So the ruins are located in the mountain.” Kari frowned as she gazed at the large door, which towered over all of us, long blonde hair billowing in the wind. It looked more like a massive slab of stone with an archway embedded into it. I could see no crack that would open this so-called door.

      Numerous runes were etched into the door, many of which I now recognized thanks to everything I’d learned in the last few months. Kenaz, open to new strength. Bekano, the prospering of an enterprise or venture. Ehwaz Merkstave, a craving for change. I had no clue what these runes meant when they were combined, but I at least recognized them.

      “I’m surprised the people who found it didn’t try to open it,” I said with my arms crossed as goosebumps appeared on my skin. I should have worn a jacket. It was freezing! “Ruins always have treasures that were left over from the time before the Great Catastrophe. Most people would gladly commit murder to get their hands on whatever is inside.”

      Two of our other companions glanced at each other after I finished speaking, a pair of fraternal twins.

      The woman was a delicate-looking person with thin arms and legs. Her lithe body made her seem slight and some people had even mistaken her for a child before. I’m sure those people regretted their actions after she finished beating them to a pulp. She was a highly talented Spiritualist, or so I’d been told. I had yet to see her in action myself.

      “It’s not that the ruins were never opened,” her brother said. He was taller than his sister, standing about a head shorter than myself. Like his sister, he didn’t look very strong, but that was deceptive. I’d just witnessed this man climb up numerous sheer cliffs with nothing but the strength of his arms and legs for several hours without stopping.

      “What do you mean?” asked Kari.

      “The people who found these ruins were a small sect called the Mountain Sect,” said the female twin. Her name was Felicia Valentine. Her brother’s name was Markus. “They sent a small group inside of these ruins, but they never came out. After waiting for a month, they realized their team was probably dead and sent a request for us to explore these ruins and hopefully discover what happened to their members.” Felicia tilted her head. “Doors like this tend to close on their own. I suspect the team who went exploring got locked in after it closed on them from behind.”

      “That’s also why we brought you two along,” Danivan said with a grin. “You two might be new and not as good at discovering traps as we are, but the two of you are hella strong. If we run into trouble, we’ll be relying on you to get us out of it.”

      “Just leave it to us,” Kari said as she thumped a hand against her chest. Like me, she was wearing her normal clothes, which consisted of black pants, silver armor plating, and a flowing skirt made from the threads of a Metallic Spider—an A-Rank Demon Beast—that we had barely survived against during a quest two months ago.

      Since there was little point in us staying outside, Danivan walked up to the door and used Rune Writing to create a thin line of Spiritual Power that connected the runes at eye level. Once he did that, the Spiritual Power shot to the other runes higher up, which he couldn’t reach, and all the runes were soon connected by a glowing blue line. The energy made from the line suddenly swirled around, congealing in the center of the door. A crack soon appeared. It went from the top to the bottom, straight down the middle.

      The door opened with a loud groan.

      “Okay, everyone. Let’s go,” Danivan said. “I’ll be taking the lead to watch for traps. Felicia and Markus will take the rear.” The fraternal twins nodded. Danivan turned to Kari and me. “I want you two in the center. Keep your eyes peeled. If we run into something like a golem or some other autonomous defense system, we’ll be relying on you two to take care of it.”

      With Danivan leading the way, the remaining four of us formed up behind him, walking through the door, which led into a wide but dark hallway. Visibility was skewed. We could barely see two meters in front of us. Matters were only made more difficult when the door behind us suddenly slammed shut.

      “There’s no need to panic,” Danivan said as he pointed his finger in the air and made a circular motion. A ball of fire suddenly appeared above his palm, illuminating the dark area around us. “Come on.”

      I noticed that the walls of this hallway were slanted as we walked. They formed something of an inverted V-shape with the ceiling. Like the ruins that Kari and I had explored back in Litten, this one also had numerous carvings on the walls, though they were different. These carvings depicted a short creature with a vaguely humanoid appearance. What I noticed the most about this particular creature was its really thick beard.

      “I’ve never seen a creature like this before,” Kari murmured. “What do you suppose it is?”

      “Nobody knows,” Danivan said with a small head shake. “I can tell you one thing, however. There is no race like this in our world. It is quite possible these ruins are depicting images of a race that went extinct during the Great Catastrophe.”

      “Hmmm,” Kari hummed noncommittally.

      The first room at the end of the tunnel reminded me of an entrance hall thanks to its spacious interior, numerous columns, and the staircase several dozen meters in front of us. However, while most staircases in entrance halls went up, this one went down.

      “I suppose we should head down the stairs,” Felicia said as she looked around with narrowed eyes. “It does not look like there is anything else up here.”

      “I do believe you are right.” Danivan nodded. “Let’s go down, but keep your eyes open and your wits about you.”

      Everyone nodded at his words as the five of us set off, traveling down the stairs, which turned into a stairwell that curved in a circle around a deep shaft. We needed to be careful when walking. Many of the stones used to form the stairs were loose at best and missing at worst. Several of the stairs nearly collapsed when Danivan touched them.

      The further we walked down these stairs, the more I realized how deep these ruins were. I couldn’t begin to guess at how far down we traveled. However, I could at least tell that we’d journeyed deep inside of this mountain.

      At last, we reached the bottom of the stairs. Everyone released a soft sigh of relief.

      I glanced at the bottom of the stairwell and discovered another long tunnel-like hallway that led further into the ruins. Danivan and the others also noticed it. With a gesture of his hand, the large man led us into the tunnel, careful to watch where he was stepping and paying close attention to the walls.

      “I’m surprised we haven’t run into any traps,” Kari murmured as she glanced at the motifs.

      “Most ruins don’t actually have traps,” Felicia said. “I mean, there are sometimes automated defenses like golems and such, but actual traps are pretty rare. Most of the ruins that have traps are ones that are the burial sites for important figures of the past.” She glanced at us. “That said, there will likely be some sort of defense mechanism here, so be careful.”

      “We will,” Kari and I said at the same time.

      The next room was even larger than the entrance hall. I couldn’t even see the ceiling, blotted out as it was in darkness, and the small fire in Danivan’s hand wasn’t bright enough to illuminate more than a few dozen meters in either direction.

      We walked along the stone floor, which was chipped and cracked from age. As we walked, I noticed several large dents in the stone and frowned. It looked like something heavy had smashed into these sections. The further we moved inward, the more dents and marks we discovered.

      Danivan soon stopped after reaching a certain point. I didn’t know why at first, but then I discovered a large crater that looked like something huge had pulverized the area. If that was the only interesting aspect, I might still have wondered what made him stop, but aside from the crater, there was also a body.

      The body only appeared to be half a body, the upper half, as its legs looked like they had been crushed into a pulp by whatever powerful force had created the crater. The torso was lying just outside the crater. Meanwhile, the stench of blood and rot filled the air as the corpse’s internal organs hung out from the bottom of its torso. This figure was wearing a black cloak that covered its body.

      Kari and I shared a startled look.

      “Well, damn. It looks like this might be one of the members of the Mountain Sect,” Danivan said.

      “I don’t think so,” Kari said as I walked up to the corpse. A hood covered its face.

      Markus glanced at Kari, his brow furrowed. “What makes you say that?”

      Kari answered them as I knelt before the body. “When me and Eryk were in Litten, we ran into people who were similarly dressed. They had kidnapped a group of girls who wandered near the ruins there.”

      “I have heard of a cult that has been inhabiting ruins recently,” Felicia admitted. “There was a rumor about them a few years ago, but then they disappeared and no one heard from them again. It seems there has been a resurgence of this cult recently.” She gestured toward the corpse. “Do you think this person belongs to that cult?”

      I didn’t hear Kari’s reply. At that moment, I had pulled back the hood to finally get a peek at what was underneath, and what I saw made me gasp.

      This person did not look quite human, but made me think they were a combination of Demon Beast and human, a strange hybrid mix. Black spots covered their pale, sunken in face, which had more in common with a bare skull than a human head. The eyes of this creature were pure black. There were no whites in its eyes, and they had dark red irises. Aside from their face not looking quite human, I checked this person’s hands and noticed they had thick claws that blended into their fingers.

      “I don’t know if this person is part of a cult, but I can tell you right now that this creature isn’t human.” I stood up.

      Kari, Felicia, Markus, and Danivan looked at the creature, its face and hands now revealed. Their expressions had been filled with disgust before. Now, however, a new emotion was mixed into it. Uncertainty. Or perhaps even fear of the unknown.

      “Let’s keep going,” Danivan suggested after taking a moment to recover his wits. “Regardless of this person… this thing’s presence… we still have a job to do.”

      We continued moving. This place had many rooms and stairs. Some of the rooms were empty. However, a few of them contained weapons and armor made from a metal I’d never seen before. Entering one such room, I found myself gazing at what looked like a gigantic war axe and a suit of armor meant for a really short person. Both objects were gleaming with a nearly white luminescence. They also had runes covering them, but even Danivan didn’t seem to know what the runes meant.

      “I wonder what sort of person this armor was made for?” Kari murmured with interest as she poked the armor with her finger, causing a strange metallic sound to echo forth.

      “It looks like it was made for a child,” Markus said with a frown.

      “Or those people we’ve been seeing in the murals,” Kari shot back. Markus conceded her point with a shrug.

      After searching several more rooms, we eventually reached another large door. Two platforms sat on either side of the door. This one looked like it had been guarded by a pair of golems, but the golems were no longer functioning. In fact, we saw one of the two lying several meters to our left, its body broken into numerous fragments and the hammer it had been using lying next to it.

      The door was already open, so we just needed to walk through. What we found on the other side was another room, a smaller one, which was surprisingly well-lit with glowing monster cores embedded into the wall. As we walked across the stone floor, our group glanced at the columns that stood lined up in a row on either side of us. There were about six on each side.

      We soon reached the end, where we discovered several bodies lying next to an empty archway that stood before the back wall. The bodies were a mixture of humans and Beastmen. I saw a Pantherion, a Lionid, and a Werefolk. They wore various thick and sturdy clothes, and some of them still had their mountain-climbing gear attached to them. All of them were quite dead.

      “I guess we found the group from the Mountain Sect,” Danivan muttered with a sigh. “I already expected them to be dead, but it is still terrible to see.”

      “I wonder what killed them,” Markus said. “Do you think it was those cultists?”

      “Who knows,” Felicia said.

      Kari and I walked up to one of the bodies and knelt before it. This person was a woman. Her pale skin appeared to be chilled from a combination of the cold and being dead, but she hadn’t reached a stage where her body was beginning to undergo necrosis. Perhaps the cold had stalled it? The two of us tried to find out how she had been killed. We found nothing.

      “This is strange,” I muttered. “There’s no stab wound, Spiritual Residue, or anything that tells us how she was killed. It’s like her spirit just up and left her body.”

      The only thing about this woman that I found strange was her face, or rather, her expression. Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung open. The expression she wore was one of pain, of agony and terror. However this woman died, it was likely the furthest thing from a pleasant passing.

      “Let’s check the others,” Kari suggested.

      Danivan, Felicia, and Markus stood back as Kari and I checked the remaining five corpses for injuries, but all of them appeared to have died the same way. There wasn’t a single injury on them. What’s more, there was no Spiritual Residue, which made this mystery all the more baffling.

      “I get the strangeness about them not having any wounds to show us how they died, but what’s the importance of Spiritual Residue?” asked Danivan as he crossed his arms.

      “When a living creature dies, they leave behind a trace of their Spiritual Power,” I explained. “We call this Spiritual Residue. It takes a long time for this Spiritual Residue to dissipate. Even if several months have passed, there should have still been some lingering around these bodies. It’s almost like their Spiritual Power was completely eradicated or sucked out of their bodies when they died.”

      As I explained the concept of Spiritual Residue to Danivan and the others, Kari walked up to the archway situated in front of the wall. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. Then I looked at the archway. It was quite big. I would say it was at least two and a half times taller than I was and wide enough that it would take two of me lying lengthwise to connect either end. There were a number of runes etched into it.

      “This archway reminds me of the Warp Gates we use to travel from our headquarters to Midgard, but it’s older. Almost like a prototype.” Kari placed a hand against the runes, then called out to me. “There is some strange Spiritual Residue surrounding this archway, but I don’t know what that means. This rune array is a complete mystery too.”

      “I can’t understand them either,” Danivan admitted. Considering he was the one who taught us what we currently knew about runes, that was saying a lot. “I think I recognize a few of them because they are similar to the Warp Gates used by sects, but they only vaguely resemble them. Sadly, no one outside of the Runology Sect is allowed to have access to the rune schematics for the Warp Gates. Felicia, inscribe these runes into a scroll. We’ll see if we can’t find a match in our library once we get back home.”

      “Okay.”

      Felicia walked up to the archway and pulled a scroll, a quill, and a bottle of ink from a pouch at her waist. She set the scroll and ink on the ground. After dipping her quill into the ink, she began drawing both a sketch of the archway and the runes that were etched into it. During this time, Kari backed away from the archway and walked over to me so she wouldn’t disturb Felicia.

      “What do you think?” Kari asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I can’t figure out anything from just this.” I paused. “That said, I am now certain of one thing.”

      Kari glanced at me with her head tilted. “And that is?”

      “Those cloaked creatures are going to bring us nothing but trouble,” I said in a serious voice. Kari didn’t disagree.

      Felicia soon finished drawing the runes onto her scroll, which she rolled up and stored back in her pouch, along with her ink and quill. Once that was done, our group left the same way we’d come. When we returned home, our sect would deliver a report to the Mountain Sect informing them about the fate of their comrades.
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        * * *

      

      The days to the Spiritual Grand Tournament slowly passed. I spent most of those days either training with Fay, working at the library, or spending time with Kari. Some days I also dropped by the Alchemist Association to receive my cut of the profits they were making from the alchemy pills I’d taught them to refine. Even though not even a month had passed since I introduced those pills, I had already earned 226,250 valis, and that was just the cut I received. I believe the total amount earned was around 905,000 valis.

      Fay had been acting a little surly around me, which I didn’t necessarily understand. She still dutifully came to our training ground every day she didn’t have classes, still trained in the Flash Step and the one other Spiritual Technique she was working on, but she would often not respond to me when I tried to speak to her about anything that didn’t have to do with training. A gap seemed to have grown between us. The problem was that I didn’t know why or how it appeared.

      While Fay appeared to have distanced herself from me, my training, at least, was progressing well. I had finally gained full control over my Spiritual Power. While I didn’t have the amount of power that I used to when I was in my prime, I had the benefit of beginning my training early. By exercising my Spiritual Power every day and using alchemy pills to recover, I was increasing my reserves at a steady rate. I estimated that it would be possible to reach my peak in the next five or six years if I kept going like this.

      Of course, I planned to reach it much sooner than that, but I didn’t have the necessary ingredients to refine the pills I would need to reach the Third and Fourth States of Spiritualism. That was still a ways off.

      Kari and I had been spending less of our free time in the library. Granted, I didn’t have much free time to spend, but whatever time I did have was spent with her. We mostly spent it walking around Nevaria. However, I had also begun helping her practice some of her Spiritual Techniques. While I couldn’t teach them to her, I could use Spiritual Perception to sense when the Spiritual Power she was channeling fluctuated or became disrupted.

      Outside of me helping her and walking around the city, we spoke a lot and even planned on what ruins we would explore once I won the tournament. I felt like Kari had really opened up to me after my battle against Albert. She smiled even more often than before, laughed more than she ever had, and was a lot more receptive to my advances. Not only did she not reject me when I held her hand, but she was actively initiating contact between us and even letting me hold her tight. There had even been times when she would lean into my side as we sat on a bench in the library or wandered through a park.

      They were enjoyable times, but before long, the day of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament finally arrived.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up on the day of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament to discover that I was trapped by a pair of arms and a long, thick tail. A quick glance to my left revealed Lin. The dark-skinned Lamia was hugging my arm as her tail coiled around my torso, waist, and legs. Her exotic face was mere centimeters from my own. She took in deep breaths through her open mouth, which revealed a pair of cute fangs, and I could feel her breasts rise and fall against me because she wasn’t wearing a single stitch of clothing. She would shift against me occasionally but otherwise remained still.

      I sighed.

      This was not the first, third, or even thirteenth time that Lin had snuck into my bed. Despite the fact that her bed—which cost a lot of valis—was even larger and more comfortable than my own, I always woke up to find her snuggling with me.

      To be honest, if I didn’t have feelings for Kari, I don’t think I would have minded this girl slipping into my bed. In fact, I’d have probably enjoyed it. Thinking about it like that was a moot point, however, a bonafide exercise in futility. The woman I loved was Kari, and that was all there was to it.

      That was what I kept telling myself.

      “Wake up, Lin,” I said.

      Lin groaned as she stirred awake. She pushed her arms underneath her and sat up, her nipples growing stiff from the cold air as goosebumps broke out on her skin. The girl shivered once, hugged herself, and decided she didn’t like the cold one bit.

      “Ugh… it’s too early to be awake, Darling,” Lin grumbled and began to lay back down and snuggle close. Her soft breath caressed my neck. “Just let this princess sleep for five more minutes. Better yet, let her sleep until her body is a few degrees warmer.”

      “Absolutely not.” I pushed the girl back. “In case you’ve forgotten, the beginning of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament begins today. I can’t afford to be late.”

      “Hmph. That’s all you’ve been talking about these days.” Lin narrowed her eyes and glared at me, though she also unwrapped her tail from around my body and allowed me to go free. “Either you’ve been spending all your time training or you’ve been spending it around that Kari girl. This princess has said before that she has no issues with you having concubines, but that is only if you pay more attention to her than you do them.”

      “You can say that all you want, but I can’t change how I feel, and I can’t act in a way that isn’t true to myself.”

      I left Lin to ponder those words as I went into the bathing room and washed my face, chest, and shoulders. These days, I always kept the tub full because it made washing off easier. I would just drain it when the water became dirty and refill it soon after. It helped that my backyard had a canal running through it.

      After making sure I was at least somewhat clean, I went back into my bedroom. Lin was still present. She sat on my bed and frowned at me as I opened a dresser drawer and began putting on my clothes.

      The first thing I put on was the dark gray pants. After that, I put on the light blue undershirt with the triangle-shaped dip that showed off a bit of my chest. The front and back was long almost like a tabard. It trailed down to my knees. The dark blue vest went on over the shirt. I closed the high collar around my neck with a golden cinch. The vest covered the tops of my shoulders and sides of my torso, but there was a huge gap going down the center. It featured long sides that trailed down to my knees, similar to my shirt. Once that was done, I threw on my belt, slipped on the dark gray sleeveless gloves that went up to my shoulders, and then stepped into my boots.

      This was the outfit that Fay had first bought me when I was going to have a meeting with her father. I thought it would be nice if I wore this when I beat Grant to a pulp—if Fay didn’t beat him first.

      I still had one more stop to make, so I needed to leave soon. However, before I could walk out the door, a hand grabbed mine.

      “Lin?”

      I looked at the girl who was gripping my hand. Her head was tilted down, casting shadows over her face. That didn’t hide her frown, however, which I could see clear as day.

      “You’ve been… ignoring this princess a lot these days, and she does not approve.” Lin finally looked up, and I flinched upon seeing tears gathering in her eyes. I’d seen Lin get frustrated before; however, she’d never looked at me like this.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I haven’t been intentionally ignoring you. I’ve just been busy. There’s so much I have to do that I’m rarely ever home.” Lin didn’t look pleased at all, which caused me to turn around and place a hand on her head. “Listen… after this tournament is over… I was thinking we should try walking around outside.”

      Lin perked up. “Really? You’ll finally let this princess go outside?”

      I nodded and rubbed her hair, which was really soft, like chiffon or silk made from the fur of an Ice-Horned Goat. “The winner of this tournament earns a lot of prestige and fame. I’ll be in a position where even if the people who see you panic, no one would dare attack you so long as you are with me.” I paused as another thought occurred to me. “I can probably also let Empress Hilda know about you and that you’re not a Demon Beast. I’m sure she’ll hand out orders to the Nevarian Spiritualists not to attack you by mistake.”

      After rubbing her eyes to rid them of tears, Lin tossed me a mild glare that was filled with no heat. “You had better keep your word. This princess takes promises made by her husband very seriously. She’ll eat you if you break your promise.”

      “Yes. Yes. Don’t worry. I won’t break my promise to you.”

      I thought it was weird that I didn’t even wince at her comments about me being her husband anymore, but I believed that was a sign of me getting desensitized to her. She had been calling me “Darling” and referring to me as her husband ever since returning to her original form. It actually bothered me that I was no longer bothered by it.

      “Well, I’m off.”

      “Be safe, Darling.”

      My first stop after leaving my house was the smithy in the Merchant’s District. It was early, so I didn’t have to deal with anyone else being awake just then. Fortunately, the blacksmith was up bright and early like always.

      “I figured you’d be here sometime this morning,” the gruff man said the moment I entered. “Heard you’re going to be in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament today.”

      “Seems everyone knows about that these days,” I muttered.

      “People like to talk.” The blacksmith shrugged. “Wait here for a moment. I’ve got what you requested.”

      The blacksmith went into the back and returned several seconds later with a massive object wrapped in cloth. He set it on the table and unwrapped it, revealing what most people would have politely described as a massive slab of metal.

      From hilt to tip, the ruler was about two meters in length. The hilt was about thirty centimeters long, wrapped in crimson leather the color of blood, and featured a pommel with a jagged crown shape. If the hilt looked plain, then the quillons looked like nothing. It was just a bar of solid metal that was thicker than my bicep. The main feature of this weapon was easily the blade.

      I didn’t think you could call it a blade since it wasn’t really sharp, but this part of the weapon was 170 centimeters from end to end. Not only was it long, but it was at least 30 centimeters wide, or thereabouts. Easily the largest part of my weapon, the blade was sectioned off into 11 segments that were marked by fault lines that went all the way around the blade.

      “This is probably the most unusual thing I have ever made,” the blacksmith admitted as I grabbed the weapon by the handle. “I’m not even sure how you are supposed to use that thing.”

      With a soft grunt, I lifted the weapon with a single handle. It was a little heavier than I was expecting. Perhaps that was due to the materials. My previous Dragon’s Tail Ruler had been made from mythril, a type of extremely light alloy that humans couldn’t refine because they lacked the technology. It was said to be indestructible, but that wasn’t necessarily true since my previous weapon had been destroyed during a fight I had with a Greater Behemoth when I came back to Nevaria after Kari died.

      This weapon was made from plain steel.

      I gave it a few test swings before nodding. While it was certainly not what I would call light, it was fairly easy to swing. Not only could I swing it in simple up and down motions with a single hand, but I had a full range of motion available.

      “You don’t need to worry about that.” I set the Dragon’s Tail Ruler against my shoulder and turned a smile to the slightly disgruntled blacksmith. “I know exactly how to use this thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Fay was standing in the corner of a large waiting room with numerous other people who were also waiting for the tournament to begin. Of course, she was also waiting for Eryk. He had yet to show up.

      Thinking about Eryk made her depressed. Ever since that moment when she had caught him and Kari holding each other, she had distanced herself from him. She still trained with him every day, but she no longer talked to him about inconsequential or everyday life matters like before. Their relationship now was almost like two business partners who didn’t trust each other.

      It hurt.

      She knew this was her fault, that Eryk hadn’t really done anything wrong. He had told her that he liked Kari. She was the one who’d stubbornly refused to give up, and now she was reaping the rewards for her stubbornness.

      But I don’t know what else I can do…

      While she didn’t like to admit it, Fay had always felt inferior to Kari, the princess of Nevaria, the most beautiful girl of their generation. That was part of the reason she had distanced herself from the other girl. Being next to such a perfect person caused Fay’s self-confidence to plummet. Her own self-doubt and insecurity combined with what happened in their past had caused Fay to refuse any and all attempts from Kari to become friends again.

      She felt bad about that, but there wasn’t anything she could do. She couldn’t change how she felt. She could no more change her feelings of inferiority than she could change the gnawing guilt she felt whenever Kari tried talking to her.

      It was vexing.

      In an attempt to get her mind off the matter of Eryk, Fay observed all the other people who were in the room with her. There were a lot of people. She recognized some of them, like Grant, who stood over in another corner. He hadn’t spotted her yet. She aimed to keep it that way. Aside from the few more prominent members of nobility, there were many people she didn’t recognize, such as the old man who looked like a farmer, or the hulking brute of a man wearing nothing but a loincloth and wielding an axe.

      “Is that you, Fay?”

      Fay felt her blood run cold as a familiar voice reached her ears. Wearing a grimace, she turned around to find Grant standing before her. He wore a silver breastplate that gleamed brightly as though freshly polished. The armor was segmented so it wouldn’t hinder his movements. Beneath the armor was a black tunic with long sleeves. The armor came with gauntlets, greaves, and a skirt-piece that protected his groin.

      “Grant, I’d been hoping to avoid seeing you,” Fay didn’t bother hiding the rancor in her voice.

      Grant merely laughed. “What are you saying? By the time this tournament is over, you and I will be engaged. There’s no reason to avoid me.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Fay said in a frozen tone. “I have no intention of ever marrying you.”

      “That is unfortunate because you will become my Second Wife, whether you like it or not.” Grant narrowed his eyes. “There’s no escaping from fate, Fay. You had best accept it while I’m still feeling amicable. If you continue to resist me, then I’ll be sure to remember your insulting attitude after we’ve been officially married. During that time, I will ensure that you are taught proper obedience.”

      Fay narrowed her eyes as red-hot anger flowed through her body. This boy, who was like a dog that would hump anything it found attractive, dared to talk about teaching her obedience? She had never felt so insulted in her entire life.

      Yet just before Fay could open her mouth, a loud whoosh sound like the air was being cut entered her ears, and a massive slab of steel suddenly blocked her view of Grant. She followed the metal to the one holding it. Her eyes widened when she saw who it was.

      “Why are you bothering my friend?” asked Eryk, his glare turned on Grant.

      “Peasant, are you getting in my way again?” Grant ignored Eryk’s question and returned the glare with a nasty sneer.

      “So long as you are willing to keep bothering Kari and Fay, I will keep getting in your way,” Eryk replied in a mild voice. “Besides, you won’t be marrying either of them.”

      “Hmph!” Grant snorted and turned away. “We’ll see about that. I’d tell you not to lose until we face each other so I can beat you myself, but I somehow don’t think you’re going to have any hope of winning the preliminaries, nevermind winning enough rounds to face me.”

      Eryk waited for Grant to walk away before lowering his weapon. He glanced at Fay and smiled.

      “Sorry for interfering,” he said. “I know you could probably deal with him on your own, but I just can’t stand that guy.”

      “It’s fine,” Fay muttered softly, not sure how she should feel. Her cheeks felt a little warm, but her chest felt cold, like an icy fist had clutched her heart in its freezing grip. “I appreciate that you are willing to stand up for me.”

      “Of course, I am.” Eryk shrugged. “I care for you.”

      Fay didn’t know whether she should laugh, cry, or blush. Eryk was able to make flattering and heartfelt comments like that so easily, but he didn’t seem to realize how she interpreted his words. To him, they were probably just the sort of thing he’d say to a friend, but to her, they meant so much more.

      “That outfit…” Eryk mumbled as he looked her up and down.

      “Is something wrong with my outfit?” Fay asked, feeling just a little embarrassed.

      She was wearing a black and red coat that flared out just above her hips and stopped at her thighs. Gold outlined the hem of her jacket. A black and gold chestplate went around her chest, held together by a set of leather straps. She only had one shoulder pauldron. It was small, had the same black and gold color scheme, and sat against her left shoulder. Her right shoulder was free, but she had a tight sleeve held together by leather bands that went all the way down to her hand. Aside from the jacket, chestplate, pauldron, and arm sleeve, her outfit featured a white undershirt, black pants, and black boots that had red and gold knee pads.

      “No.” Eryk shook his head. “There’s nothing wrong with your outfit.” He turned his head away, and for a split second, Fay thought she saw him blushing. “You look good.”

      “Oh…” she breathed, her cheeks suddenly burning.

      The rest of their time in the waiting room was spent in awkward silence, until someone came in and told them all to travel up to the arena.
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            Beginning of the Preliminaries

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike when Eryk had fought against Albert in the Honor Duel, the Colosseum stands were filled to the brim today. Kari couldn’t even begin to guess at how many people were in attendance. The lower, upper, and middle-class seating was fit to bursting with people. It was like staring into a multi-colored sea of hair... though most people possessed varying shades of blonde with only a few who had brown or red hair.

      She was once more sitting in the chair next to her mother. Her three brothers were also present, but her fathers were not. Valence, Rainer, and Dante had gone down to the waiting room, which had not been used during the Honor Duel, to get all of the participants ready.

      “I wonder what sort of showing we’re gonna get this year,” said Geirolf as he crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Last year, we had that old guy from the Kriger Family who won. What was his name again?”

      “Grim Kriger,” Earland said.

      “That’s the one.” Geirolf snapped his fingers as an excited expression appeared on his face. “He was pretty good for an old bastard.”

      “It is often the older generation that we need to watch out for,” Mykkel added. “They tend to be a lot more cunning and ruthless than the newer generation. And I hear Grim Kriger is at the Third State of Spiritualism, which only Mother and Grandfather have reached. It was obvious he would win.”

      “Hmph! I can be plenty cunning and ruthless.”

      “No one said you couldn’t.”

      Kari listened vaguely to what her brothers were saying, but most of her attention was focused on the arena. Her fathers had just stepped out of the door and were leading all the people who would be participating onto the arena floor. There were a lot. It looked like the amount of people taking part this year was in the double digits.

      At the sight of all these people walking onto the arena floor, the many people who had been waiting in anticipation suddenly worked themselves into a frenzy. They roared and cheered at the sight of all these Spiritualists who had agreed to battle for their entertainment. Feet stomped, voices shouted, and banners flew through the air from families who were present to cheer on their participating family member.

      The arena was a circular area with a diameter of about 109 meters in both length and width. It was even larger than the throne room where her mother listened to reports from the nobles and commanders working for the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard. Yet at that moment, more than half the arena floor had been filled. This caused her to bite her lip. She constantly swept her gaze over the individuals, but there were so many she couldn’t find the person she was looking for.

      “If you are looking for Eryk Veiger, he is the one with the giant ruler on his shoulder,” her mother said.

      Kari glanced at her mother, still seated elegantly on her chair like it was a throne, and then glanced back at the crowd of participants. There were quite a few people with large weapons resting on their shoulders. However, she looked for the ruler like her mother suggested. It took a little time. She swayed in her seat, which directed Spiritual Power into her eyes and caused her vision to sharpen. It wasn’t like everything had suddenly been magnified and more like the fog on a glass window had been cleared away to reveal details in greater focus. Only then did she find him.

      Eryk stood near the front of the group, close to Valence. Like her mother had said, he was holding a large ruler in his hand, which rested against his shoulder. She’d never seen such a massive weapon before. It was a brutal-looking thing and seemed almost ill-fitted for his feminine appearance. However, if she were to judge it based on its intimidation factor, it was a great weapon. Looking at it made her shudder.

      However, when she found Eryk, Kari discovered someone else who was with him. Fay Valstine. Her heart clenched when she saw her former friend.

      “There really are a lot more people than last time,” Geirolf muttered behind her. He sounded depressed, like he was pouting. “It really sucks that I can’t participate. I’d kick all their asses.”

      “If you participated, I would also be allowed to join,” Earland murmured in a soft but firm voice that caused Geirolf to still.

      “Way to take away my enthusiasm,” Geirolf said in a bitter tone.

      Her mother waited for a little while longer before standing up and stepping onto the balcony. Her presence caused all those who’d been roaring with excitement to settle down. Kari stared at the woman from behind, wondering just what sort of prestige a person must wield to gain this kind of presence. Just by appearing before them, her mother had quieted an entire crowd.

      “Nevaria is a place that is ruled by the strong,” her mother began. “It is the duty of the strong to safeguard Nevaria from the dangers of Demon Beasts and keep order within the city. This is why we honor those who are strong. That is also why we host this yearly Spiritualist Grand Tournament. Not only does this tournament allow the strongest Spiritualists within Nevaria to showcase their strength, but the winner goes on to receive the prestige that comes from being strong. This includes the right to challenge me for the title of Emperor.”

      As her mother explained the purpose of this competition, Kari swept her gaze to the arena floor, where the many Spiritualists were still standing. All of them were looking at her mother—except for one person.

      Kari felt her breath catch in her throat when she realized that Eryk was staring right at her. His bright eyes were gazing into hers with a power that seemed to transcend time. Her knees felt weak under his gaze. It was a good thing she was sitting, or her legs would have already given out. Not only did she feel weak, but her cheeks felt warm, and she didn’t doubt that they had gained a healthy bit of color.

      Unfortunately, Fay also seemed to realize where he was looking. She gazed up at Kari with a challenging glare. This caused the pain in her chest to become magnified. It was a sharp ache that made her feel like someone was brutally stabbing her with her own ranseur.

      While Eryk might have been staring at her, the eyes of everyone else were on her mother. There was a hungry leer in them. Some of that was definitely because of her mother’s beauty. She was often hailed as the most beautiful woman in Nevaria. However, Kari was certain that many of these Spiritualists also wanted the right to challenge her in combat.

      “The last victor of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament was Grim Kriger,” her mother continued. “Unfortunately, those who have already won are no longer eligible to participate, so he is no longer able to stand beside these competitors.” She glanced at someone specific in the three-tiered seating, and while Kari couldn’t see who she was looking at, there was no doubt in her mind that it was Grim Kriger. She looked back at the crowd at large. “I would like to wish all those who have elected to participate in this glorious competition good luck. This is your time to showcase your martial prowess and let those among us who value your talent see how much you can shine. Do your best.”

      At these last words, her mother stepped back and sat down. Her words invoked roaring cheers from the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      I stood beside Fay as the three men before us stared over our group. There was Dante, the man who had refereed my Honor Duel with Albert. He wore the same laid-back smile as last time. The other two individuals were a stern-faced man who was clean-shaven and looked like he’d been carved from stone and a slightly younger man with a calm demeanor that reminded me of a still lake, placid and peaceful. The stern-faced man wore gleaming golden armor, while the calm one with the gentle smile wore silver armor.

      I was sure the armor was decorative rather than functional.

      The one with the calm demeanor stepped forward, his caramel eyes sweeping over everyone. He had short hair that was swept back a little. There were only two small bangs that trailed down from the center of his forehead and hovered around his brow. As he shifted, the greaves he wore made the soft clicking noises that came from metal touching against metal. Likewise, noise issued from his gauntlets and chestplate every time he moved them. There was a broadsword strapped across his back.

      “While I am sure many of you recognize me, allow me to introduce myself anyway. My name is Rainer. I’m the first commander of the Nevarian Spiritualists, and I will be the one whose job is to ensure that all of you follow the rules.” He paused to sweep his gaze across us again, and I could have sworn his eyes lingered on me for a second longer than they did on everyone else. “The rules of this competition are very simple: What I say goes. Winners are determined by knockout or forfeit. If someone forfeits, you must halt your attack immediately. Failure to do so will result in your disqualification. Furthermore, there is to be no killing. If any of you kill your opponent, you’ll not only be disqualified, but you will face harsh punishment. This is a contest meant to let all of you show off your skills in combat. It is not a blood sport.”

      A grave pressure seemed to emanate from Rainer, who spoke in a seemingly calm manner that didn’t match the intensity of his gaze. Even I was not immune to it. Beside me, Fay had completely stiffened up.

      “Now, allow me to tell you all how this is going to work,” Rainer began again. “Currently, there are far too many people participating. This is usually the case for the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. The contest is only supposed to last for two or three days, but if we held the tournament as we are now, it would probably take around a week. Furthermore, this contest is meant to showcase only those who are strong. That is why we are going to be holding a series of preliminary matches.”

      As he continued speaking, someone came out of the door that all of us had entered the arena floor through. It was a young woman wearing a frilly gown. She was pushing a cart across the dirt. Sitting on the cart was an ordinary box with a hole at the top. The woman, who I guessed might be a maidservant, stopped in front of Rainer.

      Rainer placed his hand on the box and began speaking again. “Within this box are several slips of parchment with the numbers one through sixteen. There are only five of each number. Each of you will come up and draw a number. That number will determine who you will be fighting. Anyone who draws the same number as you will be fighting against you in a group elimination round. The winner shall go on to fight in the actual Spiritualist Grand Tournament.”

      Given that it looked like there were upwards of 80 people present, I could see why they would want to hold this kind of preliminary round. If 80 people fought in single combat, that would be 40 separate battles for just the first round, which would probably take at least several days to conclude.

      Spiritualist battles could last anywhere from five minutes to several hours, depending on the strengths of the Spiritualists battling. A battle in which two Spiritualists of equal strength fought often lasted for at least an hour because it ultimately became a battle of attrition. The one who made the first mistake lost.

      “We will now begin drawing numbers,” Rainer announced. “Who will step up first?”

      No one stepped up for a few seconds, but soon a large man who appeared to be in his mid-forties, with a head of gray hair and a scar over his right eye, stepped up. He was wearing thick leather armor and carrying a halberd. The armor was scuffed and dinged in some places. I guessed he was a mercenary. He walked with a calm, confident gait up to the box and slipped his gauntlet-clad hand inside. Soon, he pulled out a slip of parchment. He glanced at it, looked at Rainer, and then walked back to where he’d been standing.

      That appeared to be the cue. One by one, the other people began walking up and grabbing a number from inside the box. All of the people were unique. I saw one guy with a twig-like figure who looked like a stiff breeze would break him in half. There was a woman with a stern demeanor who was dressed in heavy plate mail. A man wearing nothing but a loin cloth and wielding a battle axe also grabbed a number. I used Spiritual Perception to judge each one. All of them were decently strong, but none of them had reached the same level of strength as the three men standing in front of us.

      I glanced at my companion as more people walked up to the box, only to frown when I saw how her arms were shaking. Fay had broken out into a cold sweat. Her breathing was a little unsteady, too.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked.

      “It is hard not to be.” Fay swallowed. “I have seen this competition many times, but I never participated before. I feel like there is this intense pressure from the other participants pushing down on me.”

      “That would be their Spiritual Pressure.” I nodded. “I imagine the excitement they feel is causing some of their Spiritual Power to leak out. That normally wouldn’t cause this kind of feeling, but there are so many of them that the combined Spiritual Power has magnified the Spiritual Pressure surrounding us.” On impulse, I reached out and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Do not worry. I have been taking the measurement of these people, and among them, there are only about ten or so that you need to watch out for.”

      Fay glanced at my face, then looked at my hand, and then looked away. “I-I see. If you say I do not need to worry, then I will of course believe you. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome.” I smiled and removed my hand from hers.

      Just after I retracted my hand, I felt someone’s vicious gaze piercing into me, causing me to turn and look at Grant as he walked up to the box. Our gazes locked. While I could feel sparks of resentment flying from him, I felt absolutely nothing. That was not because this man didn’t make me feel anything. There just wasn’t anything I could do to him during this tournament. Even if we faced each other, I would not be allowed to kill him, so it was better to suppress the burning urge to see his head removed from his shoulders.

      Grant stuck his hand in the box and pulled out a slip of parchment. After looking at it, he turned around, smiled, and showed everyone the number.

      Four.

      “I hope you don’t get the same number as me,” Grant said to me in a loud, booming voice. “I want to fight you in single combat, so I can humiliate you and show these people just how weak and pathetic you really are.”

      I paid him maybe a second or two of attention, then I dismissed Grant. The man’s face turned red. As he stalked back into the crowd with anger radiating from his every pore, I couldn’t suppress my smile. The best way to piss off a noble was to ignore them as though they were beneath you.

      Nobles hated it when you treated them like dirt beneath your boots.

      As the number of participants coming up to the box trickled down, Fay finally stepped forward, her legs shaking only a little as she reached into the box and took out a slip of parchment. She didn’t glance at it as she walked back to me. After she came back, I walked forward and reached into the box. I could feel the eyes of Dante, Rainer, and Valence on me as I pulled out a parchment and looked at it.

      Two.

      “Good luck,” I heard as I turned around and walked back to Fay.

      “You all have your numbers,” Rainer began once everyone had finished drawing. “That means it is now time for the preliminary rounds. Those whose parchment has the number one drawn on it shall stay in the arena. Everyone else shall head toward the viewing booth that has been reserved for the participants. Dante will lead you there.”

      “All right!” Dante clapped his hands and stepped forward. “Everyone who does not have the number one drawn on their parchment follow me.”

      Dante walked off and many others followed him. I was about to turn around and do the same, but then I noticed that Fay was not moving. Turning back, I looked at the girl who was shaking with nervous jitters and frowned.

      “You drew a number one,” I said.

      Fay nodded. She looked like she was about to hyperventilate.

      Placing my hands on her shoulders, I looked into her eyes, making sure she locked eyes with me before saying anything. I needed to instill in her a sense of confidence.

      “None of these people can beat you,” I said in a firm voice. “You are more powerful than any of the other people who drew the number one slip. Just remember this: Observe the other opponents carefully, watch how they fight, and don’t let yourself be caught in a two-on-one battle. You have the Flash Step to help you either gain or close the distance between people, and you’ve mastered the Spiritual Fire Technique you were practicing. You don’t need anything else to win.”

      Fay nodded several times as her body stopped shaking. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Opening her eyes again, she glanced up at my face and smiled. It was such a warm, gentle expression that I couldn’t help but feel my heartbeat quicken.

      “Thank you, Eryk. Your advice and encouragement means a lot to me.”

      I smiled to mask my own guilt and patted her on the shoulder. “You don’t need to thank me. I’m only telling you the truth.”

      The last person who didn’t have the number one aside from me had just left, so I turned toward the door and ran after the group. They weren’t that far. I could see the large mass of people walking down the corridor.

      I hurried and caught up to them as Dante led us to a viewing booth on the first floor. It was large enough to hold about a hundred people, longer than it was wide, and didn’t have any seats. That said, the viewing booth did have an open window that would allow us to watch the other participants as they fought. It stretched across the entire room.

      “This is where all of you will be staying when you aren’t fighting,” Dante said. “I will also be staying in this room to make sure none of you fight outside of the arena.” While his smile looked lazy, there was a sharpness to it that made many of the people present shudder. “Anyone who tries to fight while I’m around will not only be disqualified, but I will challenge them to an Honor Duel, and then I will humiliate that person until they are too ashamed to even show themselves in public.”

      The man’s words made me snort a bit, but I didn’t say anything as I wandered up to the window and looked out. From where I stood, I could see Fay beginning to square off against the other four combatants.
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        * * *

      

      Eryk’s words had done wonders to calm her down. Even though Fay still felt her legs growing a little weak, as she stood there alongside the four other combatants, she did not feel the nearly overwhelming nervousness that had invaded her body earlier. This just went to show her how much his words meant. It also furthered her determination not to hand him over to Kari.

      She eyed the four other people who stood in the arena with her—three men and one other woman.

      The first one she noticed was obviously the hulking man wearing nothing but a loincloth. He towered over all the other competitors like a giant. His massive muscles flexed with even the slightest movement. This man’s arms were thick and covered in veins, and his hands were so large he could probably fit his fingers around her entire cranium. His skin was also tanner than most. He probably spent a lot of time outdoors.

      Standing in the next point of this pentagon was the second man, a person who looked positively tiny when standing next to the hulking barbarian. His slight frame made him seem more feminine. He was not wearing any armor, but his clothing made it clear that he was a noble of some standing. A white vest was hidden underneath a blue coat with tails that traveled past his knees. The sleeves were rolled up and fingerless gloves extended up to his forearms. Black pants, blue boots, and a broadsword strapped over his shoulder completed his ensemble.

      She switched her gaze from the man to the woman on his other side.

      Fay felt a little inferior when she eyed this gorgeous woman clad in chainmail and wielding a spear with a leaf-shaped blade. Her silver gauntlets gleamed in the light. The chestplate she wore over her chainmail only protected her chest, but it would also allow her the freedom of motion to twist her torso. Unlike the two men, she wore a sharp-looking helmet with a pair of wings jutting from either side. A few blond bangs stuck out of her helmet and hovered around steel-gray eyes.

      Finally, Fay looked at the last person and couldn’t help but wonder what this man had been thinking when he entered. He was old. His bald head and face were covered in wrinkles. His skin was tanned from being out in the sun for so long, making her think he might be a farmer from outside of the city. He wore simple pants, a tunic, and carried a wooden staff that did not look like it could do much damage.

      Someone stepped in the middle of their formation. It was Rainer, who slowly turned in a circle to eye the combatants. Everyone focused their eyes on him as the crowd, previously loud enough to shatter a person’s eardrums, grew quiet and restless. Everyone was watching on bated breath.

      “All of you already know the rules so I won’t repeat them,” Rainer said. “Remember, what I say goes. The same goes for Valence, who will be helping me referee these preliminary matches. If we tell you to stop fighting, you will stop fighting. Failure to comply will result in your immediate disqualification. Do you all understand?”

      All five combatants nodded as Rainer gazed at them with his blade-like eyes. Fay couldn’t repress the shiver that ran down her spine at the sharp gaze, which she could practically feel cutting into her.

      Rainer smiled. “Good. In that case, all of you will begin this battle on my signal.”

      The Second Husband of Empress Hilda walked out of the circle, standing on the opposite side of the arena as Valence, who had his arms crossed and wore a stern expression.

      All the other combatants readied their weapons. The barbarian-like man clutched his axe, the noble unsheathed his broadsword, the woman swung her halberd around, and the old man tapped his staff against the ground. It was only now that Fay realized she had no weapons with which to fight.

      Nothing except for her fists.

      Crap.

      Rainer held up his hand and swung it down. “Let the battle begin!”
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      The moment the fight started, everyone except Fay suddenly turned around and clashed with their nearest opponent. She stood there, unable to do anything except watch as the other four began battling against each other. It was like they hadn’t even deemed her a threat. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but she also knew that having them underestimate her would be an advantage.

      Two battles had broken out. One of them was between the armored woman and the old man, while the other was between the noble and the barbarian. As the odd woman out, Fay could do nothing but stand in place and watch as the two battles happened.

      A loud crashing sound caused her to shift her attention to the battle between the barbarian and the noble. The massive man in the loincloth had swung his axe down without mercy. While the noble had dodged, the swing was so powerful that the axe split the earth when it struck. Fault lines spread across the ground as a loud rumbling sound echoed all around them.

      The noble wore a grim expression as he eyed the damage. However, he didn’t appear frightened as a powerful Spiritual Aura activated around him. Wisps of dark green energy swirled around his body like a slowly flickering flame. His Spiritual Aura emitted a Spiritual Pressure that felt very solid. He must have possessed an affinity for the earth element.

      After his Spiritual Aura ignited, the noble took a step forward and swung his broadsword in a diagonal slash that started from the ground and curved into the sky. Numerous rock projectiles suddenly sprang from the arena floor and sailed toward the barbarian, who also activated his Spiritual Aura. A powerful sensation like an electric jolt caused the hairs on Fay’s arm to stand on end. It felt similar to Eryk’s Spiritual Aura, but where his felt like a calmly flowing river bathed in lightning, this one felt like a spark.

      The earth projectiles slammed into the lightning Spiritual Aura and broke apart. The barbarian threw his head back and laughed.

      “Hur hur hur. You’ll have to do far better than that if you wish to defeat me, little man.”

      The noble narrowed his eyes. “Then why don’t we up the stakes?”

      Slamming his foot on the ground three times, the man spun around and created three stone spikes that sprang from the ground around the barbarian. However, just like before, these spikes merely smashed against his aura and vanished. The barbarian laughed some more as he swung his axe in a half-circle, a powerful ripple of lightning spreading out from it. Seeing this quick moving ripple of lightning charge toward him, the noble swung his sword in a strange pattern like a series of figure eights before stabbing it into the ground. A massive slab of stone rose from the surface just as the lightning arrived. The blue arcs of energy slammed into the slab, but it didn’t break through.

      Fay shifted her attention from the battle between the barbarian and the noble to the one happening between the old man and the lady warrior. While the other battle was pitting Spiritual Technique against Spiritual Technique, this one seemed to be more like a battle of martial skill. The two were trading strikes with their staff and halberd respectively.

      The lady warrior spun her halberd around her body in graceful arcs before she struck at the old man, her leaf-shaped blade seeking to penetrate his defenses. Yet the old man was wily. He moved his body by using a strange method of shuffling his feet along the ground in an off-time rhythm, allowing him to narrowly avoid each attack. A stab was dodged when he tilted his body to the left. A swing was avoided when he sidestepped. The lady warrior swung her halberd horizontally, but the old man merely leapt into the air and let it pass beneath his feet.

      “You are very good at dodging,” the lady warrior said, her eyes narrowed. “However, if dodging is all you can do, then I am afraid you should consider giving up.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” The old man broke into a smile as he eyed the lady warrior. “I do appreciate you handing me advice, but that is not something the young should be doing. It is the duty of the old to deliver advice to the young. That is why I’m going to suggest you forfeit. You can’t beat me.”

      The lady warrior gritted her teeth as her Spiritual Aura erupted around her. It was like a whirlpool of flame surrounding her body, encasing it in an additional layer of heat and protection.

      “We will see who defeats who,” the lady warrior said as she charged at the old man. Despite her activating her Spiritual Aura, the old man did no such thing. He remained standing where he was, a calm smile on his face as though he had nothing to worry about.

      The lady warrior moved her body into an elegant dance. Her feet slid along the floor. Her body twirled. As she moved, the leaf-shaped blade of her halberd suddenly ignited. Fire danced around her blade, which she swung at lightning speed. It was so fast Fay could barely see it.

      While Fay could only see a soft flicker of light, the old man could clearly see everything, for he leapt backward, clearing several meters and allowing the blade to pass harmlessly by. This didn’t solve the full problem, though. As the blade flew through the air in front of him, a sharp crescent-shaped wave of fire shot from the halberd’s tip. It continued to travel toward the old man at a speed that Fay didn’t think he could dodge.

      “Hup!”

      The old man surprised Fay by spinning his staff around in front of him like a windmill. Strange streamers coagulated in the air, converging on the area immediately in front of the man’s windmilling staff. It was water, she realized. Dozens of streamers composed entirely of water appeared in the air and agglomerated in front of the old man’s staff as he continued spinning it, creating a large shield.

      The crescent fire wave slammed into the shield. A loud hiss erupted from the attack as steam shot across the battlefield, covering the old man and making it impossible for either Fay or the lady warrior to see what happened. However, just as Fay was wondering if the man’s shield had been broken, ancient laughter like aged paper being crinkled rang out from inside of the steam cloud.

      “That wasn’t too bad. You have quite a bit of power to you,” the old man said from within the cloud. “However, if that’s all you have, then I’m afraid this battle is already won.”

      The lady warrior clicked her tongue as she held her halberd in a two-handed grip, legs spread apart and knees bent. She narrowed her eyes and glared into the rolling steam.

      “This is not even close to everything I am capable of,” the lady warrior replied. “Don’t go counting all of your chickens before they even hatch.”

      “Oh ho ho ho! More attempts of the young giving advice to the elderly.”

      Seconds after those words were unleashed, a figure darted out from the steam cloud. The figure was moving swiftly, but Fay was able to see what, or rather who, was traveling that fast. He headed toward the lady warrior, whose expression suddenly turned grave. She swung her halberd. A loud bang echoed all around them as the shaft of her weapon struck something hard. The explosive impact sent dust and wind everywhere, causing Fay to flinch. When she looked back at the old man and the lady warrior, it was to see the two of them exchanging blows at lightning speed.

      This is… a battle…

      Fay’s eyes were wide as she stared uncomprehendingly at the fight before her. Even though she had trained for several months now (she had trained for months before even meeting Eryk), she didn’t actually have any experience with combat. Her training consisted of strength training, learning to control her Spiritual Power, and learning the Flash Step and Fire Spiral Spiritual Fist. Seeing these two fights erupting right before her eyes caused her legs to lock in place.

      Her heartbeat accelerated.

      BAM!

      A loud sound caused Fay to suddenly turn her head, and she was just in time to witness the noble get struck by the barbarian’s axe. The attack came in so fast the noble had no time to dodge. The axe crashed into him like a thunderstorm, blasting him clean off his feet and sending him soaring across the arena floor. He didn’t stop until his body slammed into the wall, which dented around him and caused cracks to spread from the center of impact.

      His Spiritual Aura, which had protected him from the swing, at least to a certain point, sputtered a little before finally disappearing. When that happened, the man fell forward. He hit the ground with a dull thud. Fay waited to see if he would get back up, but his body didn’t even twitch.

      “This man is out of the competition,” Rainer declared. “Will a pair of medics please come and get this man out of the arena?”

      The crowd surged and cheered at his words as two medics carrying a stretcher between them arrived. They set the stretcher down, picked the man up, placed him on it, and hurried out of the arena.

      “Hur hur hur.”

      A chilling laugh caused a shiver to run down Fay’s spine. She turned her attention toward the barbarian, who was now walking toward her with a lecherous leer plastered on his face. Her nose wrinkled. She’d received this sort of look from plenty of men before, and it was never a pleasant experience.

      “Pretty little thing,” the barbarian said as he loomed over her, his axe resting on his shoulder. “Why don’t you just give up now? Hur hur. We both know you are no match for me. If you quit now, I’ll find you later and show you a good time.”

      The chill that came from fear evaporated at this man’s words. The shaking in her legs stopped, the blood chilling her bones became hot, and the urge she felt to run away disappeared. She glared at this barbaric-looking man as she slid her feet apart and raised her hands, clenching them into fists.

      “Why don’t you quit now, and I promise not to beat you senseless?” Fay returned fire.

      “Hur hur hur. It seems this pretty little thing has a sharp tongue.” Instead of being angered by her words, the barbarian’s mouth widened into a grin that showed his large teeth. “It will be fun to see what else you can do with that tongue of yours.”

      Fay couldn’t stop herself from grimacing, but during that second, the man had raised his axe and swung it down hard. Her body twitched as she leapt to the side. The axe struck the ground. Not only did it cause the ground to split open, but several arcs of pale lightning raced across the arena floor and headed straight for her.

      With her eyes narrowed, Fay brought her elbows into her torso. She lowered her center of gravity as well. Rotating her shoulders, she soon thrust out her fists into a pair of corkscrewing punches just as the lightning reached her.

      Two powerful spiral-shaped bursts of fire flew from her fists, slammed into the lightning, and exploded with an incredible amount of force. Waves of heat rushed across the ground. It caused sweat to break out on Fay’s skin, but she ignored the searing heat and looked at the barbarian. He was no longer smiling as he stared at the massive plumes of fire that rose into the sky.

      Fay locked onto the ground just in front of the barbarian. Her Spiritual Power surged as she took a single step forward, the act required to channel her Spiritual Power into the sole of her foot, and then she was standing directly in front of the large man.
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      She looked up at his blinking face. It seemed like he hadn’t noticed her yet. Good. Fay used that time to move her body into a wider stance, rotated her shoulders as she tucked her elbows into her sides, and then thrust them out when her Spiritual Power was channeled into her fists.

      “HA!”

      Two spiral-shaped blasts erupted from her fists and crashed into the man with a concussive burst of hot air and fire. The barbarian’s screams were drowned out by the flame’s roars. The power behind the explosion that appeared when the man was launched into the air was such that even Fay was pushed backward. She stumbled across the ground for nearly a meter, flinching as the fires from her own attack partially burned her face and hands. However, as she watched the barbarian strike the ground with an earth-shattering boom, she realized that she had probably gotten off easy.

      Despite being struck by a pair of fireballs, launched into the air, and slammed into the ground, the barbarian was still conscious. He pressed his hands against the ground and tried to get up. However, the Spiritual Aura surrounding his body flickered dangerously. His massive arms shook, the veins bulging as his face turned red. The aura flickered some more. Then it went out, and all the Spiritual Power the barbarian contained seemed to go out with it. Even though he was still conscious, his arms gave in and his head struck the ground again.

      “This man is officially out of the competition,” Valence said in a calm, deep voice. “Someone help him get out of the arena.”

      “W-what nonsense… is that? Hur… hur… I can still fight…”

      Despite the serious blow he’d just taken, the barbarian seemed unwilling to give up. He struggled to stand. However, Valence gave him a cold look that caused the man to freeze.

      “You cannot even climb onto your feet on your own, and yet you think you can still fight? I said you are done. Do not push your luck.”

      The words were bone-chilling, but the barbarian merely clenched his teeth as a pair of men in the leather armor of Nevarian Spiritualists came up and slung his arms around their shoulders. They hauled the man to his feet. Once he was able to take some of his own weight, they helped him walk toward the arena floor. The barbarian tossed a vicious glare at Fay just before he left.

      Fay sighed and pressed a hand to her chest. Her body was still shaking, though whether it was from fear or exhilaration, she couldn’t tell.

      Before she could really catch her second wind, a massive explosion erupted from the battle between the lady warrior and the old man. She turned toward the battle. It looked like while she’d been fighting against the barbarian, the two of them had been going at it just as fiercely as she had. Their staff and halberd were a pair of streaks that flew through the air. Fire and water erupted between them as they danced around and swung their respective weapons. Every time their weapons struck each other, a powerful detonation of steam would launch them back, causing the pair to stumble.

      “Oh ho ho ho! This old man is impressed by your abilities! Even though you have yet to reach the Second State of Spiritualism, you are capable of keeping up with my attacks! Very impressive. I guess this is what it means to get older. Even though I have reached the Second State, my body just isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Hmph! For an old man, you are pretty powerful. I’ll admit I underestimated you, but I won’t do that anymore! From here on out, I am going to use everything I have to defeat you!”

      “Ha! If you think you have what it takes to beat me, then go ahead and try!”

      “With pleasure!”

      The speed of their attacks was increasing, growing more intense as the pair exchanged blows. The lady warrior swung her halberd down, but it was blocked by the old man and his staff. A powerful explosion created a concussive force that pushed the two away from each other. However, this didn’t mean they had stopped attacking.

      The lady warrior spun around in a circle, creating several fireballs that were lined up in a neat row. She slammed her foot on the ground, generating a powerful kinetic force, and used it to reverse her swing. When she came back around, her halberd struck the six fireballs and sent them toward the old man.

      Not one to be outdone, the old man slammed his staff against the ground. Water agglomerated along its length. He slid one foot forward, and then swung his staff six times, creating six water balls that were no smaller than the fireballs charging toward him. The two attacks collided in the center of their battlefield. A powerful force exploded. The ground beneath the explosion cracked and steam burst out in all directions, obscuring the two Spiritualists’ vision.

      However, while the lady warrior could only frown at the expanding cloud of steam, the old man pressed his feet upon the ground and shot forward. Fay followed him as he darted around the steam cloud and came up behind the lady warrior. She frowned. He was moving very quickly, but perhaps because she had been training to use the Flash Step, his movements seemed a little slow.

      In either event, the lady warrior had no time to respond as he appeared behind her. He held his staff in a two-handed grip, generated a water ball by twirling the tip of his staff in a circular motion, and then slammed the end of his staff into it. The water ball shot forward just as the lady warrior realized he was there. It struck her in the back, blasting apart her Spiritual Aura and causing her to scream as she struck the ground and skidded across it.

      Fay concluded that it was probably a good thing the lady warrior was wearing armor, or that attack would have done a lot of damage. The back piece of her chestplate was dented. Had that struck her actual body, it might have crippled or even killed her. Killing, of course, wasn’t allowed in this contest, but accidents were bound to happen in a fierce competition like this.

      The lady warrior used her halberd as a crutch as she climbed to her feet. Her Spiritual Aura was gone. She winced several times and stared at the old man, who merely smiled at her like a wizened old monkey who knew he had won. Several seconds of silence passed while the two of them stared at each other. Then the lady warrior sighed.

      “I forfeit,” she declared to the shock of the crowd. “I no longer have any Spiritual Power left to fight with, and I can already tell that my armor won’t be able to withstand another hit.”

      Rainer nodded. “In that case, please vacate the arena.”

      The lady warrior nodded toward Rainer, bowed her head slightly toward the old man who beat her, and then turned around and began walking toward the door. She did pause, however, when she saw Fay. Her eyes widened in shock. She clearly hadn’t expected Fay to be the one standing there. However, the woman swiftly mastered her expression, graced her with a smile, and left.

      “Will the two remaining combatants meet in the center of the arena?” Rainer requested.

      Fay walked toward the center, as did the old man, who seemed just as surprised as the woman that it was Fay and not one of the other two who remained. However, this expression soon left. The old man’s smile returned as he chuckled.

      “Oh ho ho ho. I had not expected you to be the one I would face,” he murmured, his eyes opening a crack to reveal dark brown pupils. “I wonder… did you defeat one of the other two after he had been injured, or was it a double knockout?”

      Fay frowned as she realized this man was implying she hadn’t won on her own strength. It was true that she lacked experience. Anyone who was versed in combat could probably tell she was a rookie who had never been in a fight before now, but that didn’t give this man or anyone else the right to look down on her.

      “You will find out for yourself whether or not my victory was a fluke,” Fay stated, feeling fired up. Her body was brimming with determination.

      “Hmm… you have spunk if nothing else.” The old man tapped his staff on the ground. “Very well. This old man shall humor you. Let us see if you have what it takes to defeat me.”

      Taking a deep breath, Fay relaxed as she slid her feet shoulder width apart. The crowd, which had been a dull roar in her ears, had gone completely silent now. She could see some of the people behind the old man. They were staring at her and her opponent, no doubt wondering who would win. Unlike the old man, they had actually seen what she’d done, even if they couldn’t understand it.

      Rainer and Valence were off to the side, observing the battle with their keen eyes. They didn’t reinitiate the fight. This fight had already started. Right now, she and her opponent were merely sizing each other up.

      Fay already knew how powerful this man was. Even though he and that lady warrior had fought like beasts, he still seemed raring to go. The only sign of his exhaustion came from the light sheen of sweat gathering on his bald head. If she wanted to win this battle, she could not afford to give him a chance to attack.

      Fay slid her dominant foot forward again, gathered her Spiritual Power, and took a single step.

      “What?!” The old man gasped in shock.

      She appeared right before the old man’s wide, bulging eyes. Unlike the barbarian, this old man was not so tall that he couldn’t see her when she was right in front of him. They were more or less the same height, so when she suddenly appeared before him like a ghost, he naturally noticed.

      The old man reacted on instinct, swinging his staff forward to strike her across the temple, but Fay was already too close for a weapon like a staff, which had a longer reach, to be effective. She raised her left hand. Pain struck her forearm as it came into contact with the old man’s skinny bicep. That thinness was deceptive. Still, despite the pain, she blocked his attack, tucked her right hand into her torso, and gathered her Spiritual Power. With a loud roar, she twisted her entire torso and thrust out her right fist in a rotating spiral.

      Her fist ignited with a heat so intense the air distorted around it. A spiral-shaped flame trailed behind her fist. There was no time to react. The old man was struck in the chest. A plume of fire erupted from Fay’s fist as the old man was launched into the air, soaring in a parabolic arc and striking the ground before rolling across it for several meters.

      Smoke rose from Fay’s still outstretched hand as she stood there, panting and gasping for air. There were a pair of trenches on the ground showing where she had slid backward. Her knuckles stung with an intense pain as blood dripped from several cracks that had appeared because of her own attack. However, she was still standing, and the old man was not getting back up.

      In the ensuing silence, Rainer walked up to Fay.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Fay…” she mumbled, still breathing heavily. “It’s Fay Valstine.”

      Rainer nodded and raised his hand as he turned to the crowd.

      “The winner of the first round of the preliminary matches is Fay Valstine!”
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        * * *

      

      “That chick… she’s pretty good,” Geirolf said as loud cheers erupted from the crowd. He sat back in his seat with a stunned look in his eyes as he gazed at the young woman down below. There was a slight flush to his cheeks. Kari would have giggled at how enamored he appeared to be, but given who he was ogling, she felt a sense of protectiveness rush through her.

      “She was very impressive,” Mykkel agreed. “I was surprised by the strength of her Spiritual Technique, but I think what surprised me the most was her speed. I’ve never seen anyone who can move that fast except for you, Mother.”

      Kari looked at her mother, who was gazing at Fay with an unusual sharpness. It reminded Kari of a blade. Her mother’s eyes seemed to be akin to those of a drawn sword, which caused her to shiver a little.

      “Mother?” Kari asked.

      “That girl’s speed is not the result of her physical prowess. It is a Spiritual Technique,” she declared.

      Her words stunned the four people present into silence. Even Earland was staring at her with wide eyes.

      “A Spiritual Technique?” Earland glanced at the arena, then looked at her again. “You mean like your Three Thousand Steps Technique?”

      Smiling, their mother shook her head, causing her long hair to sway. “No, it is nothing like my technique. Three Thousand Steps is a light-based Spiritual Technique that utilizes the Third State of Spiritualism to temporarily transform my entire body into light particles. This allows me to move at the speed of light. However, my technique is elemental in nature.”

      Their mother glanced at the girl who was now walking toward the arena door, nursing her injured hand. Kari also looked at Fay as a complicated emotion filled her heart. She still didn’t know how to approach that girl at all, but she really wanted to repair their relationship.

      “That girl’s technique is a movement-based technique that has no element assigned to it,” her mother continued explaining. “She uses the movement of that single step forward to generate a powerful momentum that pushes her across an incredible distance within a short amount of time. If I had to guess, I would say the amount of steps used is relevant to how fast she can travel. When she was using that technique, it took her .9 seconds to reach her opponent, which is about the speed it takes for a person to blink three times. However, during that time, she took three steps, which slowed her speed significantly. If she’d been able to cross that gap within a single step, I dare say she would have been in front of that man faster than he could blink.”

      Her words caused the four of them to all glance at each other in shock. None of them had ever heard of a technique like this. It seemed so simple. Take a step forward, appear right in front of your enemy before they can attack, and launch a powerful offensive that blows them away in a single strike. However, from what their mother was saying, this technique was far more difficult to master than it sounded.

      “There will be a short remission while our Spiritualists fix the arena,” Rainer announced to the crowd. “It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes. Please remain in your seats for now.”

      “I am most interested in learning where Fay Valstine learned such a powerful Spiritual Technique,” Kari’s mother said before she leaned back in her chair.

      Kari took one more glance at the door where Fay had disappeared and bit her lip.
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        * * *

      

      Fay soon appeared in the entrance to the waiting room. Her face was a little black, her hand was bleeding and cracked, and her clothing was a bit singed. However, she looked relatively fine for someone who had just finished her first battle.

      She paused when everybody’s eyes turned to her, blushed, and then sought me out. The moment her eyes locked with mine, she rushed over at a walk that made it clear she wasn’t comfortable being the center of everyone’s attention.

      “Congratulations,” I said, smiling as she stopped beside me. I subtly moved my body to block her from the view of the other competitors. “I knew you could defeat them. How do you feel?”

      “I feel… pretty accomplished, to be honest.” Fay’s cheeks flushed a little as she looked at me. There was a pleased smile on her face, causing her lips to peel back with an elegant, yet somehow seductive appeal.

      I have to be honest: I’ve always had a thing for strong women. Back when I had first met Kari, I hadn’t fallen in love with her because we shared a common interest in reading. The first time I truly felt my heart stir was after she had confronted Grant when the other man attacked me for associating with her. Seeing her strength was what truly made me fall for her.

      That was probably why women like Fay and Lin also caused my chest to flutter. Both had a strong will, projected auras of confidence, and appeared to be strong fighters. Well, I was sure that was part of the reason for my conflicted feelings of attraction, at least.

      “It was thrilling, right?” I said. Fay’s cheeks turned an even more startling shade of red, until they matched her hair, but she nodded at me. I laughed. “It’s a unique feeling that can only be found in a competition like this, where combatants fight against each other in fair combat. The adrenaline pumping through your body, the feeling of clashing against someone of equal or greater strength, and the joy you feel after you’ve won… it’s not something you can find anywhere else.”

      I felt my lips suddenly turn down as if gravity had taken hold of them. I looked at the arena as several Spiritualists with the earth element danced along the floor, repairing the damage done to it.

      “Real combat is a lot different than this. It’s fast-paced and brutal. You fight with your very life on the line. There’s no honor or glory to be had in something like that. Just death.”

      My mind became immersed in memories of the past, in the battles I had fought, where I had struggled merely to keep my own life, nevermind emerging victorious. So many times, death had come for me. So many times, I had barely managed to avoid it. I was honestly surprised I had lived long enough to challenge the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm twice.

      “Eryk?” Fay questioned me softly, and I realized I was becoming mopey.

      I shook my head. This was a new life I had. I wasn’t sure how, but I had been sent back to the past, which meant I had a chance to do everything over again. There was no point in moping over what happened in my last life.

      “I’m fine.” I smiled at her, but then I frowned when I realized the knuckles of her right hand were cracked and bleeding. “You’re injured.”

      Fay glanced at her hand, then smiled as she hid it behind her back. “It was from the backlash of my own technique. I’m afraid I haven’t quite mastered it yet.”

      I nodded. Spiritual Techniques generally took years to master. They weren’t something someone could perfect with two, three, or even six months’ worth of training.

      “May I see your hand please?” I requested softly.

      Fay bit her lower lip, but then slowly brought her hand from behind her back and presented it to me. I grabbed it, careful not to touch her knuckles or the parts that had been burned. Her skin was black, a multitude of cracks ran along the surface, and fresh blood was oozing from those cracks.

      I placed my free hand over her hand, not touching it, but just letting it hover there. I trickled some of my Spiritual Power through my hand. The warm flow moved through my Spiritual Pathways, changing from a non-elemental Spiritual Power to the water element. I manipulated the element to move into Fay’s hand through her wounds, and then slowly repaired all the damage her own attack had done to her.

      “A Spiritual Technique like the one you used is meant to be fired from a distance,” I said as her injuries healed before my eyes. “While attacking up close does give you more power, you also receive damage from the backlash. Of course, this could have been negated if you had unleashed your Spiritual Aura to protect yourself, but I am assuming you forgot about that when you attacked.”

      “Er…” Fay suddenly looked down, unable to maintain eye contact with me. “Well… yes… I can’t activate my Spiritual Aura when I use the Flash Step, and the idea of reactivating it just… never occurred to me at the time, so…”

      “Being able to reactivate your Spiritual Aura immediately after using the Flash Step is something that requires instinct,” I said, nodding. “It isn’t something you actively think about, so much as something you automatically do without thinking. I guess you could say it is like a form of muscle memory. Your body remembers to reactivate your aura so you can focus on the battle. If you’d like, after this tournament is over, we can focus on getting you some more experience so reactivating your Spiritual Aura becomes a habit.”

      “After the tournament?” Fay looked up again, her eyes widening as her pretty mouth formed an O-shape. “You mean… you still want to train with me even after the tournament ends?”

      My mind froze for a second as I wondered if I had overstepped my bounds.

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to, of course,” I assured her. “It is just that… well, I suppose you could say I’ve enjoyed the time we spent training together and would like to continue. You also have a lot of potential. I want to see how far you can go as a Spiritualist, but I obviously won’t force you to train with me if that isn’t what you want.”

      “Oh, no. That isn’t what I meant.” Fay shook her head, causing her long ponytail to sway back and forth. “I really like training with you. I would love to keep doing it. It’s just that… you and Kari… um…”

      I sucked in a breath. That’s right. Fay had confessed her feelings to me, but I was already in love with Kari. I had denied this girl, rejected her, but she still tried to win over my affection. She told me once that she hadn’t given up. However, from the way she’d spoken just now, I wondered if maybe she had finally decided to stop.

      A strange sensation welled up in my chest, an almost physical pain that made me want to rub it. I didn’t like this feeling.

      I finished healing her hand and let go. Fay took a step back, her eyes a little wet. Guilt slammed into me like a Spiritual Lightning Technique as I realized she was probably crying because I hadn’t denied my love for Kari.

      For all the confidence she projected, Fay was a fragile young woman.

      This silence lasted until someone came into the room and whispered something to Dante. The man nodded, stepped forward, and smiled at us.

      “The arena has been repaired, so everyone with the number two parchment slips should head outside,” he said.

      I looked back at Fay and gave her a shaky smile. “I drew a number two.”

      “You should head to the arena then.” She smiled at me, but it didn’t look like her heart was in it. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      No longer able to bear Fay’s gaze, I turned toward the door and walked out alongside four other individuals.
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      I stood at one point of a pentagon alongside four other combatants. Two of them were women, while the other two were men. I didn’t recognize anyone. This didn’t surprise me.

      “I always knew you and I would meet each other in a competition like this. I hope you’re ready to lose.”

      “Lose? Ha. The only one who is going to lose today is you. Please don’t take it personally when I beat you black and blue. I’m obviously coming out on top today.”

      “Maybe when the Mares fly.”

      Two of the people, a man with sandy-colored hair and a woman with dark blonde hair, seemed to know each other. They were trading banter back and forth about which one of them would win. They were wearing the leather armor of the Nevarian Spiritualists, which was like the standing army that protected Nevaria from Demon Beasts and kept the peace within the city’s walls.

      Nevarian Spiritualists wore a form of light armor. It was made from the hardened leather of a C-Rank Demon Beast to form a chestplate, shoulder pads, vambraces, and greaves, which were worn over gray or black clothing. I couldn’t remember if the armor was made from a specific Demon Beast or not. There seemed to be some variations in their color. The woman’s armor contained a blue tint. The man’s armor was a light green. This led me to believe they were made from different Demon Beasts.

      I glanced at the other two people I’d be battling and noticed that both of them were looking at me.

      The woman was a gorgeous redhead with a voluptuous figure that seemed to spill from her outfit. Her large breasts were barely contained by the very small chestplate covering them. They spilled out from the top, which had been left completely exposed. A pair of leather straps running from the tips of the triangle-shaped plate kept her armor from falling off. Like her chest, her stomach and crotch were both basically bare. She had a small metal thong covering her most private area, but that was all. This allowed me and everyone else to see her shapely hips, soft waist, and milky breasts. Oddly enough, her arms and legs were completely covered in segmented metal armor.

      She was wielding a pair of swords. They were a little smaller than the average broadsword, which made them easier to wield with one hand. The hilts were also smaller.

      This woman’s armor seemed highly impractical, but I did realize, objectively, that armor didn’t offer as much protection as a Spiritual Aura. She could probably activate hers and therefore didn’t feel the need to conform to standard ideals of armor. Some members of the Battling Valkyries had similar armor designs.

      While debating the merits of armor that didn’t actually protect anything, I glanced at the man next to her. Unlike the woman, he was not wearing skimpy armor, which I found myself grateful for. His chestplate covered his entire body. The silver color was offset by the gold designs running across it. Underneath the armor was a black suit that conformed to his muscular physique. He also had gauntlets and a pair of segmented armored greaves that went up to the middle of his thighs. He didn’t have a weapon, but I noticed that he had golden knuckles on his gauntlets. He was probably a brawler.

      Rainer stood in the center of our arrangement. He was looking at us all with his calm, yet stern glance.

      “Are all of you ready?” he asked. We nodded. “In that case, the battle will begin on my mark.”

      He walked out of the circle, took his place on the side opposite of Valence, raised his hand, and swung it down.

      “FIGHT!”

      The moment Rainer signaled that the battle had begun, the two Nevarian Spiritualists attacked each other. Their respective weapons clashed in a shower of sparks. Both of them were wielding a sword, but the two weapons were still very different. The man had a standard broadsword, while the woman’s sword was curved, had a single-edge, and had a hook shape near the tip. I believe that was called a falchion.

      “Looks like it’s finally time for you and me to see who the stronger Spiritualist is!” the man shouted.

      The woman smiled. Her eyes contained a fierce fire blazing inside of them. Her blade was already locked with his, pushing against it and causing more sparks to scatter along the edge. It looked like the two of them were vying for dominance. At the same time, their Spiritual Auras had soared. The woman’s blue aura flowed around her like water. The man, on the other hand, seemed to have an ethereal green aura covering his body.

      Wind.

      “I agree! Let us decide today which of us is stronger!”

      The two broke apart, shuffled across the ground as they spun around like dancers, and unleashed their respective Spiritual Techniques with a single swing of their swords. A wave of water rushed from the woman’s blade. It struck the green crescent-shaped spiritual attack that the man had unleashed. As the two attacks collided, the area around them became slightly warped as they battled for dominance. The attacks would have probably negated each other, but the man swung his blade again and unleashed another Spiritual Wind Technique to reinforce the first one.

      With the second Spiritual Wind Technique reinforcing the first one, the wind won out, breaking through the water wave and flying toward the woman. It struck the ground and detonated with enough force to create a spider web of cracks. However, the woman had already leapt into the air. Not only did the technique not strike her, but she used the resulting gust of wind that rushed in all directions to launch herself over the man.

      Her body spun in the air as she swung her sword multiple times. Each swing emitted a powerful cannonball of water that flew toward the man, who wore a grave expression as he dodged each attack. When one of the water cannonballs struck the ground, they exploded, sending water in all directions. The water itself didn’t seem harmful. However, when I looked at the large depressions that had formed in the ground, I realized anyone struck by those attacks would be in serious trouble. The man seemed to recognize that as well.

      “It seems you’ve been improving for this day,” he called out as he swung his sword and unleashed another technique.

      “So have you!” The woman laughed as she landed on the ground and met his technique head on.

      While the battle between the two Nevarian Spiritualists was interesting, I didn’t have time to focus on their battle anymore. The other two Spiritualists had activated their Spiritual Auras and were rushing at me. The woman’s aura was a thick red like an ardent flame. The man’s aura was a sort of brownish green. I suspected he had a predominant affinity for earth with a minor one for wind.

      “Have you two decided to team up on me?” I asked as I held my ruler in a single-handed grip over my shoulder.

      “Hmph! Don’t take it personally,” the woman said.

      “We were merely hired to teach you a lesson,” the man added.

      So someone had hired these two? Was it Albert? I didn’t think so. He seemed a little too forthright for this. Maybe it was Grant? Either way, I felt like this was a good opportunity.

      “Well, all right.” I grabbed my ruler with both hands. “You can come at me at the same time. I need a good battle to loosen my limbs.”

      The two Spiritualists narrowed their eyes. Perhaps they sensed something in my words, but they both kept running toward me.

      I shifted my feet along the ground, gripped my ruler tighter—leather handle creaking—and swung it. Spiritual Power flowed through my body like an electric current, charging up my arms and into the ruler. Pale arcs of lightning skittered across the ruler’s surface. Then the ruler’s eleven segments suddenly slid apart as the locking mechanism unlocked. Like the tail of a giant reptile, the eleven segments shot forward as I held each one together with a chain of lightning that stretched between them like a tether.

      The woman’s eyes widened as she leapt to the side. My ruler’s segments shot past her. I twitched my hand and more Spiritual Power flowed through the ruler. Behind the two Spiritualists, the ruler’s segmented body curved around and attacked the woman from behind. It struck her in the middle of her back, sending her to the ground. Despite being knocked down, her Spiritual Aura was strong. She hadn’t actually been injured.

      “What kind of weapon is that?!” the man asked in shock, though he didn’t stop running.

      I stepped back as he thrust out his right fist in a straight jab. His attack didn’t reach me, but then he stomped on the ground ten times in a rhythm like that of a beating heart and several stakes shot up as though to skewer me. I retracted my ruler. The eleven segments quickly became one again, and I slammed it into the ground before me, using the ruler’s massive body to protect me from the stakes, which crashed into the ruler and broke apart.

      By this point in time, the woman was back on her feet. She crossed her two swords over her head, then swung them down, unleashing a powerful burst of flames that formed the shape of an X. I pulled my ruler from the ground, spun around on the balls of my feet, and then swung my ruler now coated in the water element upward in a slash that split the X-shaped flames in half from bottom to top.

      The two halves traveled along separate routes and exploded behind me. I ignored the heat surging against my back as I launched myself at the man, who had leapt back when his partner was attacking. My powerful, horizontal swing caused the air to whistle as the ruler cut through it. The man raised his right arm to block, and I could see that his entire arm was now covered in dense earth. A defense technique.

      Just before the ruler met his arm, I channeled lightning through it.

      I don’t think the man was expecting his defense technique to be completely useless. His eyes bulged as my ruler sliced through the densely packed earth covering his forearm like it was ground beef. A loud clanging sound echoed around us as my ruler hit the metal plating of his gauntlet, but then the gauntlet shattered into a thousand fragments. I didn’t stop my attack. The veins in my arms popped as I continued through with my swing, causing the bones in his forearm to break as his arm was forced into his torso.

      There was another loud cracking sound when my ruler slammed into his torso, followed by a powerful bang that resounded across the arena. The man was blasted through the air. He struck the ground several meters away, rolled across it like a ragdoll, and then slammed into the wall on the opposite side of the arena.

      “Freystein!” the woman screamed. She turned to me with a fierce glare—only for her eyes to widen when she realized I was right in front of her.

      “Sorry,” I apologized as I tucked my left hand into my torso, “but I’m gonna have to ask you to lose today.”

      Rotating my torso and hips, I thrust out my left palm, which slammed into her solar plexus. My attack shattered her Spiritual Aura. Her mouth opened wide but no sound came out. I then channeled a small portion of lightning through her body, jolting her nervous system and knocking her unconscious.

      The woman’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her body went limp and fell over my palm. I remained like that for a moment before turning the ruler in my right hand down and thrusting it into the ground. Once my hand was free, I grabbed this woman with both hands and gently laid her down on her back. Her eyes were still open, but they were sightless and glazed, so I closed them and stood back up.

      I ignored Rainer as he announced that the two people I fought had been defeated and turned to the battle taking place between the two Nevarian Spiritualists. It looked like the fight was winding down. Their Spiritual Auras were flickering, a clear sign that they were running out of Spiritual Power. Should I intervene and knock them both out? I shook my head after giving the idea a second of consideration. It was bad form to interrupt a battle in a competition like this.

      Sitting down next to my ruler, I crossed my legs and watched the battle between these two rivals.
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        * * *

      

      The arena was almost completely silent save for the sounds of battle. Kari was sure that all the people sitting in the stands were just as shocked as she was—no, they were probably even more shocked.

      Kari was not watching the battle between the two Nevarian Spiritualists, which was reaching its conclusion. Her attention was focused on the young man sitting several meters from the battle. He was resting with his chin on his right hand. He seemed almost bored.

      “What… just happened?” Geirolf asked.

      “That Eryk Veiger beat those two Spiritualists so quickly,” Mykkel muttered with breathless astonishment. “What’s more, that weapon of his is strange. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “It’s called a ruler.” Earland was frowning as he studied the weapon. “However, I’ve never seen a ruler that can separate into multiple pieces like that. I’m also not sure how he is able to control each segment with such finesse.”

      “He’s using the lightning element,” their mother said. Kari turned her gaze away from Eryk to look at her mom, who was studying the boy she loved with an intense frown. “It seems that boy is able to chain those eleven segments together using lightning as a magnetic force. He then controls the ruler as though it were a dragon’s tail, allowing it to swing around and attack his opponents from a distance. His control over his own Spiritual Power is nearly perfect too.”

      “The lightning element? But how?!” asked a shocked Geirolf. “He didn’t use a single form of movement to channel his Spiritual Power. This is far beyond what he did during his Honor Duel against Albert. What he just did is impossible. What’s more, he was using lightning! I thought he had a water affinity!”

      “You say it is impossible, yet you cannot deny what you have seen,” Earland said. “That boy is somehow able to control the elements without the need to use Spiritual Techniques. It also looks like he has a dual-affinity. That is very rare but not unheard of.”

      “That’s not possible,” Geirolf moaned, but he didn’t say anything else as he leaned back in his chair. He looked like a petulant child who was trying to deny a truth he’d just learned.

      “Mother?” Kari asked as her mother’s eyes narrowed further.

      “Something about this boy’s Spiritual Power feels very familiar for some reason,” her mother murmured. “Am I imagining it?”

      Kari bit her lip as she heard her mother’s words. Indeed, Eryk’s power was very familiar. Her mother might not be able to figure out from where, but Kari had already realized that his Spiritual Power was the same one she’d felt that night almost three months ago.

      As she wondered whether or not she should say something, the two Nevarian Spiritualists ran out of Spiritual Power at the same time, causing Rainer to declare Eryk Veiger as the winner.
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        * * *

      

      “The winner of the second preliminary round is Eryk Veiger!” Rainer announced. However, there were no cheers after his words ended. Everyone was too busy staring at me. I assumed they were in shock.

      I gazed at the people in the stands, all of whom looked like they didn’t know how to take my victory. They were probably stunned by my weapon. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler was not a weapon people would recognize. The exoticness of the weapon and method of attacking that it used probably left everyone present speechless. Even Valence, Kari’s blood father, was looking at me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t solve.

      With a sigh, I stood up and grabbed the ruler, pulling it from the ground and setting it on my shoulder. The two Spiritualists I defeated had already been taken away. The Nevarian Spiritualists who’d battled against each other in what amounted to a double knockout had also been helped out of the arena. I was the only one left.

      I turned around and walked away. However, I paused when the sound of someone clapping reached my ears. Blinking several times, I looked up toward the balcony where the Astralia Royal Family was sitting. Kari and Empress Hilda were both clapping. Kari’s three brothers hesitated for a moment, but then two of them also began clapping while the youngest of the three crossed his arms and frowned.

      Once the Empress started clapping, the rest of the people in the stands reacted. Like a tidal wave, the commoners, nobles, and wealthy merchants all began to clap and cheer. It wasn’t long before the entire Colosseum appeared to have come alive.

      This had never happened in my previous life. I wasn’t sure what to do. I scratched the back of my neck awkwardly as I gazed at the sea of people, then I slowly raised the ruler above my head as though declaring my victory. The people seemed to approve. Their roars became even louder, nearly causing my eardrums to burst.

      Feeling more than a little embarrassed, I took my leave and wandered back into the hallway. I followed the hall to the waiting room. When I entered, it was to discover everyone present staring at me like I had suddenly sprouted a head from my backside. I glanced at these people with a frown. I could see why Fay didn’t appreciate it when they stared at her. Even Dante was giving me a strange look.

      “Eryk.” Fay stepped out from the crowd. There was a pleased smile on her face. “Congratulations on your victory. It looks like you won fairly easily.”

      I couldn’t keep the pleased grin from my face. “Well, those two I fought weren’t bad, but they weren’t the best either.”

      While I wanted to act humble, if I had to be honest, those two Spiritualists hadn’t been very good by my standards. They had only reached the First State of Spiritualism. Granted, that seemed to be where most people in Nevaria were stuck at, but that old man Fay faced had at least reached the Second State. Had he been younger and Fay not capable of using the Flash Step, I daresay she would have lost.

      Fay shook her head. “You say that, but those two are Freystein and Freya. They are a pair of mercenaries who offer their services to anyone willing to pay their price. I’ve heard that when the two of them fight together, they are able to battle on even grounds with a B-Rank Demon Beast.”

      “You don’t say…” I frowned. I honestly didn’t think their power was that great, but I was also aware that my own thoughts on power were a little skewed these days. “Anyway, the next fight should be happening soon. Let’s find a good spot to watch it from.”

      “Okay.”

      As Fay and I walked over to the window, I looked around the room and found Grant glaring at me with eyes full of malice. He was standing beside another man who looked a lot like him. However, most of my attention was on Grant. I was almost 100% certain he was the one who hired those two to take me out. That said, it wasn’t like I had any evidence to support this.

      Giving the man a broad smile, I secretly enjoyed the way his face turned puce, before I turned my attention back to Fay and began explaining the concept behind the Dragon’s Tail Ruler when she asked about it.
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        * * *

      

      There were a total of fourteen more battles that took place that day. Fourteen victors emerged from these preliminary matches. Those sixteen Spiritualists stood with Fay and me on the arena floor as Rainer, Valence, and Dante stood before us.

      All of the battles had been fairly intense, with more than one requiring a group of Spiritualists with the earth element to help repair the damage done to the arena floor. Even I had been shocked by some of the battles that had taken place. A few of the people who battled had already reached the Second State of Spiritualism. I had no idea there were Spiritualists who were that powerful within Nevaria.

      “You sixteen contenders who have emerged victorious from the preliminary rounds will be battling tomorrow for the glory that comes with winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament,” Rainer said as everyone remained silent. Even the audience was not speaking. “Each of you has proven your worth, showcased your power, and earned the right to compete. I hope none of you will give us a disappointing display tomorrow.”

      As the man spoke, I glanced at Grant several meters to my left. The man didn’t seem to notice I was staring at him. However, someone else seemed to because I felt a slight pressure on my skull, the kind that came from a person with malicious intentions. I looked around for a moment and discovered an older man who looked slightly similar to Grant giving me a hard stare. I didn’t know him, but since they looked so much alike, I assumed this man was Grant’s older brother or maybe a cousin. The Leucht Family was said to be fairly large.

      “Before we bring this preliminary round to a close, I would like to explain how the battles tomorrow will work,” Rainer said, causing me to look away from the older man drilling holes into my head and stare at him. Rainer had his hands clasped behind his back as he looked us over. “The first round of matches will be selected at random. There is no telling who your opponent will be until tomorrow. After the first round of matches ends, the victor of those matches will battle next. The winner of round one will battle the winner of round two, while the winners of the third and fourth rounds will battle each other, and so on. This will continue on for each round until one of you emerges victorious.”

      Rainer’s explanation was fairly straightforward. Everyone nodded to signify they understood. This caused Rainer and Dante to smile, though Valence remained stone-faced.

      “This concludes the preliminary round of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.” Rainer looked at each one of us in turn. “I recommend you all get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, you will fight in the most grueling match ups against each other. You’ll want to be well-rested.”

      With those words, the first day of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament came to an end. The many spectators in the stands stood up and exited via a series of archways. Meanwhile, the Spiritualists who were competing in the tournament walked through the doorway several meters off.

      As Fay and I were taking our leave with the others, Grant walked up to us.

      “Don’t get too comfortable.” He shoved his shoulder against me as he walked by. “You might have emerged victorious during the preliminary rounds, but there are still a lot of battles ahead of you. You had better hope you don’t meet me in the tournament. Otherwise, I will make sure you understand what it means to suffer from a fate worse than death.”

      I didn’t say anything in response to his words. Words meant nothing. Action was the only thing that mattered in a tournament. If he and I faced each other in combat, I would break him in body, mind, and spirit.

      “That man is such a pig,” Fay muttered as Grant walked off with the man who looked like his older brother. “He and Torgny are both pigs.”

      “Are they brothers?” I asked.

      “I think they are cousins,” Fay said, tilting her head. “Torgny actually participated in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament last year as well. I remember seeing some of his battles. He is a very ruthless fighter and has a bad habit of crippling his opponents. He didn’t win the tournament last year, but some people say that was because he’d been disqualified after destroying one of his opponent’s Spiritual Pathways. Some people had been certain he would have won if that hadn’t happened.”

      “He sounds like a wild beast,” I said.

      “That’s exactly what he is.” Fay nodded several times as we entered the hallway and walked toward the exit. “Were it not for the fact that he needs to hold back, lest he be disqualified again, I am certain everyone who fought against him during the preliminaries this time would have been permanently crippled.”

      Recalling the battle that Torgny had been involved in, I could see what Fay meant. The man’s attacks had been completely ruthless. He had wielded his massive battle axe like it was nothing. Each swing of his axe had unleashed a powerful Spiritual Technique that swept over his opponents like a firestorm. He was a fire user. However, I had sensed an indelible darkness within his flames.

      “He might have a dual affinity,” I muttered.

      “Excuse me?” Fay turned to look at me.

      We had emerged from the Colosseum and were walking down the road. The traffic was heavy. Everyone else was also leaving the Colosseum. I could see numerous heads bobbing across my vision as excited commoners spoke in loud voices. Among the commoners who were walking through the street, a number of carriages were also flashing by, pulled along by four-legged Demon Beasts called Mastodon.

      Mastodon—while they looked like frightening monsters covered in fur, with sharp tusks sticking out of their mouths, and bodies several times larger than a human’s—were actually quite docile. They were F-Rank Demon Beasts that grazed on grass. A lot of farms out in the Nevarian countryside bred them and used them for manual labor. Aside from Mastodons, there were also several Mares.

      “A dual affinity,” I repeated as I grabbed her hand so we wouldn’t get separated in this crowd. I ignored her embarrassed squeak. “Most people only have a single elemental affinity. For example, your affinity is fire. However, there are sometimes people who have an affinity for more than one element. This is called having a dual affinity. I myself have an affinity for lightning and water.”

      “That would explain why you can use healing techniques on top of doing that strange thing you did with your ruler,” Fay murmured.

      “Yup.” I smiled, feeling just a little proud. “I actually have an equal affinity for both lightning and water. Most people who have a dual affinity will have a dominant affinity for one element and a minor affinity for another element. This is usually something that happens as a result of training. I know some people who can train to use both equally, but most prefer focusing on a single affinity because it lets them master that element to a larger degree.”

      “What about you?” asked Fay.

      “I was born with two affinities,” I said, then paused. “Well, I think I was born with two affinities. When I first discovered what my elemental affinities were, the lightning and water elements inside of me were already equally as strong as the other, but I never trained to use them. That’s why I think I am a natural born dual-affinity Spiritualist.”

      “That’s really impressive,” Fay said.

      I shook my head. “Being able to train a second affinity is more impressive than someone born with two. What I have might be rare, but it doesn’t require any talent or effort on my part.”

      “You might think it’s not that impressive, but being born with a rare dual-affinity is a natural talent you were born with,” Fay rejected my opinion with a shake of her head. “It is just as impressive as someone who has trained to use two affinities.”

      “I suppose,” I muttered softly. “Thank you.”

      Fay blushed just a bit, but the smile on her face was filled with genuine joy. “You are welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      A man sat on a small throne, elevated by a simple staircase layered in red carpet. He looked old. His face was lined with wrinkles and his short hair was white. Despite his appearance being that of an old man, he sat with his back straight and exuded the intimidating aura of someone not even half his age.

      “I’m sure you are aware of why I’m here,” the man kneeling before him said. “After having watched Eryk Veiger in the tournament, you should understand that we cannot allow him to fight against Grant. The boy would stand no chance in single combat against him.”

      “Hmm…” The man on the throne released a deep breath through his nose. Smoke poured from his nostrils like a dragon breathing fire. “It is true that this Eryk Veiger is incredibly powerful. I could tell from his battle against Freystein and Freya that he wasn’t going all out. He hides his strength well. Even I cannot see the depths of his abilities.” The man shifted until he was resting his head on his fist. “However, there is no guarantee that he and Grant will meet in the arena.”

      “There’s also no guarantee that they won’t either,” the other man responded.

      “You are the only one who dares to contradict me like this.” The wizened voice was like the deep rumbling of a rolling ocean. “But you do have a point. It might be better if we eliminate him before the tournament begins tomorrow. I’ve had Skygge keep an eye on him for some time now. He has already defeated several Shadows when they tried to sneak into his old residence. I’ll ask Skygge to send something more powerful to defeat him.”

      The man below hesitated. “Can we trust Skygge?”

      “You doubt his intentions?” The old man chuckled. “You needn’t worry. I do not trust that man as far as I can throw him. However, the two of us currently share the same goals, so we use each other. He will listen to what I say so long as he believes I can give him what he wants.”

      “I understand,” the other man said before silently withdrawing.

      The old man watched the younger man leave. When the man disappeared from the dark hall, he leaned back on his throne and released a deep breath.

      “It is a shame you are not my heir, Torgny. You would have made a far better one than Grant.”

      Another moment of silence passed before the old man stood up, his long robes shifting around his feet as he walked down the steps. He would need to speak with Skygge and have him send a group to kill Eryk Veiger. The boy was a complete unknown, and given his relationship with Kari Astralia, he was simply too dangerous to let live.
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            Midnight Assault

          

        

      

    

    
      I glanced at the sky as I walked back home. The stars hadn’t come out yet, but dusk was upon us. A lot of people were already inside of their homes. When I looked at the many houses, I could see lights being emitted from behind the cracks of closed doors and wooden shutters. Nobody had glass windows in this district.

      With a small bag in my hand, I increased my pace and reached my house in record time, entered through the door, and slipped off my boots. As I locked the door behind me, the sound of something slithering across the floor reached my ears. It was such a distinct sound that I couldn’t mistake it for anything else.

      I turned my head just as someone emerged from the living room. Her dark skin looked the same as always. Golden eyes peered at me from beneath a bang of silky black hair. She was still naked, which I hadn’t been able to rectify yet, but I really needed to do that soon.

      “You have finally returned home,” Lin said, crossing her arms as she “stood” before me.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry for taking so long.” I walked closer to Lin and held up the bag I’d been carrying. “I brought some dinner for us. Would you like to eat with me?”

      Lin’s eyes brightened for a moment as her cheeks became stained with a pleasant shade of pink, but she quickly mastered her emotions. She coughed into her hand once. Then she crossed her arms again and looked away.

      I found it odd that I was not even bothered by her nudity anymore. Well, I guess “not bothered” wasn’t the correct wording. Lin was gorgeous, and I occasionally found myself glancing at her bare pussy surrounded by scales or her small breasts capped with dark nipples. However, it wasn’t something that bothered me like it used to.

      I still planned on making her wear clothes eventually. She couldn’t go outside naked.

      “This princess is pleased that you thought about her. She will grace you with her presence by eating dinner with you.”

      I wanted to chuckle at her words, but I knew she would get upset at me if I did, so instead I gestured for her to follow me into the living room.

      After I had gone shopping for furniture, my living room had become a lot fuller. An elegant divan sat against the far wall. It was made from a combination of soft foam and the silk skin of a Demon Beast, though I didn’t know which one. All I knew was that the divan was one of the finest pieces of furniture I currently owned. Aside from the divan, this room also had a long table with two chairs.

      “Please sit down while I get the tableware,” I said to Lin, who nodded and took a seat. Being a Lamia, her manner of sitting was a little weird. It had taken her a bit of effort to be capable of sitting on a chair without breaking the chair because her tail kept curling around the legs and breaking them. She’d only recently begun learning how not to apply too much strength to her actions. I almost smiled at how her tail now gently curled around the chair’s legs as the tip softly thumped against the floor.

      After setting the bag of food on the table, I went into the kitchen, walked up to the cabinet nearest the door, and grabbed two plates, two forks, and two knives. All of them were made of steel. I could tell at a glance that they were all made using the same mold, too. Everything was identical.

      I came back into the living room and paused. Lin’s tongue was flicking out of her mouth as she stared at the bag like it was her prey. From the way her golden pupils flickered between sane and feral, I could only guess that she was extremely hungry.

      “Here.” I set a plate, fork, and knife out for her, and then did the same for myself as I sat down. “I’ll cut you a slice.”

      I removed the object from the bag. The moment I did, a thick and savory scent filled the air, causing Lin’s stomach to growl. That would have embarrassed most girls. Not Lin. She continued to flick out her tongue and stare at the meat pie, which had been made out of ground beef, ground pork, peeled potatoes, garlic, onions, and several seasonings. All of it was wrapped together in a flaked crust.

      After cutting myself a third of the meat pie, I gave the rest to Lin. She looked surprised as I put nearly two times the amount I had on to her plate. Her tongue involuntarily emerged from between her lips as she gazed at the pie. It was so much longer than a human tongue that I would have been shocked if I hadn’t already seen it. Then she looked at me, as if asking me whether it was okay for her to eat all that.

      “It’s all yours,” I said.

      Her normally haughty smile contained an almost childish joy. “Thank you, Darling.”

      I felt a little guilty as I watched Lin scarf down the meat pie mere seconds after I gave her the okay. She’d been alone in this house since I left for the tournament, which meant she’d been here without having anything to eat for well over twelve hours. It made me feel like a horrible host. I would need to do better. Regardless of what my relationship with Lin was, I was responsible for her well-being and needed to make sure she wasn’t neglected.

      “How did the tournament go?” asked Lin after she finished eating.

      I ate far more slowly than her, actually savoring the food instead of scarfing it down. I wondered if Lin had even been able to taste what she had eaten.

      “It went well so far,” I answered after swallowing a bite of food. “I won my preliminary match, which means I’ll be fighting in the tournament proper tomorrow. There are sixteen other people, so that means there will be four rounds of matches, making for a total of about fifteen matches.”

      “It sounds like you will be fighting against a lot of people.” Lin frowned. “This princess understands that you are strong, but she would like to ask that you don’t overexert yourself. As her husband, you have a duty to bless this princess with children at some point, so you cannot afford to injure yourself.”

      It was amazing how Lin could say something so touching one second, and then completely screwed up the next. Had she stuck with that first sentence of hers, I probably would have been touched, but that last one made it sound like all she wanted from me was my sperm.

      “You don’t have to worry. Each contender will only fight, at most, four times.”

      “This princess understands. So it’s like that.”

      I finished eating my slice of the meat pie and frowned as I realized we were missing something.

      “Would you like a cup of water?” I asked Lin as I stood up.

      Lin’s eyes sparkled just a bit at the mention of water. “This princess would appreciate some water. Thank you very much.”

      I grabbed two cups from the kitchen, then went to the backyard. Walking along the grass, I moved past a pair of moderately sized oak trees, their roots emerging from the ground. There was a stream just beyond the trees. It flowed through my yard. The wall had been built further underground, and the area around the stream had grates that let it flow through unobstructed.

      Kneeling by the stream, I filled the two cups and prepared to sanitize the water with the water element, but I paused when a fluctuation of foreign Spiritual Power set me off. Someone had used a Spiritual Technique. They weren’t someone I knew. Furthermore, that someone was right behind me.

      Dropping the cups into the stream, I rolled across the ground to my left as a swift breeze passed me. As I shifted onto my feet, I saw that what had struck the ground was a pair of throwing knives. They were about ten centimeters long, jagged, and coated in a liquid I recognized vaguely as a type of deadly poison, though I wasn’t knowledgeable enough to tell what kind.

      I stood up and moved again as the person, a figure in a cloak, made to attack me. Several more throwing knives shot out from within their voluminous sleeves. I didn’t bother dodging. I pointed a finger at them and channeled my Spiritual Power, using the lightning element to knock the knives off course. One struck the tree, but the other landed in the stream.

      I was about to attack the cloaked individual—when I sensed movement behind me and turned around. There were two other people dressed in the same black cloaks. One of them was wielding a sickle with a chain and the other had a morning star.

      Clicking my tongue, I stomped on the ground. The water from the stream rose into the air, transformed into a pair of spears, and shot toward the two new attackers. However, just before it reached them, the pair disappeared into the shadows cast by the wall. Using Spiritual Perception, I waited until I could sense their presence as they appeared again beside the oak trees.

      I had been planning to attack them the moment they reappeared, but the first cloaked figure who attacked me threw several more throwing knives. Groaning in annoyance, I waved my hand and created a wall of water that blocked the knives, and then I waved my hand again and the wall suddenly shot forward and slammed into that person with enough force to knock them clean off their feet. They hit the ground several meters away.

      The other two figures launched their weapons at me. The sickle came flying in from my left, while the morning star came in from the front.

      I used the Flash Step.

      I appeared next to the person with the morning star, grabbed their head before they even had time to realize I was there, and slammed it into my knee. There was a mask covering their face. The mask shattered and several pieces fell to the grass as my enemy went flying. That person landed on the ground, but then smoke poured from their body as they evaporated into nothing, just like those people I fought the night Lin was attacked in my previous residence.

      The last cloaked figure was the one with the sickle. He, or maybe she, backed off as though preparing to run. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      A surge of Spiritual Power flowed through my arm as I raised my hand and pointed it at the person with my index and middle finger, from which a line of water shot out. The cloaked person tried to dive into a shadow. They never made it. The water stuck to them like a rampaging A-Rank Demon Beast, then it overtook them, wrapping around the figure’s body and tightening before it could reach the shadow. Now unable to move, the cloaked figure fell to the ground, though they continued to struggle.

      “Too bad for you. Shadow Walking doesn’t work if someone else’s Spiritual Power is disrupting your own,” I said to the figure. “Just give up.”

      I walked up to the cloaked figure and looked at them. They tried to attack by launching more throwing knives at me, which I was impressed they could do even when lying down. It must have been a wrist movement that didn’t require the full range of motion of their arms. I rolled my eyes and created a static field with my Spiritual Power. The knives crashed against it and flew off. One struck the ground near the cloaked figure’s head. The other landed in the grass.

      “Now let’s see who you are,” I murmured as I motioned with my hand. The water whip coiled around the sleeves and also congealed around the figure’s hands to keep them from attacking me again. I noticed absently that their hands were completely black just like the shadows cast along the ground.

      I remembered what happened the last time when Lin was attacked by these people. One of them had escaped, and after I killed them, I had removed their mask to see who or what they were. But the moment I did, smoke poured from their body and both figure and mask dissipated into black wisps. I was sure that would happen again if I removed their mask, so instead, I just moved the cloak a bit.

      This mask, which had two horns jutting from it and a demonic appearance, was a bit more intricate than the one that the other attackers had been wearing. I wondered if that meant something. Shaking my head, I focused on the figure. Aside from the mask, it looked like this person’s body was pure black and didn’t look at all like skin. It seemed as if the body was made from the very shadows themselves. Whatever this thing was, it certainly wasn’t human.

      As I was studying the mask, several runes suddenly appeared on its surface, glowing a bright blue. Fehu Merkstave. Ansuz Merkstave. Nauthiz Merkstave. My eyes widened as these three runes, which were the inverse of regular runes, appeared on the mask’s forehead. A second later, one last rune appeared. Hagalaz.

      My eyes widened.

      “Shit!”

      Leaping backward, I held out my hands and created a powerful water dome around me just as the cloaked figure exploded. Black smoke expanded from the explosion, growing into a large plume that hung in the air for several seconds. I grimaced as I watched a black powdery substance touch my dome. The stuff sank into the water, turning it a murky black, but I channeled more Spiritual Power through the dome and purified the poison before it could become harmful.

      The smoke soon vanished. I dropped the dome and looked around. My backyard was a mess. Black powder covered a lot of it, and the powder had a highly dangerous corrosive effect. The two oak trees and grass had withered and died already. That made me grimace. I hadn’t done anything with this backyard yet, but I had been thinking about turning it into a meditation garden. Well, that idea had been destroyed before it began.

      Channeling the water element through my hands, I knelt on the ground and used the healing properties to clear away the impurities of the poison. It was impossible to restore the grass and trees to life since they were dead. However, I didn’t want Lin coming out here and accidentally getting herself poisoned. Once that task was done, I returned to the stream, grabbed the cups that I’d thrown in the water, and filled them with water again—purified and sanitized water, of course.

      “What took you so long, Darling?” asked Lin as I returned to the living room and set one of the still wet cups on the table in front of her.

      “I was attacked by those cloaked people again,” I said just as Lin raised the cup to her lips.

      She paused in her movements, the cup halfway to her lips. I slowly drank from my cup of water as she looked me over as though checking for injuries. Once she had confirmed that I was unharmed, the tension in her shoulders relaxed.

      “It seems as though they did not manage to hurt you.” She drank from the cup, and then sighed before setting it back down. “But now this princess is curious to know who these people are. It seems as though they are targeting you specifically for some reason.”

      “You’re not the only one who is curious,” I admitted. “As far as I am aware, I don’t have that many enemies right now. Really, Grant is the only person I can think of who is actively antagonistic toward me, but I don’t think he has the ability to command a group of assassins like that. What’s more…”

      “What’s more?” Lin stared at me when I trailed off.

      My brow furrowed as I replayed the two encounters I had within my mind. “It seemed like those people who attacked me were being controlled—no, it was more like they were puppets instead of people. They wore masks that had several runes on them. I’m not sure about their configuration, but judging from what the runes were and how they were arrayed, I can only assume it is a type of binding rune array.”

      “So those people were not attacking you of their own free will?” asked Lin.

      “Like I said, I don’t think they are people.” I shrugged. “It is too soon for me to say anything, but it looks like they are shadows that were being held together by the rune array etched into their masks. I’ve never seen enemies quite like them.”

      To be honest, I couldn’t figure out if they were humans who had been enslaved and transformed into some kind of shadow beasts, or if they were shadows that had been given shape. I knew a lot about Spiritual Techniques and runes. Saying that, it wasn’t like I knew everything. There was still plenty I did not know.

      Lin accepted my explanation with a nod. What I didn’t tell her was that I had seen something vaguely similar to these cloaked individuals before. In my previous timeline. When Kari and I were traveling around the Northern Plain, there had been several cloaked figures who’d gone about kidnapping people and sacrificing them in ancient ruins. These people would later turn out to be my greatest enemies back then.

      The difference between the ones who attacked me just now and the ones from my past was threefold.

      First: These people, or creatures, were being controlled by someone. In my previous timeline, the creatures that had sacrificed people in ancient ruins were not creatures composed of shadows and the darkness element, though they did have a leader.

      Second: It seemed these cloaked figures were being controlled by someone who had a completely different agenda from the leaders who had been controlling the Sekbeists.

      Third: These figures appeared to be a different species. Those other cloaked figures had been more demonic and monstrous, with pale skin and blood red eyes, while the ones that had attacked me just now were like shadows given a human shape.

      “Then we will just have to keep our eyes and ears open,” Lin determined, speaking into the silence. “This princess shall make sure to be extra cautious and protect you in case you are attacked again.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “This princess will not let anyone touch her husband when he hasn’t even given her a child yet.”

      “Ugh…”
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        * * *

      

      “Hmmm…”

      A thoughtful hum escaped the cloaked man’s lips as he stood on a roof several meters from the house where Eryk Veiger lived. He did not move at all. In the still night, where not even a breeze existed, this figure appeared just like a shadow.

      “That child destroyed three of my elite Shadow Puppets,” he murmured. “Not only did he defeat them, but he did so with relative ease. This child is indeed strong. I can now see why Hagen wants me to dispose of him. However, it seems killing this child will not be an easy task. I may have to create more puppets to get rid of him… but those are quite hard to make. Quite hard indeed.”

      The cloak over his head shifted as he looked up at the twin moons, which hung in the sky to provide a sparse amount of illumination alongside the stars.

      “It seems killing him before tomorrow is not an option. I’ll let Hagen know. It is not like that man can do anything to punish me should I return in failure. Ke ke.” He glanced at the house that Eryk had entered one more time, his lips twitching into a smile. “I am actually interested in seeing how this child does in the tournament. Hopefully, he will not disappoint me.”

      Nodding to himself, the figure sank into the shadows on the roof, his cackles echoing around the area before even those disappeared.
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            Tournament Day

          

        

      

    

    
      We had been hired to accomplish a joint job with another sect. The Battling Valkyries were in need of a group that could help guide them through an ancient ruin located on a peninsula north west of Midgard. It was located amidst a dense jungle. While the location itself wasn’t known, everyone knew it was there—the group the Battling Valkyries were after was the same group who’d killed those people from the Mountain Sect, the ones we suspected were cultists who worshiped the Great Overlord.

      The dense jungle air was humid and muggy, causing my clothes to stick to my skin as sweat poured down my face and neck. I wore only brown pants, boots, a white shirt, and a leather chestplate, but I still felt like I was dying. I wasn’t sure how Erica and her four companions were able to remain so calm. They were decked out in full battle regalia.

      “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” asked one of them. She was a thin girl who looked quite young, but her bearing made her feel many times older than her actual age represented. I couldn’t remember her name. I thought it might be… Karen… or something like that.

      “Yes,” Kari, who was in the lead, said as she thrust out her ranseur. The tip glowed with bright golden Spiritual Power as she impaled a Boa Snake Demon Beast with it. The creature wriggled on the tip of her blade. It wasn’t very big, maybe one meter or so, and it died quickly. “According to the tracks I found, those cultists took the people this way.”

      “But this jungle is so large,” the girl argued. “How do you know we’re heading the right way?”

      I sensed movement on my left, spun around, and slammed my foot into the jaw of a Black Panther Demon Beast. Lightning surged from my foot and fried the creature’s brain. It was dead before it struck the jungle floor.

      These C-Rank Demon Beasts were quite weak, but there were so many of them. We had already been beset upon by at least a dozen in the last hour.

      “Take a look ahead of us,” Kari directed the girl’s attention to something that could just be seen between the trees. It was a massive beast with no legs, covered in scales, and coated in a thick layer of blood. Big enough that it would have taken me standing on someone else’s shoulder to climb up, it wasn’t something that just anyone could defeat.

      “That’s… a Giant Anaconda!” Karen exclaimed in shock. “Those are A-Rank Demon Beasts! And this one is so big…”

      “It is also quite dead,” I said. “That thing is easily twenty meters long, and its hide is said to be almost as hard as Dragon scales, but someone sliced it clean open. That isn’t something a normal person could do.”

      Kari nodded. “Those cultists and the villagers are the only people present on this peninsula. I doubt the villagers have anyone powerful enough to do this, so it must be the cultists. We’re on the right track.”

      “I apologize for doubting you,” Karen muttered.

      “It’s fine.” Kari smiled to show she wasn’t bothered by the somewhat younger girl. “Let’s just keep moving.

      We continued traveling and eventually discovered the ruins, which were located near the foot of a mountain. These ruins were marked by a stone archway that had two statues on either side acting as guardians. The statues differed from the ones we had seen before. These ones featured not a pointy-eared man or a short-looking humanoid, but beings who looked almost human.

      Both statues featured the same man—an old man wearing an eye-patch and holding an elegant spear in his right hand. His thick beard had cracks running through it, showing how time and the weather had eroded the stone. I think the fact that both statues still stood was a testament to their durability.

      Behind the archway was a building made of stone. It looked old. The stones had cracks running through them, but the columns being used to support the roof remained sturdy even after several centuries. The roof of these ruins looked like a layered cake with a pointed tip. On either side of the building were a pair of waterfalls that flowed into two small streams.

      “These are the ruins?” Erica murmured with a soft frown. “They do not look like much.”

      “This is just the entrance,” Kari said as she walked up to the door and studied it. “My bet is the actual ruins are built inside of the mountain. Most ruins seem to either travel underground or they are built into something larger.”

      “I see,” Erica said.

      “What do you think?” I asked Kari as she frowned.

      “It looks like this entrance was originally sealed shut.” She ran her hand along the edge. I could see there was something wedged inside. “These cultists managed to unseal it, which means they probably have someone with them who is knowledgeable about runes. There’s some Spiritual Residue on the entrance, though it doesn’t feel human... actually, it doesn’t even feel like Spiritual Power at all. How odd.”

      “I can’t see those monsters knowing how runes work,” I muttered.

      Kari gave me a smile tinged with uncertainty. “Me neither. That’s what makes this so worrisome.”

      “Excuse me,” one of the other Valkyries said. She was a redhead with blue eyes and an intense demeanor. I hadn’t seen her smile once since we met. “What does any of this have to do with our mission? We need to head down and rescue those villagers.”

      “The fact that someone among the cultist’s ranks knows about runes is a serious issue,” I said to the woman. “Some of these ruins have traps that can be activated or deactivated with runes. It’s very likely we’ll have to deal with a number of traps. Knowing that means we can prepare for them.”

      “You really should trust these two more,” Erica told her companions. “I wouldn’t have hired them if I didn’t have confidence in their abilities.”

      “My apologies,” the woman muttered with a frown.

      “Please forgive Janet.” Erica gave us an apologetic smile. “She is anxious to rescue those villagers. The longer we wait, the less likely it is they are alive.”

      “You are right, of course.” Kari sighed as she stared at the entrance—which she clearly wished to study longer—with intense desire. “Let’s go. The villagers come first.”

      We journeyed into the ruins, which grew dark after we had traveled for about fifteen meters. Kari created a light sphere to illuminate our path. The sound of our feet tapping against the stone floor echoed down the hallway we were in. While Kari watched the floor, I watched the walls and ceiling for any potential traps. The Battling Valkyries traveled behind us.

      “This place is a little creepy,” Karen muttered.

      “It’s not creepy,” Kari pouted. “It’s magnificent and ancient. Just look at this architecture. Nothing in our society has the ability to withstand the test of time like these ruins do.”

      “Hmph!” Karen huffed.

      I smiled. “Is this your first time visiting ancient ruins?”

      “Yes,” the girl answered.

      I would have said more, but at that moment, Kari and I spotted something and forced everyone to stop. We stared at the walls with a hard look. Erica and her group stared at us, then at the wall, but it was clear from their confused expressions that they didn’t see anything.

      “What is it?” asked Erica.

      “A trap,” I said as Kari walked up to the wall. She extended a single index finger and moved it in a figure eight, causing it to glow white as she dragged it across the wall, revealing a runic pattern that lit up the moment she touched it. I’d seen enough rune arrays to know what this one was. A trap rune array.

      Not even a second after she touched the runes did a strange Woosh! Woosh! Woosh! sound echo through the tunnel. The sound was followed by something cracking apart. I followed the noises to their source and discovered several arrows embedded into the wall. The arrows were quite thick. The fact that they had been able to penetrate the wall also spoke of how powerful they were.

      “So that’s the trap?” Erica muttered. “Nice job spotting it.”

      “That was only the first trap.” Kari leaned down and placed a hand on a stone panel on the floor that was a little elevated compared to the rest. “This is another trap right here. The moment someone steps on this tile, it will activate the next trap. I suspect either the walls or ceiling will try to squash us, or a trapdoor will open beneath our feet and drop us into a spike-filled pit.” The Battling Valkyries gulped, but Kari ignored them as she stood back up. “Come on.”

      With Kari and I leading the way, we managed to avoid the traps that hadn’t been activated. Our journey led us deeper into the mountain. It didn’t look like there were any stairs in these ruins, just a bunch of side passages that led to more dead ends, which were also traps. There were also a number of rooms. Most of the rooms were empty save for the many coffins lying around, but a few looked like they’d been the sight of a large battle. These rooms often featured destroyed golems and several cloaked corpses.

      “At least now we know the cultists really are here,” Erica murmured as she stared at one of the corpses. Its cloak had been torn to shreds, which meant she could see the ugly creature it had hidden. It was the same pale-faced, red-eyed, pointy-eared creature from before. “Though I can’t for the life of me tell what this thing is. It doesn’t look like a Demon Beast, but it is very far from being human. It’s not one of the other races known to us either.”

      “We won’t get any answers by standing here. Let’s keep moving,” I suggested.

      We left the room and continued on, traveling through hallways, avoiding traps, and running into several more corpses. A few were obviously those cultists, but there were also villagers mixed among them. It seemed some of the villagers had died and been left to rot.

      “These cultists are disgusting.” Karen wrinkled her nose and gritted her teeth.

      “Aye,” Erica agreed.

      Our journey eventually took us to a large room that was two stories. However, the different floors were more like walkways than actual floors. Even the floor that we were on was a walkway hovering above a deep chasm. There was a steep drop on either side of us. When I peered down to see how deep it was, all I could see was an unfathomable darkness.

      At the end of this walkway was a door, which was larger than anything we’d seen so far. It looked like a giant slab of stone that had been carved into the shape of a door, then decorated with hieroglyphs that depicted the same human-like figure from the statues at the entrance. In this, it looked like he was leading the charge against creatures that resembled humans but had odd protrusions like spikes jutting from their shoulders, elbows, knees, and heads. With spear in hand and a valiant look on his face, he seemed very much like a hero from ancient myth.

      Kari stood in front of the massive door and placed her hand against it. I stood behind her alongside the four members of the Battling Valkyries. Finally, Kari turned around and searched the room.

      “There’s no way this thing can be pushed open,” she declared. “This type of door needs a kind of leverage system to account for its massive weight, which is normally activated by applying pressure to several platforms.” She looked around the room, and then looked up. “There. There. There. And there. If four people can stand in those spots, the door should open.”

      The areas that Kari had pointed out looked like parts of the walkway several dozen meters above us at first glance. It was only after I studied them further that I realized these sections, which just sort of stopped as though the walkway had crumbled away, were actually being held aloft by sturdy-looking chains. Furthermore, I finally noticed that the walkways on the first and second floor vaguely resembled the shape of an E—if an E had an extra “L” at the bottom.

      “It doesn’t look like we can climb up from here,” I said, glancing to our left and pointing. “But there is a passage over there, which I bet leads to the second floor.”

      “Then let’s go,” Erica said. “Karen, I want you to remain here with Kari. Myself, Janet, Luka, and Eryk will head up there.”

      “Ma’am.” Karen saluted.

      “Be careful,” Kari added.

      “We will,” I said before leading the three women off.

      We walked down the hallway, on the lookout for traps, of which there were several. All of them were rune-based traps that activated after you passed them. I wasn’t as talented with runes as Kari, who had studied them far more extensively than me, but I knew enough to deactivate them using Rune Writing. It didn’t take more than half an hour to find a staircase that led to the second floor. After which, we wandered down another hall that led to the room where Kari and Karen were waiting by the large door.

      “I guess these platforms are what we need to stand on,” Erica said as she glanced at one of the platforms, which only appeared like part of the walkway at first glance. There were a pair of chains coming down from the ceiling, forming a V-shape as they attached to either side of the platform.

      “Looks like it,” I said. “You take the first one, I’ll take the second, and Janet and Luka can take the third and fourth platforms.”

      Everyone agreed and we walked over to our respective platforms. As I walked, I was completely aware of how this walkway was not only old, but also of how there didn’t seem to be anything holding it up. I wasn’t sure how this architecture worked, but it seemed to stand in defiance of several natural laws. I did notice the rune arrays written along the surface and wondered if maybe they were somehow responsible for this seeming defiance of gravity.

      I walked onto the platform at the same time that Erica, Janet, and Luka walked onto theirs. A loud cranking sound like metal chains being unraveled echoed around the room. The platform shifted beneath my feet. Then it began descending. The cranking noise increased in volume as I looked at it. These chains were attached to another chain, which was extending from a hole in the ceiling.

      The platforms lowered to the first floor. When they did, a loud noise like rumbling thunder resounded throughout the chamber. All of us turned toward the door, which had begun shaking as it slowly but surely opened. Little by little, the chamber on the other side was revealed. I couldn’t see much, but from what I could see, I could already tell that this chamber was even bigger than the one we were in.

      “Let’s go,” Erica said, about to step off.

      “Wait!” Kari shouted, causing everyone to stop. “If you four step off now, I think the door will close. You’ll need to run the moment you four get off those platforms, so be ready.”

      I glanced at Erica, who set her foot back on the platform and looked at me. She nodded. Then I looked at Janet and Luka, who both nodded back to me as well.

      The four of us took a deep breath. I counted down to three, and then we rushed off our respective platforms.

      Just like Kari had said, the moment we stepped off the platforms, they began ascending back up, and the large doorway began closing. Karen and Kari were already on the other side, but the four of us had to rush across the walkway and burst through before it closed. Fortunately, the Battling Valkyries were really fast for a group of women decked in full-body armor. We made it just before the door shut completely.

      “Well, we made it,” I said.

      “We did.” Erica nodded, her lips curving into a frown. “Though now I am wondering how we’re going to get out of here.”

      “There’s probably a mechanism to open the door from this side.” Kari shrugged. “Anyway, let’s keep going.”

      We found ourselves at the foot of a large staircase, which explained why I couldn’t see anything when the door opened. Our group traveled down the stairs. Below us was a gigantic room that seemed to span for at least a couple hundred meters. Like a good portion of these ruins, this place was marked by numerous archways and columns.

      As we walked past the columns and archways, we finally came to the end. It wasn’t a true end. What we found was a steep drop into a steaming pit of boiling water. Steam rose from the surface. I couldn’t tell how deep or hot it was, but I was fairly positive that anyone who touched it would be scalded.

      Several meters away from us was an island. It was shaped like a circle, there was an elevated platform with runes carved into it, and on that platform were the villagers who’d been kidnapped. They weren’t alone. Several other figures were with them. These figures wore the black cloaks I’d grown familiar with. They were surrounding the terrified villagers, all of whom were tied up and screaming into their gags.

      Among those cloaked figures was one person who wasn’t wearing a cloak. He was taller than the others. Dull armor the color of rust covered every inch of his body. His skin was a pale green, and not the vibrant emerald kind either, but puke-colored green. He had no hair on his head, nor did he have any eyebrows. His thick brow ridges and square jaw were covered in wrinkles and scars, and his wide nostrils with no nose made me wonder if it hadn’t been burnt off. As the four of us stood there in shock, he raised his hands.

      “Begin the ritual,” he said in a deep voice.

      As one, the cloaked individuals knelt on the ground and pressed their hands onto the elevated platform. The runes lit up. Muffled screams erupted seconds later from all of the villagers, who fell to the floor and began writhing as though they were experiencing excruciating pain.

      “Stop what you are doing right now and release those villagers!” Erica demanded.

      The man—creature—turned his head and stared at her. His eyes were the color of blood and surrounded by darkness. He snorted.

      “Little girl, I do not know how you found this place, but do not interfere in my business!”

      His words caused Erica to gnash her teeth, but he ignored her and made another hand signal. As if that was a cue of some kind, several cloaked figures suddenly leapt down from where they’d hidden themselves on the archways and attacked us with jagged-looking swords covered in rust.

      “Damn it!” Erica cursed as she unsheathed her claymore and performed a graceful pirouette. Fire gushed from her blade like a torrent and overtook several of the cloaked figures, igniting them. The humanoid fireballs shrieked as they were lit ablaze. Several ran and fell into the boiling water below, which caused them to suffer terribly before they died from being boiled alive.

      I did not have a sword on me. I hadn’t found a weapon that really suited me yet. However, I was quite good with my hands and Spiritual Powers.

      Using the Flash Step, I appeared next to one of the cloaked figures and slammed my lightning-encased fist into their hooded face. An explosion of pale electricity burst from my fist and fried the creature’s brains. As the smoking carcass landed on the ground, my left leg ignited with electricity that I launched in a wide arc by kicking the air. Several of the cloaked figures were struck and sent flying. Their bodies hit the ground as they jerked around like they were having seizures. I then spread the fingers of my left hand wide. Several beams of lightning shot out and penetrated each of the spasming figures, putting them out of their misery.

      “You!” the large figure standing on the platform shouted in shock. “What is your kind doing here?!”

      “My kind?” I blinked. What did he mean by that?

      The man glanced behind him and suddenly smiled. “It doesn’t matter. Regardless of your reasons for being here, I have already accomplished my goal! The gate shall open!”

      I didn’t know what he meant at first, but then I realized that all of the villagers were rapidly growing thinner. It was like their bodies were decomposing while they were still alive. Their skin became shriveled and their bodies looked like twigs. Their faces soon sank around their cheeks as the eyes in their sockets seemed to bulge. Then their skin cracked and began falling apart. As these people began withering away, colorful streams of Spiritual Power wafted off their bodies and were pulled toward a large archway that stood behind them.

      “NO!” Erica shouted as she saw the villagers die. However, the sound of her voice was drowned out by the mad laughter of the creature in charge.

      “AH HA HA HA! Finally! I have finally opened a gate after years of experimentation! Now our legions can enter this world!! Our invasion can begin again!!”

      His words were shocking, but what shocked me even more was what happened to the archway. A large film of black swirled around the archway like liquid metal. It rippled and undulated for several seconds before stabilizing, and then something emerged—several somethings. Several hundred somethings.

      A grim feeling swept over me as I saw more creatures like the one before us exit from that strange portal-like thing. It reminded me of a Warp Gate, but it was different. It felt different. Something about it caused a chill to freeze my bones.

      The expressions on the members of the four Battling Valkyries and Kari turned just as grave when they realized how perilous our situation had become.

      What had once been a rescue mission was now a fight for survival.
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        * * *

      

      I released a gasp as I woke up. My body was covered in a cold sweat as remnants of the dream I’d just had filled my mind. Violence and death covered my vision behind closed eyelids, causing me to release a pained groan. However, while my mind was inundated with scenes from my previous life, my body felt oddly comfortable.

      It took me a moment to figure out why.

      Someone was stroking my hair.

      Soft fingers ran through my sweaty hair. The nails at the tips of these fingers were slightly longer than what most people normally had, and they were a little sharp, but the tenderness—and dare I say loving? —way those fingers lightly grazed my scalp caused me to release a sigh of pleasure. This sensation was so comforting that I was tempted to fall asleep again.

      Except I didn’t.

      The reason I didn’t was because I realized, belatedly, that my current situation was one in which there was only one person who could possibly be running their fingers through my hair.

      I opened my eyes and stared into the golden orbs of Lin. She was in my bed again, using one of her arms to rest on her side as she stroked my hair. Long curtains of darkness descended behind her like threads of silk, and a few strands also fell down her front. The dark skin of her chest was completely visible. Her nipples were hard and goosebumps had broken on her skin, but she just continued to run a hand through my hair.
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      “You are finally awake,” Lin said.

      My first impulse was to ask that she stop running her hand through my hair, but there were a few reasons I didn’t.

      The first was because of the worry on her face. Lin’s expressions often ran on the haughty side. She generally kept this slightly arrogant but mostly childish composure that made her seem like a spoiled princess. However, her current face reminded me of the expression Kari wore when Kayli ran into our bedroom crying because she’d had a nightmare. There was no way I could tell someone to stop when they looked that concerned.

      The second reason was honestly because her actions just felt that good, that soothing, and my nerves were frayed enough that I’d accept comfort from anyone—or so I told myself.

      “You were worried about me?” I asked instead.

      Lin bit her lip as if tempted to deny my accusation, but then she nodded and spoke in a halting manner. “You were thrashing about in your sleep… and you wouldn’t wake up when this princess called to you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized in a hoarse voice.

      “Were you having a bad dream?”

      “A very bad dream.”

      Lin nodded. “This princess has had bad dreams before as well. Before meeting you, she used to dream of the attack that separated her from her bodyguards. There was violence and death everywhere. This princess’s guards would always sacrifice themselves for her, falling by the blades of her unknown assailants. She would try to help, but it always ended the same way, with her being forced to flee and getting injured in the process.”

      “Before meeting me?” I breathed. “Does that mean you haven’t had them after meeting me?”

      “That is correct.” Lin smiled at me, and it was filled with a tenderness that I easily recognized. “Ever since you saved this princess from those boars when she was unable to transform back into her original shape, she stopped having those nightmares. Part of the reason this princess sleeps with you is because the nightmares don’t haunt her when she’s in your arms.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I kept my mouth shut and closed my eyes. Lin didn’t seem to mind. She continued to stroke my hair with the gentleness only a lover could pull off. I remembered hearing the term “guilty pleasure” once, and I believe they were referring to something like this. It was a pleasurable experience, but the guilt I felt for feeling that pleasure made it hard to accept.

      “Thank you,” I said at last.

      My eyes were still closed, but I could imagine Lin’s smile as she said, “You needn’t thank this princess. You are her husband. She will always be here to help you.”

      This girl said some of the sweetest things, but those words felt a lot like someone was digging a knife into an already open wound.

      “The tournament you are taking part in should be starting soon,” Lin finally said, causing me to open my eyes. “You should probably get ready.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      My morning routine didn’t consist of much. After leaving the bed, I went into the bathroom and washed myself off. My body was covered in sweat, so I ended up washing more than just my face and hair. Following that, I got dressed in the outfit I’d worn the other day. I decided this was going to be my standard attire from now on. It was the first outfit someone had bought for me in this life, so it had sentimental value.

      Lin was in the living room when I finished getting dressed. She trailed after me with her eyes as I wandered into the kitchen, and then came back with a large loaf of bread, some slices of dried fruit, and two plates.

      “Would you like some breakfast?” I asked as I set everything out.

      Lin stood up from the divan and slithered over to me. “This princess is pretty hungry. She will have some breakfast with you.”

      Our breakfast was eaten mostly in silence, but I think a part of that was my fault. I really didn’t know what to say.

      Lamia were meat eaters. I remember speaking to one in Midgard, a member of the Battling Valkyries, and she’d told me that while they could eat fruits, vegetables, and food made from wheat, they really needed meat to sustain themselves. Despite this, Lin ate the bread and dried fruit without complaint. Despite acting spoiled, she was a good girl.

      I was going to buy two meat pies for her when I got home from the tournament tonight.

      Once we finished breakfast, I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and found myself standing by the entrance. Lin stood beside me. There were no overt signs that she was feeling anything, but I could somehow tell that she wanted to say something. It looked like she was seconds away from opening her mouth. The rose-shaped ring pattern on my hand was also throbbing.

      “Go… good luck,” Lin finally said. I didn’t think that was what she wanted to say.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her and turned around. My hand was on the door when I paused, turned my head, and looked at her. “Once I’ve won, there will be nothing stopping me from taking you outside.”

      A strange luster filled Lin’s eyes as I said that. Her lips trembled a little. For a moment, I thought she was going to cry, but then she smiled, and her long ears wiggled happily.

      “This princess will wait for you to return,” she said.

      I nodded before turning back toward the door. Taking a deep breath, I adjusted the ruler over my shoulder, walked outside, and began my journey toward the Colosseum.
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        * * *

      

      With the preliminary rounds over, the Colosseum had become even more packed now than it was before. Perhaps this was the result of people hearing about the amazing fights that had taken place the other day. Kari was sure there would have been some people who decided not to attend the tournament at first, but then decided they needed to come after hearing about the incredibly intense battles that happened yesterday.

      The Colosseum had a total capacity of about 150,000 people. All of the seats were made of stone, and were elevated above the arena floor by about five meters. The other day, about two-thirds of those seats had been filled, but today, it appeared as though the entire stadium was overflowing with people. She even found some people who couldn’t find seats and were standing near the entrances or on the stairs.

      “Which contestant do you think two think is going to win?” asked Geirolf.

      Mykkel stroked his chin. “That’s hard to say. Had you asked me who I thought was going to win before the preliminaries, I would have said either Catalyna Kriger, Hellen Brynhild, or Torgny Leucht… but that was before I witnessed Eryk Veiger fight.”

      “Do you really think he is that powerful?” Geirolf scratched his head. “I’ll admit, he really surprised me during that preliminary match, but I mean, come on! He was good, but he wasn’t that good.”

      “Eryk Veiger is definitely the black horse of this tournament,” Earland said before falling silent once again. His words caused Mykkel to nod in agreement and Geirolf to scowl.

      Kari’s brothers were sitting behind her and Mother as always. She listened to them with just one ear, frowning a little when she heard Geirolf talk about Eryk. Her first inclination was to dispute him. Fortunately for her, Earland did it before she could.

      “What do you think, Kari?” asked her mother.

      “Excuse me?” Kari looked toward her mother, startled.

      Her mother smiled. “About the tournament. Who do you think is going to win?”

      Kari frowned at her mother’s question, but then she looked down at the arena floor, where all of the contestants were currently standing in front of her three fathers. There were only sixteen now. Among them, she saw Eryk and Fay standing next to each other. While Fay looked a little nervous, Eryk wore a calm expression as he let his ruler rest on his shoulder and spoke with the redhead, seemingly trying to reassure her.

      “Eryk will win,” Kari said.

      “You sound pretty confident,” Geirolf muttered. “You realize he’s going up against some of the top Spiritualists in Nevaria, right? What makes you so certain he’ll win?”

      “Because… I just know.”

      “Hmph! Is this that woman’s intuition crap I’ve heard about?” Geirolf snorted. “Sounds like a bunch of bullshit if you ask me.”

      Kari’s only response was to shake her head. She didn’t know why, exactly, but she was certain that Eryk would win.
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        * * *

      

      Stelys Valstine was sitting in the noble section of the Colosseum, which was located on the upper tier. Of course, even though he and his family were doing much better for themselves, he still didn’t have the political or financial power to have his own private booth like some of the noble families. He was grateful, though. His current finances were much better than they had been in nearly two years… and it was thanks to Eryk Veiger and his idea to work with the Alchemist Association.

      It was too bad the boy had rejected his proposal to marry his daughter. He really did think they would have made a good match, and he actually liked the boy, unlike Grant.

      A commotion suddenly attracted his attention, causing him to turn his head, whereupon he found a beautiful woman dressed in modified alchemy robes walking toward him. She had reddish-orange hair. The sleeves of her robes had slits running through them, meaning everyone could see her bare shoulders. As she walked up to him and his small group of elders, a number of eyes were drawn toward this woman.

      “W-who is that pretty lady?!”

      “I think I’ve seen her before…”

      “Wait. Isn’t she the Head of the Alchemist Association?”

      “No way!”

      “I had no idea the Alchemist Association head was so gorgeous!”

      Stelys almost snorted when he heard the comments being bandied about. There was no doubt that the woman also heard them, but she merely maintained her smile as she walked up to him.

      “It is good of you to make it, Feinrea,” he greeted.

      “Stelys Valstine. Esteemed elders.” She gave him and the elders a respectful nod. “I appreciate your inviting me here today.”

      Stelys laughed. “It was no trouble at all. My daughter and our little benefactor are currently taking part in this tournament. I figured it was only appropriate that you also have a good seat to view this battle.”

      “I normally would not attend an event like this, since I prefer remaining in my office and testing ingredients.” Her smile widened. “But I figured it would be a good idea to witness this tournament since Eryk is participating.”

      “Indeed.” Stelys nodded as he stroked his beard. “That little fella has surprised me quite a bit lately. I’m expecting very good things from him. I have even put 70,000 valis on his victory.”

      “You are gambling?” Feinrea’s eyes widened a little. “What are the odds currently?”

      “Eryk Veiger has 4:1 odds, which is better than I expected for someone who is the obvious black horse of this tournament. Currently, most people believe the victor will either be Catalyna Kriger or Torgny Leucht. Hellen Brynhild is listed as the third most likely person to win.”

      Feinrea hummed in thought before a smile lit up her face. She reached toward her waist, where a coin purse was tied to a sash that went around her lithe torso. The coin purse jingled as she untied the string.

      “I suppose I should also place a bet on Eryk as well. Given everything he has done for my Alchemist Association, placing my faith in him is the least I can do.” Feinrea wore a smile as she stood up again. After asking Stelys for directions to the betting booth, she bid them a quick farewell.

      When she returned, Stelys would ask how much she put on Eryk. He would be shocked to discover that she bet 360,000 valis on Eryk winning the whole tournament.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Everyone, welcome to the second and final day of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament,” Rainer said, standing between Dante and Valence once again as he took on the role of spokesperson. “I hope all of you managed to get some rest. Today is the day of the tournament. This day will be divided into four rounds: round one, round two, the semi-finals, and the final round.”

      I stood next to Fay as I listened to Rainer speak, but the longer I listened, the more I felt someone else’s eyes on me. A frown crossed my face. Glancing around with just my eyes, I tried to locate the source, but I couldn’t find them. Of course, everyone’s eyes were currently on us. It could have been that my nerves were simply getting to me, but I didn’t think that was it since I didn’t feel nervous.

      “We’ve decided on the first round match ups,” Rainer continued. Dante removed a fairly large goatskin scroll from inside of his red jacket. He and Valence unrolled it as their spokesperson kept talking. “The first round matches have been divided into sixteen brackets that were randomly selected last night. The winners of round one’s matches will go on to face each other in round two. The winners of matches one and two will fight each other, matches three and four will also fight each other, and so on.”

      The goatskin scroll that Dante and Valence were holding between them did indeed show off the brackets for round one. Sixteen rectangles were lined up from top to bottom on the far left. Within these rectangles were names. A thick line was drawn from the ends of each rectangle, forming a “[” shape between two of the sixteen names, and then another line extended from that to the next bracket, which had yet to be filled in.

      My name was in the first bracket.

      So was Grant’s.

      I smiled.

      “The rules for these rounds are the same as yesterday’s,” Rainer continued, unaware of my feelings. “The winner will be decided by knockout or forfeit. No killing is allowed. Furthermore, if I decide that someone has lost, you cannot contest that decision. It is final. Attempts to contest it will result in your automatic disqualification and ban from attempting next year’s tournament. Is everyone clear on the rules?”

      “Yes!” everyone said at the same time.

      “Good.” Rainer nodded. “Then will the first two contestants please remain behind, while the rest go with Dante to the waiting room?”

      “Hehe, all right everyone! The fourteen of you who aren’t fighting right now should follow me,” Dante said as he walked toward the door. Everyone except for me, Grant, and Fay followed him.

      “Good luck,” Fay said.

      I didn’t think I’d need luck, but I accepted her sentiment with a smile. “Thanks.”

      She smiled back before hurrying out of the door.

      I glanced at Grant, who was looking back at me with an ugly smirk. The look on his face made my blood boil. I kept a calm outward appearance, however, because it wouldn’t do to let hatred cloud my judgement.

      “It appears fate has decided you were going to be unfortunate enough to face me right from the beginning,” Grant taunted. “It’s too bad… for you. Now I’m going to teach you what happens to people who try to steal my things.”

      “Your ‘things,’ is it?” I murmured before walking away from him. I had no desire to trade banter with a moron.

      My lack of a response must have upset Grant. His glare hardened as his face turned an ugly shade of red, but he walked over to where Rainer and Valence were standing. He stopped when he was about ten meters from where I stood.

      “Are the two of you ready?” asked Rainer.

      “Hmph!” Grant removed a pair of gloves from a pouch at his hip. He put them on, the left first, then the right, in a very methodical fashion, as if he were showing off. Then he clapped his hands together and tightened them into fists. “I am ready.”

      I removed the ruler from my shoulder, holding it in a single-handed grip, and nodded to Rainer. “I am also ready.”

      “Then I declare this match officially underway.” Rainer raised his hand in the air, and then swung it down. “Fight!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            A Humiliating Defeat

          

        

      

    

    
      “You remember the terms of our agreement?” I asked.

      Grant sneered. “Of course, I do.”

      I didn’t let his sneer bother me right now. I hated this person more than anyone save maybe the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, but I wouldn’t let that rule me. Taking several deep breaths somehow allowed me to keep my cool. Right now, I needed to remain calm, placid, like a perfectly still lake.

      Deep breath. In. Out. I could do this.

      “Should I win, you will cease any and all attempts to force Fay and Kari into an arranged marriage. Furthermore, you will stop bothering them. Never darken their doorstep ever again.” I spoke loudly enough that everyone in the stadium could hear me. The stadium was quiet as well, which helped project my voice to every corner of the Colosseum.

      “And if I win, you will cease speaking to those two,” Grant said. “You will never come near them for as long as you live.” He paused to sneer at me. “Though I will let you attend our wedding. It’s the least I can do.”

      I nodded. Once again, I didn’t let his last comment rile me up. That was the agreement we had made when I challenged him to this duel.

      The Colosseum was completely silent, with not a single soul speaking out. Everyone stared into the arena. As I glanced at them, I could see several people leaning over and whispering to each other.

      “You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this moment,” Grant said as he and I stood across from each other. He hadn’t touched the sword at his waist, which made me guess the sword was decorative or perhaps only used for specific Spiritual Techniques. “Ever since I discovered that you have been trying to seduce my Kari, I’ve longed to let you feel the shame and humiliation that comes from being beaten like a dog.”

      “The only person who has tried to do anything to Kari is you,” I said in a clear voice. “I’d call what you attempted seduction, but you’re so inept that you can’t even get a woman to love you and have to force them into an arranged marriage using your family’s influence. Men like you are the most pathetic wastes of space in existence.”

      I couldn’t remember a time when I had said something so insulting before, but this man had earned all the enmity I could possibly have for a single individual—even the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm didn’t have to deal with this much of my hatred. Kari might have died at that otherworldly being’s hands, but this man had caused her to suffer for years. I’ll admit it. I wanted this man to suffer.

      Grant’s ears turned a startling shade of scarlet as his face morphed, becoming ugly and twisted. “We’ll see how long you can spew such insults after I’ve burned you to ashes!”

      A powerful Spiritual Aura ignited around Grant, swirling around his body like intense flames. The red energy held a serious heat. The ground beneath his feet was actually getting scorched because of the intense fluctuations in temperature, though it was also because he lacked control. Had his control over his Spiritual Power been better, he could have chosen what to burn and what to leave unharmed.

      “The only one who is going to lose right now is you,” I said, raising my ruler and pointing it at him.

      Grant screamed at me as he shot forward. His speed was quite something, actually. He was using short bursts of fire projected from his feet to propel himself across the ground. It was similar to my Flash Step, but it was inferior.

      Far inferior.

      I watched him come toward me and channeled lightning through my ruler, which glowed a pale blue before the segments detached from each other and raced forward. With naught but a thought, the Dragon’s Tail Ruler shot straight for Grant. Sadly, the other man proved adept at dodging and stepped aside.

      With another thought, I changed the ruler’s direction, making it curl around and attack from behind. Grant had been expecting it. He moved again, allowing the ruler to race past him and continued running.

      “That won’t work on me! I’ve already seen this trick!”

      After reaching a certain distance, Grant moved his hands in intricate figure eights, generating more flames, then slammed his hands onto the ground. Two jet streams of fire blew from his hands and launched him into the air. He traveled in a parabolic arc, descending toward me as he rotated his body in a forward flip. The leg that he extended suddenly ignited as he prepared to drop his heel on my head.

      The ruler came back, the segments once again locking into place. I took exactly one step back. Grant’s heel slammed into the spot where I was standing, an explosion of fire scattering across the ground. The heat caused me to break out in sweat. However, I channeled the water element through my body and used it to cool down. I wanted to appear completely unperturbed, as though nothing he did could so much as make me sweat.

      Grant had some modicum of talent. He didn’t let the fact that he had missed stop him. Pushing himself to his feet, he launched a series of rapid punches. His fists were coated with red flames. Each punch caused a gout of fire to shoot from his hands, extending the range of his punches. A left straight was dodged when I tilted my head. The fist grazed my hair, but the water element kept the fire from burning it. I leaned back as he swung at me with a hook. An arc of fire jettisoned from his fist, but it dissipated with a hiss before reaching me. Taking two steps forward, Grant launched a powerful heel strike, his foot similarly coated in flames, but I brought my ruler between us and let it take the attack instead.

      “Pathetic,” I murmured just loud enough for him to hear.

      Gnashing his teeth in anger, Grant leapt back and moved his arms. His fists traveled in a circular pattern that caused flames to ignite in the circle’s center. Then he tucked in his elbows before slamming his fists into the fireballs.

      The attack he launched looked like a pair of fireballs at first, but then the two fireballs collided together, and the flames changed shape. A reptilian muzzle emerged from the flames, followed by a long, serpentine body. Two wings flapped as the creature flew forward. It was a type of fire dragon.

      “Oh… so he knows a B-rank Spiritual Fire Technique,” I murmured as I slid my feet apart and set my ruler on my shoulder. I could feel the heat from where I stood. Gripping my ruler with both hands, I channeled the water element, encasing the massive slab of metal in a condensed blade of water. “It’s awfully impressive that you know a B-rank Spiritual Fire Technique, but it’s obvious that you haven’t even come close to mastering it yet. This fire dragon should be at least sixteen meters in length, but it isn’t even half that.”

      I didn’t think Grant could hear me. Not that it mattered. I was mostly talking to myself.

      As the fire dragon drew near, I released a soft grunt and swung the ruler down. I felt some resistance as my blade split the dragon in half. The two halves separated down the middle and flew in opposite directions. They didn’t explode, which was what would have happened if Grant had mastered this technique. Instead, they just quietly dissipated.

      “What?” Grant’s eyes grew wide and round as his arms dropped to his sides. “You… but you… my most powerful attack…?”

      “That was your most powerful attack?” I wanted to frown because of how weak that attack had been, but instead I smiled. “I hate to tell you this, but a Spiritual Technique of that caliber isn’t enough to make me even break out in a sweat.”

      Grant’s face had gone pale as his knees shook. I couldn’t stop the hatred I felt for this man as I saw his face. I knew, logically, that the Grant standing before me had yet to truly commit any heinous acts. I knew that. However, even if the Grant from this life hadn’t forced Kari into an arranged marriage, driven Fay to her death, and poisoned Kari’s entire family, I also knew it was only a matter of time before he did.

      That was why, upon taking a single step forward, I unleashed my Spiritual Power and bombarded him with the intensity of my Spiritual Pressure.
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        * * *

      

      When Eryk’s Spiritual Pressure swept over her, Kari felt her body jolt. She straightened her spine as though a Spiritual Lightning Technique had struck her. Staring down into the arena, she watched as intense waves of Spiritual Power swept across the ground, creating tremors and cracks that spread along the arena floor. A massive pillar of pale blue energy swirled around like a water cyclone as arcs of lightning skittered across it.

      She wasn’t the only one who appeared to be shocked from the Spiritual Power that Eryk was releasing. Her three brothers had gone completely silent. Geirolf looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant. His wide eyes and gaping mouth were very telling. Meanwhile, Mykkel had straightened his back and opened his eyes wide as he stared onto the arena floor. Earland was also staring at Eryk, but there was an intensity in his eyes that shocked Kari.

      “This Spiritual Pressure… it really is the same… The exact same…”

      Kari barely realized she was whispering to herself as she pressed a hand to her chest. Her heart was thudding wildly against her ribcage, like a caged Demon Beast trying to break out. She felt as if her soul was resonating with Eryk’s Spiritual Power.

      “What is the same?” asked her mother.

      “Do you remember that intense Spiritual Power that appeared around three months ago?” Kari asked. She didn’t give her mother time to respond as she nodded at Eryk. “That Spiritual Power has the same feeling as Eryk’s… except his feels, I don’t know, more refined, I guess.”

      “I thought as much,” her mother murmured. “I’m not as sensitive to his Spiritual Power as you seem to be, but I certainly recognized this boy’s unique Spiritual Signature. I thought I might be mistaken at first, but if you’re confirming it, then it must be true. Really…” the woman murmured as she frowned, “how did this boy manage to slip under our perceptions for so long?”

      Kari had no answer for her mother, so she remained silent and stared at the boy who was releasing a Spiritual Power that, for some reason, resonated with her soul.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit!” someone in the waiting room said, though Fay didn’t know who.

      The waiting room was mostly quiet as everyone looked out the window to watch the fight. The battle between Eryk and Grant had started off simple enough, but now it had become something far more.

      Spiritual Power unlike anything she’d ever felt was pouring out of Eryk like a geyser. It swirled around his body, coalescing into a whirlpool of water containing arcs of lightning that lashed out at the surroundings. Oddly enough, while the lightning felt like it was powerful enough to destroy this entire Colosseum, none of the arena received any damage. Only the cracks along the ground from when he first unleashed his Spiritual Power were present to showcase his strength.

      “What an intense Spiritual Pressure,” one of the women present muttered as she placed a hand on her chest.

      “I’ve never felt anything like this,” another person said.

      “Ugh, now I want to fight this person. I wonder if I can switch opponents?”

      “Ha! If anyone is gonna battle that man, it’s going to be me!”

      “In your dreams!”

      As Catalyna and Marko Kriger began arguing with each other, Fay raised a hand to her chest, feeling the loud, powerful pounding that made it seem as if her heart would beat its way out of her ribcage.

      Why is my heart beating so fast?

      She didn’t have an answer.
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        * * *

      

      I walked toward Grant one step at a time, moving with a calm, glacial slowness. I was doing this on purpose. The longer it took me to reach him, the more frightened my opponent seemed to become.

      By this point, Grant was already frozen in place. He couldn’t move even if he wanted to. My Spiritual Pressure kept him from moving, locking up his joints and forcing him to watch as I slowly stalked forward, dragging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler across the ground as I did so.

      It seemed like my Spiritual Pressure’s effect increased the closer I got to Grant. At fifteen meters, Grant’s pale skin became covered in sweat. At ten meters, his body shook like a frightened rabbit. At five, Grant had fallen onto his backside and could only stare up at me with wide, horrified eyes. Finally, I stopped walking after reaching the one-meter distance, but it wasn’t because I had intended to. Grant had lost control of his bladder. An acidic stench hit my nose as a puddle appeared underneath my opponent.

      I wrinkled my nose at him. “This match has been decided. You’ve lost. I expect you to honor our agreement. You will cease using your family’s power and influence to try and force Kari and Fay into an arranged marriage, and you will not talk to them ever again. Darken their doorsteps even once, and I will show you no mercy.”

      There was no telling if Grant even heard what I was saying. His eyes were wide, unseeing, and his pale face was trembling in abject fear. I clicked my tongue and sealed up my Spiritual Power. The moment my Spiritual Pressure faded, Grant’s body became like a puppet whose strings had been cut. His eyes rolled up into the back of his head as he fell backwards in a dead faint.

      A frown appeared on my face as I turned to Rainer, who I realized was looking at me with a shocked expression as though he was staring down the muzzle of an A-Rank Demon Beast.

      “Are you going to call the match?” I asked.

      “Oh. Right.” My words snapped Rainer out of his stupor. He raised his hand and called the match. “The winner of the first match is Eryk Veiger!”

      I nodded, satisfied, and turned toward the door. As I began walking off the arena floor, I noticed Valence giving me an odd look. I wondered about that expression for a moment, but then I shrugged and wandered through the door, down the hall, and into the waiting room. When I arrived, all eyes turned toward me. I looked at the people in the room, frowning at them, but then I dispelled my discomfort and wandered over to Fay.

      She was standing by the window. As I approached, she smiled at me and tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear.

      “That was a pretty crazy match.”

      “You think so?” My frown deepened. “Grant was really weak. To be honest, I had been hoping to extend the match a little longer, but he was so weak there wasn’t much point.”

      “You wanted to keep the match going?” Fay looked at me like I’d said something weird. “Why would you want that?”

      “Because I was hoping to crush his spirit,” I answered. “Grant was trying to force you and Kari into an arranged marriage with him regardless of the fact that neither of you wanted it. Our agreement was that if I won, he would stop and never bother the two of you ever again. However, Grant and the Leucht Family as a whole are arrogant and remorseless. I do not have any confidence in them honoring their agreement.”

      Fay didn’t say anything for several seconds, but then she nodded. “And so you were hoping that by completely overwhelming him and crushing his spirit, he would become so afraid of you that he would go out of his way to avoid coming near us.”

      “Yes.”

      Fay hesitated. “You did that… for Kari?”

      “And you,” I stated without pause. “I told you before that I was going to help you. We trained together so you could defeat him on your own, but even if I was the one he went up against, I wanted to make sure he couldn’t pressure your family into selling you off like chattel.”

      “Will Hellen Brynhild and Arild Kriger come to the arena?” Rainer’s voice pierced the quiet atmosphere that had been left in the wake of my victory. I only now realized that no one had clapped for me this time.

      Two people suddenly moved toward the door. One of them was a powerful woman with a solid build, a masculine face, and full-body armor that clicked together as she walked. A sword hung at her hip. It was a broadsword with a plain scabbard. While her weapon didn’t look like much, I knew better than to underestimate her. This woman was Kari’s instructor, if I was not mistaken. That meant she was powerful.

      The other person was a younger woman with pale reddish hair that bordered on pink, which she currently wore in a leather band. Her body was not covered in full armor like Hellen’s. She wore a chestplate that covered only her breasts but left her stomach exposed. Shoulder pads rested snugly against her, held together by a set of leather straps. The light blue clothing she wore underneath her armor shifted as she walked. The ends of a white tabard swayed back and forth around her legs. Her weapons consisted of two short swords that were slung across her back, forming an X-pattern.

      Fay and I watched the two leave the room, and then she turned to me.

      “Thank you,” she said simply.

      I knew better than to say something stupid like, “You don’t need to thank me,” or, “I only helped you because I wanted to.” If someone felt gratitude, they thanked you, and if you weren’t an idiot, you accepted that gratitude and said…

      “You are welcome.”

      They were just three simple words, but they caused Fay to smile at me, which I returned before the two of us turned back to the window. Hellen and Arild had just emerged onto the arena. The people had become lively once again and were cheering and screaming. I guessed that meant they had gotten over their shock from my battle.

      “Who do you think is going to win?” asked Fay as the two women took their places on the arena floor. Hellen unsheathed her single sword, while Arild reached behind her and removed her short swords from their sheaths.

      “It’s hard to say.” I narrowed my eyes and used Spiritual Perception to judge the two combatants. “Hellen doesn’t have as much raw power as Arild, but she seems to have more control. What’s more, she has a water affinity, while Arild’s is fire, which puts them on even ground in terms of power since she’s got the elemental advantage. A fight like this will come down to which of them is more skilled.”

      “I suppose so.” Fay glanced at the two as Rainer announced that the battle had begun. “I’ve heard of Hellen Bryndhild before. She’s a captain of the Nevarian Spiritualists and is currently considered the most powerful among the ten captains. She earned the nickname Water Goddess Brynhild due to her unique style of combat.”

      As Fay spoke, Arild released her Spiritual Power, activating her aura, which took on the shape of a dense flame. Unlike Grant, whose flame was red, hers was blue. I’d heard from a member of the Alchemist Association that blue flames were the hottest type of flame in existence. According to him, it had something to do with the amount of oxygen flames consumed. A flame that consumed a high amount of oxygen would turn blue and the heat would increase. I didn’t know how hot they got, but I’d seen someone else whose flames were blue, and their flames could melt steel with ease.

      Unlike Arild, Hellen did not produce a Spiritual Aura. It wasn’t because she couldn’t. Hellen had already reached the Second Stage of Spiritualism. A soft simmering blue glow surrounded her body like a second skin.

      “Hmm… her combat style seems to rely mostly on being incredibly fast and overwhelming her opponents,” I analyzed her battle from yesterday. “But I assume you are actually referring to how she uses her element. Come to think of it, I never saw her use the water element during the preliminary round yesterday.”

      “That’s because she didn’t get injured yesterday,” Fay said.

      “Ah.”

      And just like that, I realized what sort of fighting style Hellen Brynhild had.

      I turned back to watch the fight, which was now underway. Arild was swinging her swords in a manner that seemed wild at first glance, but it had a definite rhythm to it, and each swing unleashed a powerful crescent-shaped wave of blue flames. I couldn’t feel the heat from inside the waiting room. However, each crescent wave scorched the arena floor, turning the ground into a black mess.

      Despite a seemingly uncountable number of attacks heading toward her, Hellen remained calm as she slowly walked forward, swinging her sword with precise and swift strokes. A horizontal slash sliced apart the first crescent. Her downward stroke split another flame in half. Spinning on the balls of her feet, she swung her blade from the ground on her right, moving diagonally toward her left shoulder. Not only did this attack destroy the flame crescent, but a wave of water flew from her blade. Hellen then swung back down, creating another wave of water, which increased both the size and speed of her first Spiritual Technique when the two connected.

      Arild dodged the technique instead of taking it head on. The powerful wave of water kept going. It slammed into the wall several dozen meters behind her, exploding with enough power to dent and crack the stone.

      When Arild dodged the attack, Hellen used that moment to shoot forward, pushing off the ground with her powerful legs and blitzing toward her opponent. Arild suddenly found herself trapped within an intense melee battle. While she tried to do her best, Hellen quickly overwhelmed the girl, who obviously lacked the years of experience that she had. It wasn’t long into the battle before Hellen disarmed her opponent and placed a blade against Arild’s throat.

      “Surrender,” Hellen said.

      Arild sighed. “I give up. It seems you really do live up to your reputation as the Nevarian Spiritualist’s most powerful captain.”

      “I appreciate the compliment.” Hellen smiled. “It’s high praise indeed to receive such a compliment from a member of the Kriger Family.”

      “The winner of this match is Hellen Brynhild!” Rainer announced, causing many people in the audience to burst with applause and cheers. “Will Finn Søkere and Fay Valstine enter the arena now?”

      “I guess that means it is my turn,” Fay said.

      “I would wish you luck, but I don’t think you will need it.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Show everyone how strong you are.”

      Fay’s smile seemed to have an extra shine as she nodded at me. “I will.”

      I removed my hand and watched as Fay walked toward the door, then when she and her opponent disappeared, I turned back to the arena so I could watch my friend fight in her first one-on-one battle.
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        * * *

      

      Fay’s opponent this time was a man named Finn Søkere. He stood about one head taller than her, was broad shouldered, and wielded a sword that was long and narrow. It didn’t look like a standard broadsword. He also appeared to be a Nevarian Spiritualist because he was wearing their traditional leather armor. With his bright blue eyes, blond hair, and immaculate appearance, someone might have mistaken him for a prince.

      As she stood there, Finn glanced at something above and behind her, causing Fay to frown. The only thing behind her was the viewing booth. Maybe he was looking at Empress Hilda, who was admired by nearly everyone who aspired to rise through the ranks with their strength.

      “Are the two of you ready?” asked Rainer.

      “Yes,” Fay said as she slid her feet apart and adopted a fighting stance.

      Finn returned his gaze to her, held his sword up to his face, and stood with his back straight. “I am also ready.”

      “Then this fight is officially underway.” Rainer sliced his hand through the air. “Fight!”

      Perhaps it was because of her previous fight during the preliminaries, but Finn launched an attack the moment the battle started. His bright yellow aura activated as he took two steps forward and thrust out his sword. A powerful bolt of yellow lightning erupted from the tip and formed a spear point.

      Fay responded on instinct. She clenched her hand, spun it around in a circle, and then thrust it forward. A fireball flew from her fist and slammed into the lightning bolt. However, Fay found herself surprised when the lightning bolt tore her fireball apart and continued toward her. This forced Fay to leap out of the way, but Finn, who must have been anticipating what she would do, stepped forward and launched another powerful bolt of lightning at her.

      Left with no other choice, Fay used the Flash Step to avoid the attack. The world around her blurred slightly as she suddenly reappeared ten meters from where she’d been standing. She eyed Finn, who stared at the spot where she had been, and then turned to face her.

      “I think I understand the basic principle of your Spiritual Technique,” he declared. “I don’t know how you activate it, but that fast movement of yours is clearly done by generating an intense burst of kinetic energy by sending your Spiritual Power to the ground through your feet. It’s a simple technique, but it is also very ingenious. No wonder those people who fought you during the preliminaries had so much trouble countering it.”

      “You’re awfully perceptive,” Fay said with a grimace. She didn’t like that he’d already seen through the Flash Step. If he knew how it worked, then he might have also found a means to counter it.

      As if reading her thoughts, Finn smiled. “Unfortunately for you, while I don’t know how you do it, I am capable of at least countering it.”

      Finn began shuffling his feet along the ground, moving in seemingly random patterns that Fay couldn’t understand. Then he swung his sword. Lightning burst from it like a tempest. Fay tried to use the Flash Step to escape, but then she realized, to her shock, that she couldn’t use it.

      Incapable of using the movement technique Eryk had taught her, Fay was left with no choice but to hurriedly dodge.
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        * * *

      

      “Now this is interesting.”

      Kari glanced at her mother, who was studying the battle with keen interest. “What is interesting?”

      “That young man has figured out a way to counter Fay’s movement technique.” She gestured toward the battle. “Take a closer look at him. What is he doing?”

      Kari frowned as she studied Finn, who continued to shuffle his feet along the ground. She didn’t see anything at first. However, her mother wouldn’t have suggested she take a closer look at Finn if there wasn’t a reason.

      It took her awhile, but she eventually discovered what her mother had already noticed.

      “He’s sending electricity into the ground!” she exclaimed.

      “Correct.” Her mother smiled. “That strange dance he is doing is generating a sort of static electricity that has spread across the whole arena floor. It doesn’t cause any physical harm. In fact, I’m almost certain Fay hasn’t even noticed it, but the electricity is messing up her ability to channel Spiritual Power into her feet. He’s completely cut her off from being able to use what might be her greatest trump card.”

      Now worried, Kari clasped her hands, watched the battle, and prayed that her friend would be able to find some way around this man’s counter.
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        * * *

      

      Fay knew she was in trouble. She couldn’t use the Flash Step, and this man wasn’t letting her get in close. Every time she tried, he would shoot one of those powerful lightning bolts at her. Now she was being forced to run around the arena just to avoid being struck.

      For just a moment, Fay cursed the fact that Eryk hadn’t taught her any Spiritual Techniques except for the Flash Step. If she had a more powerful offensive technique than the one her father had given her, then maybe she could have simply overpowered this man. Then she remembered Eryk’s words: Someone who knew a thousand techniques was nowhere near as powerful as a person who had completely mastered one. She agreed with him.

      Still, that did leave her in a bind.

      Finn launched several more lightning bolts at her one after the other, leaving her little time to create a plan, but it wasn’t like all she was doing was dodging. Fay made sure to watch Finn carefully. She had already noticed that his Spiritual Lightning Technique relied on the simple thrusting motion of his sword to activate, and he hadn’t used anything else, which meant this was probably his only offensive technique.

      If she could just get close, she could end this, but she couldn’t use the Flash Step. That strange shuffling of his was somehow stopping her from using it. She could tell this wasn’t a true Spiritual Technique. More than likely, he was using it to just channel lightning into the ground somehow.

      As she continued to dodge, Fay looked around at the arena to see if there might be something she could use. All she saw was the arena walls, however. Those wouldn’t… help… her…

      The walls!

      Changing direction as inspiration struck her, Fay rushed over to the nearest wall, avoiding lightning bolts as they zipped past her. She leapt into the air when she was less than half a meter away. Twisting her body around, her feet slammed into the wall as she bent her knees to absorb the impact. For one second, it almost seemed as though she were standing on the wall in complete defiance of gravity.

      And then the second was up as Fay pushed forward and used the Flash Step. Her body disappeared to the eyes of others. Even Finn could no longer see her, though he seemed to realize she was coming for him.

      Because she couldn’t take that many steps, Fay landed on the ground about five meters from Finn, but just as he sent a lightning bolt at her, she activated her fiery red Spiritual Aura, tucked her elbow into her torso, and thrust out her hand, slamming it into the ground as she activated her only Spiritual Fire Technique to launch herself into the air. Finn’s attack missed as she soared over his head and landed on the ground behind him. He tried to spin around and attack, but Fay rotated both fists in a circle as she tucked her elbows into her torso, then thrust them forward.

      This time, when the explosion went up, Fay did not experience the pain of her knuckles and fists being burned. A powerful detonation of fire slammed into Finn, sending him sailing away from her, striking the ground, and rolling across the dirt. The force of her attack was extreme enough that she also skidded across the ground, but the pain from being burned didn’t come like last time.

      Fay took several deep breaths as rivulets of sweat poured down her face. Her knees were shaking and she felt a little lightheaded. Her battles during the preliminaries had been relatively easy since everyone underestimated her, but Finn had not, which forced her to use more effort and cunning than before.

      It was strangely exhausting.

      Finn did not get up after being hit by her technique. His Spiritual Aura was already gone, and his leather armor had scorch marks on it. Furthermore, the cloth underneath the armor had been burnt, leaving his lower back exposed and showing off the blistering skin from where her attack had hit him. His sword was lying several meters away.

      “The third match of round one is over! Winner by knockout is Fay Valstine!” Rainer declared to the cheers of the crowd.
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            The Second Round

          

        

      

    

    
      Kari observed the current fight between Marko and Catalyna Kriger. While she wouldn’t say it was a boring match, as the two were trading fast-paced strikes and numerous C-rank Spiritual Techniques back and forth with incredible finesse and skill, she would admit that she wasn’t very interested in this battle.

      Down below, a beautiful woman in her early 20s swung a large sword that was bigger than a broadsword but smaller than a claymore. It had jagged edges. As she swung it, nine crackling spheres of lightning appeared in front of her, which shot off seconds after they were formed. Their target was the powerful-looking man whose hands were clad in gauntlets made of steel and brass. The man’s fists glowed a brownish-green as he punched each sphere into oblivion, using the earth element to negate the power of lightning.

      Both of their Spiritual Auras were flaring wildly as they attacked. They had an impressive amount of power. The dense Spiritual Auras were like bright flames that protected them from attacks.

      “Those two are fairly impressive,” Mykkel murmured. “Neither of them have reached the Second State of Spiritualism, but they seem to have mastered a lot more Spiritual Techniques than other people their age.”

      “Hmph!” Geirolf scoffed. “I know more techniques than they do.”

      “The Spiritual Lightning Technique that Catalyna is using is called Nine Spheres Lightning Chapel,” Earland said with his arms crossed, eyes focused only on the battle. “It’s a C-rank Spiritual Lightning Technique that uses the motion of her swings to generate compressed balls of lightning that she launches at her opponent.”

      “And Marko’s technique is Glowing Fist of the Giant, right?” asked Mykkel. “I think it creates a giant fist that can be used as both attack and defense. It’s supposed to be a B-rank Spiritual Earth Technique, but it doesn’t look like Marko has mastered it to the point where he can create a fist out of his Spiritual Power, so he’s just coating his hands in Spiritual Power instead.”

      “That seems to be the case.” Earland nodded.

      “Don’t ignore me, you two!” Geirolf snapped.

      As they spoke, Catalyna leapt back, spun in a complete circle, and then swung her sword up and down. Lightning exploded from the sword and transformed into a powerful dragon with glowing white eyes. It roared and charged at Marko. Meanwhile, Catalyna ran swiftly behind the beast, hiding within its shadow.

      Marko pounded his fists together exactly three times, generating an intense brownish glow before he slammed his hands into the ground. A wall suddenly appeared in front of him. Made from brown earth, the wall looked sturdy, about maybe a half a meter thick.

      The dragon crashed into the wall and broke apart, sending pale arcs of electricity scattering everywhere. Catalyna, who seemed to have some idea about what her opponent would do, ran up the wall instead of around it. She landed on top of the wall and swung her sword down, shooting an arc of powerful lightning at Marko.

      This attack was something that Marko expected. He had already summoned another wall. However, after Catalyna fired a powerful blast of lightning at him, she used his inability to see to her advantage, slipping around and attacking him from behind. Her powerful swing crashed into Marko, sending him to the ground as pale arcs of lightning exploded from his body and disrupted his Spiritual Aura.

      “Looks like that is it,” Empress Hilda muttered as Marko’s Spiritual Aura flickered and vanished. “They seem to know quite a few Spiritual Techniques, but they haven’t mastered any of them.”

      “They were wasting a lot of Spiritual Power,” Kari said. Although she was mostly talking to herself, her mother still glanced at her. “If those Spiritual Techniques they were using were B-rank or above, they wouldn’t have been able to keep that pace for very long. The only reason Marko could even use Glowing Fist of the Giant is because he turned it into a C-rank Technique.”

      “You are correct. You have a good eye,” her mother complimented.

      “The winner of match four is Catalyna Kriger!” Rainer announced. “The next match is between Bardi Torden and Sigrid Bladene.”

      As the crowd roared in approval and the contestants left the arena, Kari placed her left elbow on the armrest, leaned her head on her hand, and sighed.

      “You seem bored,” her mother said. “Are you only interested in matches that Eryk takes part in?”

      “That… that’s not true.” Kari blushed, though she did her best to pretend she wasn’t. “I just… don’t think these fights are particularly interesting.”

      “Hmm… they do seem to lack a certain panache, do they not?” her mother asked as two more people arrived in the arena.

      They were a large man wearing the armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist and a smaller man dressed in black pants, brown boots, no shirt, and a long trench coat made of blue leather. It looked like the coat was from the hide of a water-type Demon Beast. While the big man, Bardi, wielded a battle axe, the smaller of the two, Sigrid, had a pair of dirks, which he twirled around in his hands with the ease of someone who had experience using them.

      “In terms of talent, those two are no more lacking in it than your young friend, but I will admit that he has a unique way of fighting that I have never seen before.” At that moment, Rainer lifted his hand and announced that the match had begun. Her mother leaned back in her chair just as Kari was sighing in relief. “That said, I believe you are far more emotionally invested in the fights that Eryk takes part in than you are in any of the other fights.”

      Kari’s cheeks became a stark red as her mother sent her a knowing smile. Huffing just a bit, she turned to the battle that had just started and tried to ignore the sense of smugness coming from behind her.

      So what if I’m more interested in Eryk’s fights than anyone else’s, she grumbled to herself. That is only natural… isn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      I was no longer paying much attention to the battles. By using Spiritual Perception, I had already measured Bardi Torden and Sigrid Bladene’s strengths. Neither of them were a serious threat. Even if they had a lot of skill, all the skill in the world would not allow them to deal with someone who could just overpower them.

      There were times when finesse and skill were important, and there were times when having it would make little difference. This was one of those times.

      “Eryk, how do you think I would measure up to those two?” Fay suddenly asked, reminding me that while I might not be interested, there were others who found the battle happening in the arena to be exciting.

      I paid more attention to the battle. Currently, Bardi and Sigrid had activated their Spiritual Auras. Both of them had fire affinities, which seemed to be the most common affinity within Nevaria.

      Bardi raised his axe above his head and twirled it around in a circle, creating what appeared to be a fire cyclone. When he swung his axe down, the cyclone went with it, slamming into Sigrid, who suddenly moved his dirks so fast they appeared as multiple flashes of light. Several lines appeared in the cyclone. Then the cyclone exploded in a gout of fire that reversed course and crashed into Bardi, forcing the man to take several large leaps backward.

      While Bardi might have been able to avoid his opponent’s counterattack, Sigrid was unwilling to let him off, and he leapt forward and thrust out his dirks numerous times. The tips of his blades were glowing red hot. It looked like the Spiritual Fire Technique that Sigrid was using used the friction from his high-speed movements to ignite just the tips of his weapons. That would probably be ranked as a D-rank Spiritual Fire Technique.

      “Neither of them have your raw power or your talent,” I declared at last. “If you were to fight either of them, they would lose.”

      Fay looked stunned, but then her eyes became a tad brighter. “You really think so?”

      I nodded. “The only thing they have that you don’t is a weapon.” I turned to her and frowned. “We should probably consider getting you a weapon at some point. Since you appear to be primarily a fist fighter, I believe a pair of gauntlets meant for hand-to-hand fighting would help.”

      “I have been thinking about getting a weapon,” Fay admitted. “Granted, I’m not really what you would call a warrior, but ever since we began training, I’ve felt a lot more fulfilled. I think growing stronger and using my martial arts is where I really shine.”

      “I’m the same, more or less.” I turned back to the battle. “I don’t have a whole lot of talent outside of my ability to fight.”

      While Fay gave me a strange look, I watched as Bardi swung his axe and missed. Sigrid continued to pepper him with small attacks that didn’t seem like much at first. However, as the damage began accumulating, the larger man’s Spiritual Aura fluctuated wildly before, with one last thrust from Sigrid, it shattered and the man was knocked off his feet. He wasn’t hurt. Not really. But before he could get back up, Sigrid crouched over him and placed both dirks against the man’s throat.

      “Ha… I forfeit,” Bardi said after a second of silence.

      “The winner of this match is Sigrid Bladene!” Rainer declared, and the crowd cheered.

      There were three more battles that took place for the first round: Siv Skumring vs. Kell Kriger, Torgny Leucht vs. Ulf Ulfric, and Vidar Jordyn vs. Astrid Kriger. Kell won against Siv, Torgny defeated Ulf, and Astrid beat Vidar. Of the three battles, the two that really caused me to pay attention were the battles with Torgny and Astrid.

      The battle with Torgny had been particularly brutal. Torgny wielded that battle axe of his like it was an extension of his own body, swinging it around with ease and cutting through his opponent’s techniques as though they were made of butter. Ulf had been overwhelmed from the very beginning. However, what really shocked me was that immobilizing technique Torgny possessed.

      Torgny had used some kind of technique that created several pythons made of fire, which clamped down on his opponent and kept them immobile. He’d done that to Ulf. While Ulf was screaming his head off after the fire snakes bit into his flesh, Torgny had swung his axe so hard it shattered Ulf’s Spiritual Aura and probably broke several bones in the process.

      “Torgny will be the most dangerous opponent in this competition,” I said to Fay as Rainer told the crowd there would be a fifteen-minute remission. The current series of battles had lasted for about two hours, which meant it was now early afternoon.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Fay. “I thought Astrid would be more troublesome to deal with.”

      “She has a lot more talent and skill than Torgny,” I began, “but she also knows how to hold back. That attack of Torgny’s was nearly fatal. To be honest, if Ulf didn’t have his Spiritual Aura activated when Torgny’s attack struck him, I’m fairly certain he would be dead.”

      “So the most dangerous among them is Torgny, but he’s going to be facing Astrid.” Fay tilted her head, her brow furrowing. “Who do you think will win?”

      “I’m not certain. They are about even in terms of talent and experience, though I’d say Astrid has a slight edge. That said, anything can happen in combat.” I shrugged my shoulders. “In either case, I need to use the restroom. You should too, if you can.”

      “I think I’m good.” Fay blushed a bit. Perhaps she found the idea of using public restrooms embarrassing.

      “Okay. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      The restrooms were on the first floor and there was fortunately a sewer system underneath the Colosseum. It looked like the architect who designed this place had wanted to make sure the smell of feces didn’t ruin the citizens’ entertainment.

      After taking care of my business in the men’s restroom, I had just walked out when Kari emerged from the women’s restroom at the same time. The two of us gazed at each other in surprise. Kari’s cheeks turned a light pink, but then she smiled at me.

      “You defeated Grant,” she said. “Congratulations on your victory.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded. “However, that man was just a sideshow. The only reason my battle with him was important is because of the agreement he and I made where he would no longer attempt to force you and Fay into an arranged marriage with him. My real purpose for battling in this tournament is to take first place.”

      Kari looked at the stone floor and drew several circles on it with her sandal-clad feet. “You are… always working really hard for my sake, aren’t you?”

      “Of course.” I nodded. “Wouldn’t you also work hard for the person you love?”

      Kari’s expression became startled, but then her eyes softened as she nodded. “I suppose I would.” Her cheeks turned red and she looked away. “Um… after the tournament… if possible, I would like to see you.” She turned only her eyes toward me. “Is that okay?”

      An embarrassed Kari was undeniably one of the cutest things I had ever seen. Seeing her like this set my heart racing, and it somehow made me also feel a little embarrassed myself.

      “I certainly wouldn’t mind,” I told her.

      “Okay.” She nodded really fast, her expression brighter than the sun as she smiled at me. “I’ll see you after the tournament then.”

      “Yeah. See you.”

      I watched Kari as she disappeared up a staircase, then turned around, but I didn’t begin walking. Someone was blocking my path.

      Torgny was a lot taller than Grant. Taller and far more muscular. His broad chest and shoulders weren’t the least bit hidden by his thick breastplate and pauldrons. His arms were covered in segmented armor. The breastplate only covered his chest, and he didn’t have anything underneath it, meaning his powerful abdominal muscles were also being displayed. Black pants cinched with a belt went into brown boots that were encased in shin guards.

      “Do you need something from me?” I asked with a calm gaze.

      “How are you still alive?” he asked.

      “Excuse me?” I frowned at him.

      “No. Never mind.” Shaking his head, Torgny walked past me. He spoke just as he was passing me. “It doesn’t matter. Regardless of how you survived, you will not escape from me. I am far stronger than Grant.”

      I turned my head to watch as Torgny disappeared into the men’s restroom, frowning, and then walked back to the waiting room, where Fay was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. She greeted me as I returned. As I chatted with her, I wondered what Torgny meant by his words. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t think of anything.
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        * * *

      

      “The second round of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament will now commence,” Rainer announced to the enthusiastic crowd.

      I stood on one side of the arena amidst the cheers from the audience. On the other side was my opponent, Hellen Brynhild, a woman with a powerful and somewhat masculine appearance. She wore the armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist captain. Unlike the standard leather armor that the rank and file wore, hers was made of steel and covered her entire body. Her broadsword was already out. It was gripped firmly within her hand.

      “Ever since I first saw you fight in the preliminaries, I have wanted to test myself against you,” Hellen admitted to me.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I’ve never seen the strange techniques and weapon you use in my entire life.” A strange smile crossed her face before she looked up, and it took me a moment to realize that she was looking at Kari, once more sitting on the balcony with her mother and brothers. “Of course, my interest in you was piqued long before I saw you fight. There’s been a rumor going around that you and my pupil are quite close. What’s more, I hear you are responsible for the Alchemist Association getting back on its feet.”

      “You are correct in that I did have a hand in helping the Alchemist Association reclaim some of its former glory,” I admitted.

      “And did you also have a hand in Kari’s recent growth?” she asked, a benign smile on her face. “She’s grown so much stronger in the past two months than she has in all the years I’ve trained her that it’s almost shocking. I cannot fathom a single reason as to why her talent and abilities would suddenly increase so much in such a short frame of time when they have been stagnant for so long.”

      I frowned at her. “Perhaps you are merely confusing a lack of talent for a lack of motivation. Kari is an incredibly talented and strong girl. However, her family has clipped her wings and locked her in a cage. She probably did not have the motivation to train since becoming stronger wouldn’t grant her the freedom and adventure she sought.”

      For whatever reason, the woman’s smile widened after hearing my words. Perhaps she was pleased by what I had said, or maybe she found my words amusing. She chuckled a bit.

      “Perhaps,” she admitted. “In that case, I would like to see what the man who has motivated her to train so hard is capable of. I hope you don’t mind.”

      The woman flicked her wrist, causing her blade to cut through the air. I glanced at the sword and noticed that a small layer of water had coated it, increasing its sharpness. That flicking motion had activated her Spiritual Technique.

      “Water Blade, huh? Very well. You are more than welcome to come at me.” I swung my ruler, causing several layers of dirt to fly off the ground from the air pressure my swing generated. “I would be more than happy to show you what I’m capable of.”

      Rainer seemed to realize the two of us were ready. He didn’t even bother asking us and instead raised his hand into the air.

      “The battle between Hellen Brynhild and Eryk Veiger has now commenced. And… fight!”

      Unlike with my previous battle against Grant, this time, I was the one who started the fight. I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in a vertical arc, channeling lightning through it to undo the locks that allowed the segments to separate. Linked together by my Spiritual Power, the segments moved like the tail of a dragon as I willed them to attack Hellen.

      I narrowed my eyes as Hellen stepped forward to meet my dragon tail attack head on. She raised her sword just as my attack struck, but then something happened. Hellen stepped to the side and used her blade to gently knock my attack away. It happened so fast I was sure most people would have missed it, but I saw how her counter worked. It was almost like she was using the momentum of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler against me.

      Channeling more lightning through my weapon, I willed the segments to curve around and attack Hellen from behind, but her instincts were impeccable. She leapt to the side just before my attack struck. The tip of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler crashed into the ground. The earth shattered in that spot, cracks spreading across the arena floor to resemble a spider’s web.

      “That is a very unusual weapon,” Hellen said as I retracted the segments, locking them back into place. A simple straightforward assault of this level wasn’t going to work on her. “I have never seen anything like it in all my years as a Nevarian Spiritualist.”

      “I call it the Dragon’s Tail Ruler.” I set the weapon on my shoulder. “The blade is made in segments that lock together when I’m not channeling Spiritual Power through it.”

      “And you use the lightning element to link them together like a chain, which lets you control the movement of the segments.” Hellen nodded. “You have a very impressive amount of control. The only thing I’m curious about is how you can control your Spiritual Power so precisely without the need to use dances to properly channel your Spiritual Power.”

      “I’ve always been a bit special.” I shrugged.

      “So I see.” Hellen narrowed her eyes as she wove her sword back and forth. The water coating her blade undulated. “In that case, I hope you would permit me to see just how special you truly are.”

      I smiled. “Feel free.”

      The woman rushed forward faster than most humans could, but it was not fast enough that I couldn’t see her. It was certainly no Flash Step. I kept the ruler on my shoulder as Hellen suddenly spun around and swung her sword, creating a massive wave of water that shot from her blade and threatened to consume me.

      I used the Flash Step.

      To an outside observer, it would have looked like my body suddenly flickered out of existence for a moment, almost like a blink. The wave of water slammed into me. Then my body suddenly blurred, the wave swept past me, and then I reappeared again. A loud crash echoed behind me as the wave slammed against the wall, though I could tell from the sound that it hadn’t caused any damage.

      Hellen narrowed her eyes as she swung her blade several more times, spinning and shuffling on the balls of her feet as she wove the sword in her grasp into intricate patterns to channel Spiritual Power through it. Sixteen crescent-shaped water blades shot from her sword. They came in different attack patterns that followed the flow of her movements. A vertical slice, a horizontal cut, a diagonal slash. Each attack was different, which created a myriad of patterns that would have been hard for a normal person to avoid.

      The first one reached me. I used the Flash Step. My body seemed to blink before the crescent blade shot past me. I did this fifteen more times. When all sixteen crescent blades had flown by, I turned my head to look at the wall, which now had sixteen gouges in it. That was going to require some impressive repair work.

      “That strange ability of yours,” Hellen began in a curious voice, “is it the same movement technique as that girl, Fay Valstine?”

      “It is,” I allowed. There was no sense in hiding it.

      “However, your use of that technique is far more fluid than hers.” Hellen narrowed her eyes as she analyzed my ability. “Not only are you clearly more experienced with using it, but you do not have to use any movement to activate it.”

      “That is also correct,” I said.

      “May I ask who taught you this technique?” asked Hellen.

      “No one,” I answered. “The Flash Step is a Spiritual Technique that I created by myself.” I paused, and then smiled. “With some help.”
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        * * *

      

      Eryk’s words caused everyone to become silent. While the majority of people didn’t know much about Spiritual Techniques, everyone was aware of how difficult it was just to learn a Spiritual Technique, nevermind create one. That Spiritual Technique Scrolls taken from ruins were so valuable they sold for millions of valis could be directly contributed to the fact that it was impossible for all but the most talented of individuals to create their own techniques.

      Kari was also shocked by Eryk’s answer to Hellen’s question. She already had confidence in his strength. Even before she had seen him fight, Kari had felt oddly confident in his abilities for reasons that not even she understood, but that was different than this. Hearing that Eryk had created his own Spiritual Technique at such a young age surprised even her.

      “Well now,” her mother murmured, eyes narrowed as a strange smile appeared on her face, “I think I am beginning to truly understand what you see in this boy. He’s incredibly talented.”

      Kari shook her head. Her mother didn’t understand at all. She was basing her thoughts on what she believed made someone attractive, but what she believed was attractive didn’t really attract Kari. What attracted her to Eryk was not his power, abilities, or talent as a Spiritualist. She was attracted to his kindness and inner strength. She was attracted to how he treated her with respect and dignity, not because she was the Princess of Astralia, but because she was Kari, a girl who loved reading books and dreaming about adventure. She was attracted to his love for reading, to how knowledgeable he was, and to how they shared the same passion.

      Of course, she was also attracted to his appearance, that gorgeous green hair, those beautiful eyes, and that slightly feminine face. She didn’t say that out loud, though. Just admitting it to herself was embarrassing enough.

      “I don’t believe him,” Geirolf scoffed, knocking Kari out of her thoughts. She turned a glare on him, but he just clicked his tongue. “I’ll never believe that someone who isn’t even as old as me could possibly create their own technique, especially one that is so advanced.”

      “It is a little hard to believe, but I do not think he is lying,” Mykkel said.

      “He is not lying at all.” Earland placed his hands on his knees and learned forward, studying Eryk with a look of newfound respect in his eyes. “You can tell from how familiar he is with that technique that he is the creator. The way he uses it makes me think he’s spent years mastering it.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment as they contemplated Earland’s words.

      Geirolf scoffed again.

      “Che, I still don’t believe it,” he muttered to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Hellen studied me with a stern frown for several seconds before, shifting her feet across the ground, she adopted a traditional sword stance.

      “My apologies,” she murmured. “I have not been taking you completely seriously up to this point. I’d heard about how close you and Princess Kari are, so I wanted to test you to see what kind of man my student has fallen for. However, you are indeed an adversary who is worthy of me giving my all. That is why I will now attack you without holding back.”

      A warm feeling hit my chest when Hellen mentioned how her student had “fallen for me.” Even hearing about how Kari felt secondhand gave me a good feeling. However, I did my best to shake away the warm and fuzzy sensation filling my heart. I was in the middle of a battle, after all.

      “In that case, I suppose I will get serious as well.”

      I removed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler from my shoulder and grabbed it with two hands, holding the weapon in front of me as I spread my feet shoulder width apart and knelt a little.

      The two of us squared off with each other. Neither of us moved at first. Though we had already gotten the measure of the other person’s abilities, there was no telling what had been held back. I was pretty sure Hellen hadn’t revealed even half of her abilities. Furthermore, I was holding back a lot of tricks as well.

      A Spiritual Aura suddenly erupted from Hellen like flowing water, but just as quickly as it appeared, it was sucked back in. Her body became coated with a light blue layer of Spiritual Power as she entered the Second State of Spiritualism. However, even after entering this state, Hellen did not move to attack me.

      Since Hellen seemed warier of me than I was of her, I made the first move.

      I used the Flash Step to suddenly appear behind her. With a grunt, I swung my ruler and channeled lightning through it, activating its ability to unlatch the segments and attack from a distance. Hellen didn’t try to block my speedy attack this time. She leapt backward as the ruler’s tip slammed into the ground, but that wouldn’t be enough. My Spiritual Power soared as a burst of lightning surged through the ruler and exploded against the ground.

      A large dragon formed out of the lightning as it raced across the ground toward Hellen, who danced across the arena floor. She swung her blade numerous times, creating streaks of water that appeared to dance through the air, before she grabbed the sword in both hands and slammed it into the ground. I felt an intense surge of Spiritual Power. Then a dome of water appeared around Hellen out of the water streaks. My lightning dragon struck the dome, but the attack couldn’t penetrate it. In fact, the lightning was negated seconds after it hit.
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        * * *

      

      “What the—how did Hellen do that?!” ask Geirolf.

      “How did she do what?” questioned Mykkel.

      “Don’t ‘how did she do what?’ with me, you parrot!” Geirolf snapped as he pointed at the dome of water. “How was she able to negate that guy’s lightning dragon? Isn’t water supposed to conduct electricity? Everyone knows that!”

      “That isn’t necessarily true,” Kari said as she watched the lightning attack do nothing. “It is true that water is generally weak against lightning, but that isn’t because water naturally conducts electricity. What makes water weak against lightning are the impurities found in water. However, Hellen’s water is incredibly pure. It is so pure that lightning has absolutely no effect on her water.”

      At Kari’s explanation, Geirolf went silent. She was Hellen’s student. Kari knew more about the woman’s technique than anyone else, so much that not even Geirolf, normally so antagonistic toward her, could dispute what she said.

      “It looks like Eryk might be in a bit of trouble,” Mykkel said.

      “That is not necessarily true either,” their mother said, smiling. “Do not forget that during the Honor Duel, Eryk used a second element.”

      At her words, everyone quickly remembered the Honor Duel, when Eryk had fought against Albert and cut through the other man’s techniques with a water-encased hand.

      “I think this battle is about to get a lot more interesting,” Mykkel said, speaking for all of them.
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        * * *

      

      I frowned as my lightning dragon was negated, but I wasn’t too shocked by this woman’s talent. There were quite a few people who’d learned how to remove the impurities from their Spiritual Water Techniques. I myself could create water that was completely free of impurities as well.

      Retracting the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I made quick use of the Flash Step to appear right next to Hellen’s water dome. The veins in my arm bulged as I swung the ruler. There were no techniques used, no special powers. I just used pure brute strength to tear the dome apart. My ruler sliced the dome open and struck Hellen in the side, shattering her metal armor and lifting the woman off her feet.

      The dome vanished as the woman flew through the air. She struck the ground hard, rolled several times, and then came to a slow stop.

      I glanced at Rainer, expecting him to call the match, but he just smiled and looked back at Hellen. Now confused, I also glanced back—only to see Hellen rising to her feet. She staggered a little at first, but she quickly stood back up and twisted her body as though checking to see how injured she was. Her chestplate was completely destroyed. That attack should have broken her bones. What was she…

      “I think I understand now.” I stared at the woman as she picked up her sword, turned around, and faced me. “The reason you are called Water Goddess Brynhild isn’t because of your water, which is so pure it can even negate lightning, but because of your talent as a healer.”

      “That is correct.” Hellen smiled as I figured out the meaning behind her nickname. “I am pretty good at using Spiritual Water Techniques, if you’ll permit me to brag for a moment, but that is nothing compared to my ability to heal injuries on myself. I use the movement generated from being hit to activate this ability, which means it has become almost passive. Any time I am attacked and injured, my wound heals itself.”

      “That is pretty impressive,” I admitted, adopting a two-handed sword stance again as I spread my feet apart. “However, an ability like that has a severe limitation—namely, it will only last for as long as you have Spiritual Power. I’m curious to see how long your ability to heal from any injury inflicted will last.”

      Hellen held her sword in front of her in a standard two-handed grip. “With an attack like yours, I will probably run out of Spiritual Power in two to three bouts… but I want to keep going. You are the first person who has pushed me this far. I believe that if I continue to battle you, I will finally be able to see where my limits are.”

      “Then by all means, let us continue,” I said.

      This time I didn’t hesitate to use the Flash Step to appear right next to Hellen. Her reaction speed was fast. She moved almost a second after I appeared, backpedaling to avoid any attack I threw her way. She didn’t seem to realize that the person in front of her was merely an afterimage.

      Before the afterimage disappeared, I had already struck her from behind.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell?! There are two of him! How come there are two of him?!”

      Kari didn’t think Geirolf’s surprised shouting was necessarily unwarranted, for she felt the same shock he did. It felt like her mind was playing tricks on her. Eryk had used that speed technique to suddenly appear next to Hellen, but it wasn’t just one Eryk that had appeared. There were two. One had appeared directly in front of Hellen, while the other had appeared behind her at the exact same time.

      Her teacher was struck hard with the powerful swing of Eryk’s ruler. The attack hit her back. Like before, Hellen was knocked into the air, struck the dirt, and skidded forward on her face. Her back had been bent out of place, but it quickly snapped back into place and healed. It was actually kind of gruesome to watch. After the damage was fixed, the woman stood to her feet.

      “It looks like this boy can create afterimages,” their mother said.

      Earland perked up. “You mean like how you can create afterimages by using the Second Stage of the Three Thousand Steps Technique?”

      Their mother shook her head. “No. The afterimages I make using the Three Thousand Steps Technique are merely illusions I create by bending the light particles around a specified location. That boy is moving so fast the light particles cannot keep up with him. The afterimages are simply a result of his insane speed. This Flash Step of his is in a completely different league from my own technique.”

      Her words shocked Kari and her three brothers into silence.
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        * * *

      

      By this point in time, I was pretty sure the battle had already been decided. I was using the Flash Step to knock Hellen around like a ragdoll. She tried her best to react to my attacks, but it was absolutely impossible for her to predict where I would attack from. Sometimes I would come from behind; however, the moment she caught on and turned to face me, I would use the Flash Step again to attack her from another angle.

      The longer I attacked her, the less her healing ability worked, and the more bruises began forming on her skin and staying there. That was a sure sign that not only were my attacks coming in too fast for her to heal, but that her reserves of Spiritual Power were being depleted. It wouldn’t be very long before she ran out of Spiritual Power. Then she would be a sitting duck.

      Despite how hopeless her situation seemed, Hellen didn’t give up. I had to admire her tenacity. Every time I struck her down, she would stand up again. What’s more, she would actually try to predict my moves rather than just panic and swing her weapon at random. The calm demeanor she kept even when it was clear that she was outmatched made me realize why Kari respected her so much.

      “Ha… ha… hurk…”

      By this point, Hellen was a mess. Her clothing was in tatters, the parts of her skin that were visible had become a black bruise, and her shoulders were heaving as sweat poured down her face, neck, and chest. Despite this, she still kept a firm grip on her sword, which had yet to crack even though it had also taken quite the beating.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to give up?” I asked.

      Hellen shook her head. “Not yet… my limits… I want to test them, to see how far I can go.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough. In that case, I’ll use this next attack to finish you off.”

      Hellen’s grip on her sword tightened as she readied herself to receive my next attack. I shook my head, then used the Flash Step to appear in front of her. She seemed to think it was another afterimage and started looking around for my true attack. However, this time, it was no afterimage. I appeared in front of her and swung my ruler, catching her completely off guard.

      My ruler slammed into her chest, and the sound of bones breaking echoed all around me as my attack caused her ribcage to snap. She was using the Second State of Spiritualism. That meant her bones, muscles, and internal organs had been reinforced to the max. However, that meant nothing in the face of my overwhelming strength. It was also clear that she didn’t have much experience using the Second State either. She must have just reached this state recently.

      When the ruler struck her chest, Hellen was lifted off her feet. Blood and bile spewed from her lips as she flew through the air. She landed on the ground seconds later, bounced once, and then hit the dirt and didn’t get up. I walked over to the woman. She was still conscious, her eyes still open. However, she couldn’t stand.

      “You’ve run out of Spiritual Power,” I declared.

      Hellen’s eyes were half-lidded as she gave me a self-deprecating smile. “You are correct. I do not have enough Spiritual Power to heal the damage from that last attack of yours.”

      I nodded as I stabbed my ruler into the ground, knelt before her, and placed a hand on her stomach. Ignoring the feeling of her indomitable six-pack, I channeled the water element through her body. Her ribcage snapped back into place, the internal bleeding stopped, and her punctured spleen stitched up like new.

      “You can also use the water element?” asked Hellen in surprise.

      “I have a dual-affinity for lightning and water,” I said.

      “Which explains why you know all the weaknesses to my abilities,” Hellen mumbled with a sigh. “I’m guessing you are even more well versed in Spiritual Water Techniques and healing than I am.”

      “Well, maybe,” I replied with a vague response before standing up. “There. You are all healed up, though you still won’t be able to move. I can heal injuries, but there is nothing anyone can do for fatigue.”

      “Right.”

      I looked over at Rainer, who had been watching the battle with something akin to a flabbergasted expression. His wide eyes and dropped jaw were quite telling. He snapped to attention when he saw me staring at him. Coughing into his hand, he made the announcement.

      “The winner of this match is Eryk Veiger!”

      The crowd was only silent for a moment before cheers erupted from the stands. I raised my head to look at the people screaming in jubilation. They were nothing but a sea of blurry, bobbing heads to me, both physically and mentally. There were only two people whose opinions I cared for in this Colosseum.

      I glanced at one of them. Kari was sitting in her chair beside Empress Hilda, clapping for me with a wide smile on her face. Our eyes locked. I didn’t know if my gaze made her embarrassed, or if there was another reason for her blush, but I smiled and raised my hand to wave at her. For whatever reason, this seemed to make the crowd go even more wild. Meanwhile, Kari’s smile widened just a little.

      Empress Hilda seemed to be studying the two of us with her keen, hawk-like eyes, which made me wonder what she thought about all this. I had never met the empress in my past life. Therefore, I didn’t know what kind of person she was, though from the way Kari told it, Empress Hilda was a stern woman who was kind but believed wholly in the idea that strength meant everything.

      As a pair of medics placed Hellen on a stretcher and carried her out, Rainer said, “Will Fay Valstine and Catalyna Kriger please enter the arena for their match?”

      That was my cue to leave. I grabbed my ruler and placed it on my shoulder before I walked toward the exit, entered the hallway, and began moving to the waiting room. Two people appeared before me as I was making my way down the hall.

      The first was Fay. The second was a woman with curly blonde hair that went past her shoulders and stopped at her lower back. Her light blue eyes were sharp like a blade. Those eyes contrasted with her soft facial features, which were fair and seemed more suitable on an innocent young girl than a ferocious warrior.

      Her chestplate was big enough to accommodate her large breasts, though it only covered her chest and not the rest of her torso. The ends of a white tabard swished back and forth as it extended from beneath her chestplate, as did the blue-skirted end of her dress, which featured long sleeves that were barely visible between the joints in her segmented-armored arms. Her metal boots clicked against the ground as she walked, and her jagged longsword swung back and forth as it sat strapped across her back.

      Both she and Fay stopped some distance from me. The woman smirked.

      “That was quite the showing you gave us. I do not believe we have been introduced. My name is Catalyna Kriger and I look forward to battling with you in the next round.”

      “Eryk Veiger.” I gave the girl my brightest, most cheerful smile. “And before you think about battling me, you should focus on your current opponent. I do not believe Fay will lose to you.”

      “Ha!” Catalyna barked as she placed her hands on her hips and threw her head back. “You bring up a good point. This girl has been learning from you, hasn’t she? That technique you both use that lets you move really fast is yours, isn’t it? Don’t worry. I have never underestimated an opponent before, and I certainly won’t do so against someone who defeated an elite Nevarian Spiritualist.” She turned to the blushing Fay and grinned. “I’ll see you on the arena floor.”

      With those parting words, the woman began walking again. She brushed right past me and disappeared down the hall, leaving Fay and me alone.

      A slightly awkward silence appeared between us, but I broke it, coughing into my hand.

      “Listen, Fay,” I began, forcing her to look at me. “Do not underestimate that woman. All of your opponents up to now were beginners, including Finn. Catalyna is going to be your first major hurdle. However, I have confidence that you can beat her. In terms of raw talent and potential, you surpass her in every way possible. Your biggest obstacle when fighting her is going to be the gap in experience. She has a lot more of that than you.”

      Fay nodded as she listened to me. “I watched all of her fights so far. Catalyna definitely has a wellspring of battle experience compared to myself. I’m aware of that.”

      “You’ll need to be creative if you want to close that gap.” Fay nodded one more time, causing me to smile. “Go show everyone what you can do.”

      “I will!” With her face brightening like the sun was shining on it, Fay walked past me and disappeared.

      I continued on my way, entering the waiting room, where several faces turned to me. I was already used to this. However, before I could walk over to the window, Dante came up to me with a laidback smile on his face.

      “That was a pretty impressive battle,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, not sure what he wanted. He normally seemed like the type to just silently observe me.

      “It was even more impressive,” he began, his face becoming more serious, “because you weren’t going all out.”

      I grimaced. “I’m surprised you caught that.”

      Dante grinned when I didn’t deny his words. “Well, it wasn’t that hard. Unlike Hellen, who looked like she was struggling just to stay conscious toward the end, you didn’t even break a sweat. Even now, your expression is calm and collected, as though your battle with her barely made you exert any effort.”

      I wasn’t sure I appreciated how accurate his analysis of my abilities was, but I tried not to let it bother me. This man was one of Kari’s fathers. Being paranoid around him was rude to her.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I walked toward the window. Dante followed me. This almost made me sigh, but I withheld it.

      “Do you want something from me?” I asked.

      “You’re close to Kari, right?” Dante scratched his cheek as he asked me this question.

      I could only nod. “The entire reason I entered this tournament was for her.”

      That was, strictly speaking, not one hundred percent true. I was also fighting in this tournament for Fay. However, I had already defeated Grant, so Fay’s problem had been rectified. Kari’s was only half-solved.

      Dante seemed a little startled. Perhaps it was my blunt admittance that my only reason for entering this tournament was Kari, but I didn’t care enough to find out.

      “So I see. Kari means that much to you.” He cupped his chin and observed me. “And what exactly are you hoping to accomplish by participating in this tournament? What is it that you want from Kari?”

      “Want?” I frowned at him. “This isn’t about what I want from her. It’s about what I want for her.” I glanced back out the window. Fay and Catalyna were standing in the center of the arena, getting ready to battle. “Kari is a girl who dreams of exploring the world, adventuring into ruins, and discovering new things. What I want is for her mother to stop caging her in Nevaria and let her travel outside. Kari is like a Phoenix. She needs to soar through the sky in order to reveal the splendor of her wings. She can’t do so if she’s grounded here.”

      The more I spoke, the more shocked Dante became, until it looked like his eyes would pop out of their sockets. He recovered with admirable swiftness, however. I had to give him credit for that. After recovering, he looked at me as though he was seeing me in a whole new light.

      “I see you really do understand Kari well—perhaps even better than we do.” Dante looked out the window as well. “If you win this tournament, then you can request any one thing from my wife. I can already guess what your request will be.” He smiled. “If I’m being honest, I’m now kind of hoping you’ll win this whole thing.”

      “Don’t worry.” I smiled as the battle between Fay and Catalyna began. “I intend to.”
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            The First Defeat is Always the Worst

          

        

      

    

    
      “This should be an interesting battle,” Mykkel said as Fay and Catalyna walked onto the arena floor.

      Kari’s gaze was pinned onto her former childhood friend. She bit her lip as she stared at the confident and determined expression on the girl’s face. That facade showed how determined Fay was to prove herself. Would it be inappropriate if she cheered for her? Kari wanted more than anything to let Fay know she had her support, but she didn’t know if her former friend would appreciate or even want it.

      “Catalyna is a member of the Kriger Family,” Geirolf mumbled as though talking to himself. “As a family that holds martial prowess in the highest regard, all of their members are extensively trained from a young age to fight, and each one is said to be blessed with incredible reserves of Spiritual Power. I’ve heard that among all the members in her family, Catalyna is ranked among the top five.”

      The words of her third older brother caused Kari to look at Catalyna, who wore a confident smirk that made her seem like she had already won. That expression made her frown.

      “This battle isn’t going to be as guaranteed as you two seem to think,” Earland said.

      “Who said I believed Fay was gonna lose?” asked Geirolf, blushing as though ashamed. “I was just saying it’s gonna be a tough fight!”

      “Sounds like someone has a crush,” Mykkel teased.

      “W-what? That’s not it all! Shut up!”

      Fay… Ignoring her brothers now that they had devolved into senseless bickering, Kari clasped her hands together and prayed for her friend. Good luck.
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        * * *

      

      “Are the two of you ready?” asked Rainer as he looked back and forth between Fay and Catalyna.

      “Of course I am,” Catalyna said, tossing a lock of hair over her shoulder. She was wearing the same smirk she had been this whole time. It was quite irksome.

      “I am also ready,” Fay added.

      “In that case, let the battle begin.” Rainer raised his hand and swung it down in a swift chopping motion. “Fight!”

      Despite the battle already being underway, neither Catalyna nor she began fighting right away. Fay was wary of this woman, who exuded a confidence that bordered on arrogance. On the other hand, Catalyna seemed to be curious about something, as she tilted her head and stared at Fay like she was a puzzle.

      “Do you mind if I ask what your relationship with Eryk Veiger is?” Catalyna asked suddenly—a question so out of the blue Fay was caught completely off guard.

      “Wha—” Fay tried to stop her blush, but she could already feel her cheeks burning, though she did her best to cover it up. “Why do you want to know about that?”

      “It’s just… that technique you two use is one he taught you, correct? It made me curious to know whether you and he were lovers.”

      “L-lovers?!” Fay hadn’t felt this embarrassed since her father suggested she and Eryk get married. “What makes you think we’re lovers? Why would that thought even cross your mind?”

      “So you aren’t lovers?”

      Fay bit her lower lip as the words, “Of course not!” came to mind, but she held her tongue because, in truth, that was the kind of relationship she wanted. If she admitted that she and Eryk were not lovers, it felt like she was admitting that Kari had beaten her. She didn’t want to do that.

      “I see.” Catalyna chuckled. “It’s unrequited love, isn’t it?”

      A sharp pain pierced her chest as Catalyna’s words struck her like a lance to the heart. She placed a hand against her chest and took several deep breaths, calming down. When she was sufficiently calm, she looked at the woman again.

      “I don’t plan on letting it remain like that forever,” Fay declared. “Right now, Eryk has told me he loves someone else, but I will make him fall in love with me. I don’t plan on letting my feelings remain unrequited forever.”

      Even though she spoke with confidence, Fay was not at all confident that she could accomplish this. Kari was prettier than her, had a better pedigree than her, and Eryk was already in love with her. There was so much that Fay had going against her in the quest to win Eryk’s affection. She honestly didn’t know if she’d succeed, but she didn’t want to let others know she had no confidence in this matter.

      “So you’ve decided to do the chasing instead of being the one who is chased.” Catalyna nodded several times and smiled. “I can respect that. However, you are going to have more to worry about than just that other girl he likes.” Catalyna swung her sword, causing lightning to crackle along the tip. “After having watched him demolish his competition so easily, I think I have fallen for him as well. I hope you don’t mind having another love rival added to your current competition.”

      “Huh?!”

      Fay only had a single moment to feel shocked before Catalyna swung her sword, creating a powerful lightning wave that rushed toward her. It was easy to tell at a glance that she wouldn’t be able to overpower this attack. Her hair was already standing on end as the static electricity preceded the technique.

      Using the Flash Step, Fay appeared several meters away from the attack. Lightning washed over the place where she had been standing. Fay gulped when she saw how the technique was so powerful it caused the ground to become black and scorched. Even if she had her Spiritual Aura protecting her, a technique like that might have still injured her.

      “So that is the famous movement technique up close,” Catalyna observed with a tilt of her head. “I can see why it would pose such a problem to deal with. You can appear practically anywhere within the blink of an eye, though as we’ve seen from your fight with Finn, there are ways of getting around this.”

      Fay realized that if she wanted to defeat Catalyna, she couldn’t afford to stay on the defensive. This woman’s attacks were seriously strong. Not only were her powers nothing to scoff at, but her talent at observation was enough to make Fay wary.

      Narrowing her eyes, Fay used the Flash Step again, appearing in Catalyna’s blind spot. She slid her right foot forward. As she tucked her left arm into her torso, fire trailed along her fist when she moved it in a spiral pattern. There was no hesitation in her movements as she rotated her torso, launching her fist, which had caught fire, at Catalyna’s side.

      Catalyna must have had eyes in the back of her head. She didn’t even turn around as she tilted her body away from Fay’s punch. The fire that had been gathering on her fist exploded in an intense wave of heat that flew several meters away before running out of power. As Fay gawked at how her punch had missed, Catalyna spun around and swung her sword.

      Fay used the Flash Step on instinct, disappearing within the blink of an eye, but she must not have been fast enough because a flash of pain seared her body like an electric jolt. Lightning skittered across her skin, and because she’d used the Flash Step, she didn’t have the protection of her Spiritual Aura. Fay came out of her Flash Step and tumbled along the ground, though she managed to somehow land on her feet.

      “So that technique of yours can’t be used in conjunction with your Spiritual Aura,” Catalyna analyzed. “That’s good to know.”

      Gritting her teeth, Fay activated her Spiritual Aura and rushed forward. This made Catalyna grin as she activated her own aura, which looked like arcs of lightning dancing across her skin.

      The two of them met in the middle. Catalyna swung her jagged sword around in a wide arc that Fay dodged by sidestepping. Then she stepped into the other woman’s guard, fire swirling around her fist as she threw a powerful punch, which unfortunately didn’t do much. Her fist slammed into the armored chestplate. Fay bit back a yelp as her fist received a powerful jolt that made it go numb. She leapt back, which allowed Catalyna to attack.

      An arc of pale lightning swept out of Catalyna’s blade as she swung it, causing all the hairs on Fay’s body to stand up. She managed to duck underneath the attack. However, her body became slightly numb from the sensation of lightning washing over her. She scrambled out of the way and leapt back in time to avoid her opponent’s follow up, but she could tell just from how sluggish her body moved that she was in a bad situation.

      “I bet you didn’t know your Spiritual Aura could also be used to attack, huh?” Catalyna said, chuckling. “It’s a more advanced technique and not something that just anyone can learn, but I’m kinda surprised Eryk hasn’t taught you how to do it yet. Maybe he’s not all that interested in making you stronger, after all.”

      Those words caused Fay to see red, but they also left a kernel of doubt within her heart. What if that was true? She didn’t think it was. However, if it wasn’t, then why wouldn’t Eryk teach her about how a person could use their Spiritual Aura to attack?

      Catalyna must have sensed her uncertainty. Wearing a wide grin, she twirled around like a dancer, swinging her jagged sword in complex patterns. Each time she did, it formed a line of crackling Spiritual Power in the air. One line became two, two became four, and four became sixteen. Once the number of lines reached sixteen, the crackling power within each line was unleashed.

      It burst forward like a tempest, a giant wave of pale lightning that suddenly shifted, transforming into shapes—wolves. The shapes within the wave resembled a pack of ravenous wolves. They stamped along the ground, lightning exploding from their feet, burning the arena floor. Fay’s heart leapt into her throat as she saw the attack coming at her.

      Fay was about to use the Flash Step, but Catalyna’s words about Eryk stopped her, and that hesitation cost her. She gnashed her teeth together and took a wide stance. She moved her hands in a circular pattern, fire swirling around them as she tucked them into her torso, gathering all the Spiritual Power she could muster. When the lightning wolves were barely half a meter away, she thrust out her fists and fired two massive balls of flame from them.

      It was no good.

      While her two attacks did punch a pair of holes through Catalyna’s lightning wolf pack, there was simply too wide an area for her fireballs to effectively disperse the technique. Fay realized this as her opponent’s Spiritual Lightning Technique continued forward unabated. She briefly thought about using the Flash Step to get away, but it was already too late.

      The wave of lightning washed over Fay.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it!” I roared as I jumped through the window, which fortunately had no glass, and rushed onto the arena floor.

      Fay was currently trapped within the middle of a lightning storm. I recognized the Spiritual Technique. It was called Lightning Wolves Asunder. The technique created a wave of lightning that took on the shape of a wolf pack, which charged into the enemy lines and demolished them. It was only a B-rank Spiritual Technique, but in the right hands, it could be incredibly deadly.

      The moment my feet touched the ground, I used the Flash Step to appear next to the technique. I thrust out my hand, generating a powerful negative force of lightning that swept over the Lightning Wolves Asunder Technique, causing the entire wolf pack to disperse in an instant.

      Fay was in the center of this technique. She was, surprisingly, still standing, but her back was hunched over and her arms were dangling at her side. I walked up to her and peered into her eyes. They were open, glazed over, and her pupils had rolled into the back of her sockets. She was completely unconscious.

      “The technique caused her muscles to seize up,” I muttered as I realized why she was still standing.

      I reached out and closed Fay’s eyes. At the same time, I sent the water element through her body, relieving her currently stiff muscles of the tension that kept them locked in place. Her body began to slump as her muscles turned to jelly, but I moved forward and caught her before she could fall. She landed against my chest. For just one moment, I allowed myself the guilty pleasure of holding her close, but I knew it wasn’t appropriate, so I scooped her into my arms.

      Her legs dangled and swung as I moved, and her head lolled against my chest. I looked down at her for a second longer. Then I glanced at Catalyna.

      “That’s quite the fierce look you have there.” For some reason, Catalyna’s cheeks were flushed red. “Are you going to tell me using a B-rank Spiritual Technique was going overboard? Gonna say I should have held back?”

      “No.” I shook my head, causing her to raise an eyebrow. “This was a battle, and while you might pretend this fight was easy, I know you went all out right from the beginning because you knew you’d lose if you didn’t.” I glanced at her chestplate, which was cracked. “It must hurt.”

      “Ah ha ha ha!” Catalyna seemed more amused than angry. “It looks like I can’t hide anything from you. What an observant fellow.” She reached up and placed a hand against her cracked chestplate. “That girl’s attack pierced straight through my Spiritual Aura and my armor. Were I not as powerful as I am, I would have definitely lost to her. She’s quite the little fighter.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t say anything more. While I understood that it was a match, that injuries were part of combat, it did not make seeing someone I cared about being injured any easier.

      Rainer chose that moment to step forward, raise his hand, and announce the results of the match. “The winner of this match is Catalyna Kriger!”

      I ignored the roaring applause of the audience as I turned around and walked toward the exit. I needed to find a place where I could set Fay down and heal her injuries.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Eryk walked off with Fay in his arms, Kari rushed out of the balcony and into the hallway. She ran down the stairs. There were several doors on the first floor, and each one led to a different room. Kari checked each one she came across before she found the one with Eryk and Fay.

      She stopped by the door and peered inside. Fay had been laid down on a bed made of straw and sheets. Eryk was leaning over her, one of his hands resting on her head and the other just below her chest. While the position looked intimate, Kari could see the waves of Spiritual Power flowing from his hands into Fay’s body. It looked like water emerging from his palms.

      He was healing her.

      As Kari debated with herself, wondering if she should enter the room, the wounds on Fay’s body slowly healed. Her cracked skin was reknit, the blistering scars vanished, the black scorch marks from electric damage became perfectly healthy flesh, and her labored breathing became lighter again. Kari had to marvel at Eryk’s ability to heal people. Even Instructor Brynhild was not that talented.

      “Ngg…” A low moan arose from Fay as her eyes slowly fluttered open. Kari hid herself out of fear, pressing her back into the wall.

      “Fay,” Eryk said, the relief in his voice more than evident. “Are you okay? How do you feel?”

      “Eryk? What happened? Why are you…” Fay suddenly trailed off. Kari heard some rustling noises before… “I lost, didn’t I?”

      A loud noise emerged through the open doorway like someone was expelling a large breath. The male tone let Kari know it was Eryk who released that heavy sigh.

      “You did. You managed to win the preliminaries and your first match due to your raw talent, but Catalyna has much more experience than you do. I’m sorry. This was my fault. I had been so focused on strengthening your body and Spiritual Powers that I neglected to teach you how to properly fight.” Eryk paused for a moment. “After this tournament is over, I’d like to help you gain some experience. We’ll add sparring to our training so you can get a handle on how to fight someone.”

      “…” a strange sound that Kari couldn’t hear made her perk up.

      “What was that?” asked Eryk.

      “Why are you… even bothering with me?” asked Fay. “You don’t even like me, right? The one you love is Kari, so why are you bothering to train me? Why are you being so kind to me?”

      “Why? Isn’t that obviously because I want to help you?” The confusion in Eryk’s voice was more than evident.

      “Well, I wish you would stop,” Fay snapped suddenly. “You keep… treating me so nicely that it hurts. I don’t think you even realize how much it hurts to have someone you love treat you with such kindness when you know they don’t love you back. Every sweet gesture you make, every kind word you say… they’re like a lance being driven into my heart, because I know that deep down you aren’t doing this out of romantic feelings for me. It’s just who you are.”

      Kari clutched her chest, her fingers wrapping around the fabric of her dress. Fay was crying. They weren’t wracking and loud sobs that echoed down the hall, but it was easy to hear the tears in her voice.

      “I didn’t realize that was how you felt,” Eryk said at last, his voice soft.

      “Well, now you do, so I would appreciate it if you stopped displaying so much kindness toward me. Every time you do, it makes me get my hopes up, makes me think there might be some chance that you’ll fall in love with me. And every time that happens, I find myself becoming disappointed and heartbroken when I’m forced to confront the truth.”

      There was a moment of silence. Kari’s heart thundered in her chest.

      “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “I know it wasn’t, but that’s what makes it hurt so much.” Fay paused. “If I told you to stop spending time with Kari, to stop looking at Kari, and to only look at me instead… would you? If I said to love me instead of her, would you do that?”

      Kari felt like her heart was going to stop as she continued to listen in. She felt bad. Listening to a private conversation like this was terrible of her, but for as much as she wanted to move, it seemed her heart was unwilling to listen. She needed to know what Eryk would say, how he would answer.

      “No,” Eryk said at last, “I wouldn’t be able to stop loving Kari.”

      Rubbing her chest, Kari wondered how it was possible to feel this happy and guilty at the same time. It was like her heart was soaring through the clouds, but at the same time, it felt like something had clutched it in an iron grip and was slowly squeezing it into a fine paste. She felt both pain and happiness in equal measure.

      “So there you have it,” Fay said, pausing for just a moment. “Please leave. I’d like to be alone.”

      “I… I understand. I’ll leave you alone. I’m sorry.”

      The sound of footsteps caused Kari to feel panic. As she was wondering what to do, Eryk emerged from the doorway, pausing when he saw her. He opened his mouth, presumably to say her name. Kari placed a finger against her lips. He closed his mouth. Almost sighing in relief, Kari gestured toward the staircase. Eryk nodded and followed her as she led him up the stairs.

      “I’m assuming you heard most if not all of that conversation,” Eryk said after they’d gone a certain distance from the room.

      “I’m sorry,” Kari apologized. “I wanted to make sure Fay was okay. I didn’t intend to eavesdrop.”

      “It’s fine.” Eryk reached up and tugged on his bangs. “I mean, it’s not good to eavesdrop on someone else’s conversation, but, well, these things happen sometimes.”

      An awkward silence passed between them, which felt odd to Kari because they almost always had something to talk about. Part of what she loved about Eryk was how she never felt awkward. However, this time, the topic of their conversation was heavy. Kari didn’t even know if bringing it up was appropriate.

      “Do you mind if I ask… what you think about Fay?” Kari finally asked.

      “What I think about Fay…” Eryk looked at the ceiling, and then sighed. “She’s an incredibly strong and determined young woman. She has a lot of talent, and she’s willing to work her butt off to get what she wants… but she’s also fragile in some ways. I don’t know why, but sometimes I feel like there are moments or issues that she doesn’t know how to deal with, and that causes her to overreact. She also has a lot of confidence issues. I get the feeling that she is hiding a major inferiority complex behind that strong facade she puts up.”

      Kari nodded as she listened to Eryk speak. She wondered if he realized how his face looked as he spoke about Fay, if he knew how gentle and soft his expression was. The conclusion she drew up was that he probably didn’t.

      “Fay grew up without a mother,” Kari said after composing herself for a second. “Her mother died giving birth to her, and so her father had to raise her by himself, but there are a lot of things a father can’t teach his daughter. I think not having a mom to look up to and learn from is why Fay isn’t able to deal with situations like this.” She paused, closed her eyes, and released a shuddering breath. “It doesn’t help that Fay has always… compared herself to me, even though she is so strong and shouldn’t need to compare herself to anyone.”

      “I see.” Eryk pressed a hand against his face. Pain flashed across his eyes as he closed them. “It’s no wonder my words hurt her so much. Maybe if she had a mom, there would be someone who could help her deal with this sort of relationship drama, but with just her dad… well, even I know that men aren’t always the best people to seek relationship advice from.”

      Kari thought back to everything she knew about Fay as she glanced down the stairs. From there, she could still see the doorway leading into Fay’s room. At that moment, a large man with a bulky frame walked in. She just barely recognized Stelys Valstine. There was a woman with him who she didn’t recognize, though. It was an older woman in her early 30s or so with red hair that had an orange tint.

      “You seem to know a lot about Fay,” Eryk said after a moment.

      “That is because Fay and I used to be best friends.” Turning her attention back to him, Kari told Eryk about her past friendship with Fay. “We were very close a long time ago. She and I had similar adventurous spirits. We loved to go wandering around. One day, we left the city and traveled into the surrounding forest, but… we were attacked by a group of Demon Beasts.”

      Eryk’s eyes widened as his face turned a startling shade of white. Kari quickly did her best to reassure him.

      “Th-they were only D-Rank Demon Beasts that had managed to come down from the surrounding mountains, so they weren’t very strong. However, to a couple of children like Fay and I… well, they were far too much for us to handle. I ended up being seriously injured trying to protect Fay. I think I was comatose for around a month or so.” Kari bit her lip because it was the only way to stop herself from crying as she thought about what happened. “It wasn’t until after I woke up that I learned my mother had blamed Fay for what happened to me and forced her family to pay reparations. After that, Fay refused to talk to me. Our friendship was ruined, and I’ve… never been able to get it back.”

      Kari looked down as she felt moisture sting her eyes. She did not have many friends. In fact, Fay had been her only friend, so when they stopped spending time together, Kari had been bereft of any form of friendship.

      She probably should have expected Eryk’s hug the moment he placed his hands on her shoulders. Even so, his actions as he pulled her into his chest still surprised her, though those feelings didn’t last long. As his comforting warmth engulfed her body, she hugged him back, tightly wrapping her arms around his waist as she pressed her face against his chest. His masculine scent comforted her in ways she didn’t think were possible.
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      “I had no idea,” he said in a voice so soft Kari wouldn’t have heard it if he wasn’t hugging her. “You never told me about that.”

      Something about the way he spoke made Kari think he was referring to something else, but she couldn’t figure out what.

      “Only my family knows what happened,” Kari admitted. “I’ve never told this to anyone before.”

      “Is this also the reason you’re not allowed outside of the city?”

      “I think so.”

      “I see.”

      She and Eryk and she remained like that for a long time, and while Kari felt horrible for leaning on him like this after the conversation she’d overheard between him and Fay, she also needed this. It had been so long since she’d had someone to rely on. Her parents were always busy, her brothers never spent any time with her, and she didn’t have any friends. Eryk’s sudden appearance in her life was the biggest blessing she’d ever received. He would never understand how grateful she was that he’d come into her life.

      “Eryk?” she said suddenly.

      “Yes?”

      Kari tilted her head up, resting her chin on his chest as she looked into his eyes. “If you could make both Fay and me happy, would you?”

      “Without hesitation,” Eryk said.

      While Kari didn’t let the relief she felt at those words show on her face, she did hug him tighter for a moment, before letting go. She took a step back and wiped her eyes. Then she smiled at him, though it was just a small smile.

      “In that case, I have something I would like to talk to you about after the tournament ends,” she said. “Now probably isn’t the best place or the right time to discuss this, so we’ll do it later.”

      Eryk seemed a little confused, but he nodded anyway. “Okay. If I can do something to help you and Fay, let me know what it is.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be counting on your help when the time comes.”

      “Just leave it to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Stelys entered the room where his daughter was resting. He had expected to see Eryk there as well, seeing how that boy had been the one who carried her out of the arena, but instead it was just his daughter. She sat on the bed. Her hands were tightly clasped together as they rested on her lap. He couldn’t see her face because her head was tilted down, causing her long strands of red hair to block it.

      However, he could see the small teardrops that leaked down her cheeks. Each drop looked like a small crystal as it made a trail down her face, dripped off her chin, and splashed against her hands.

      Feeling awkward but knowing he needed to do something, Stelys sat down on the seat next to her bed.

      “Are you okay, Fay? Did something happen?” asked Stelys.

      He didn’t know if Fay was surprised to see him, but his breath caught in his throat when his daughter looked up, tears streaming down her pale face. It was a mess. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her nose had become runny.

      “Father…”

      Shock coursed through him when Fay collapsed into his chest. She reached up and clutched his shirt as she released several loud wails. Her sobs echoed around the room, causing him both incredible confusion and heartache.

      Unsure of what to do, he glanced at Feinrea, but she just smiled and motioned at Fay.

      He understood. At least, he thought he understood. There was only one thing a parent could do in a situation like this.

      Stelys wrapped his arms around Fay and let her cry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I walked into the waiting room, where Dante greeted me with an odd smile.

      “I think I might have underestimated you,” he said.

      I gave him a weird look. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s nothing. Just talking to myself.” Dante shook his head.

      “Whatever.”

      I decided to ignore him and walked up to the window. A battle was currently taking place, but I frowned when I realized the two battling were Torgny Leucht and Astrid Kriger.

      Astrid was a leggy woman who didn’t wear any armor, and instead opted for wearing entirely black clothing that wrapped around her and revealed every curve of her body. That said, while her legs were outstanding, she was rather flat chested. Her eyes and forehead were visible, but her mouth wasn’t, covered as it was in a black scarf that trailed behind her. Unlike her sister, Catalyna, Astrid wielded a pair of daggers, which she seemed incredibly well versed with.

      “You missed the previous battle,” Dante informed me.

      “Who won?” I asked.

      “Kell Kriger.”

      Although I didn’t know who Kell Kriger was, I did know that the Kriger Family was the most martial-oriented of the Three Heavenly Families. All of their members were trained in combat from a young age. A family like that would only allow the strongest members of their family to take part in this competition.

      The battle between Astrid and Torgny seemed to be at a stalemate. Astrid was covered in a light green aura, a wind-natured Spiritual Aura, but none of her attacks were getting past her opponent’s powerful Spiritual Aura. She sent numerous crescent-shaped blades of wind at her foe. Each one exploded harmlessly against Torgny’s Spiritual Aura and was forcefully dispersed.

      Of course, it wasn’t like Torgny was doing much better, since it seemed he couldn’t hit her no matter how hard he tried. He swung his battle axe like a maniac. However, Astrid was doing an admirable job of keeping away. She ducked, sidestepped, leapt into acrobatic flips, and rolled across the ground, always keeping herself just a little ahead of his attacks.

      Their battle was mostly close range. The two of them were trading attacks at a blistering pace that most people wouldn’t have been able to keep up with. I think what surprised me was how, even though Astrid was launching her wind blades at point-blank range, none of them could penetrate the fiery Spiritual Aura surrounding Torgny.

      Torgny screamed as he swung his axe several times, fire streaming around it, and slammed it on the ground. Several flame pythons leapt from his axe and tried to attack Astrid, but she nimbly leapt away. She didn’t attack them. Her Spiritual Wind Techniques wouldn’t work since wind was weak against fire. She merely danced around Torgny, waiting for the pythons to lose their energy and disperse.

      “It was a bad matchup,” Dante said. I wondered why he was being so talkative now, but I didn’t let that bother me.

      “Astrid is going to lose.” I nodded. “She has more talent than Torgny, but wind is weak against fire. What’s more, he has a lot more Spiritual Power than she does.”

      As if my words were somehow prophetic, Astrid suddenly stumbled as her Spiritual Aura flickered. It was only for a moment. However, in that moment, Torgny swung his axe, which slammed into her so hard I could hear the loud smacking sound from here. Astrid’s Spiritual Aura shattered as she struck the ground, skidded across it, and stopped after several meters.

      “The winner of this match has been decided!” Rainer raised a hand as two medics came out with a stretcher. “Torgny Leucht is the winner!”

      “That was about what I expected to happen,” Dante said with a nod.

      I didn’t say anything. I stared at Torgny, who I knew would be my greatest opponent in this tournament.
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      My opponent for the semifinals was Catalyna Kriger, the woman who had defeated Fay. She and I stood with a ten-meter distance separating us. Rainer stood between us but several meters away so he wouldn’t get caught up in our attacks if we started using Spiritual Techniques right off the bat. I stared at the woman. My frown must have sparked her interest.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, smiling.

      My frown grew. “You said something to Fay, didn’t you?”

      “What makes you say that?” She feigned innocence.

      “Call it a hunch.”

      Fay’s words after she woke up echoed inside of my mind. While nothing she said had been false, her words weren’t something I could imagine her saying either. This was the girl who told me that she wasn’t going to give up on me despite already knowing I loved Kari. Even if she had some confidence issues, a girl who could declare she wouldn’t quit trying to make me fall in love with her would not give up so easily. Something had to have happened that made her confidence shatter, that ripped away her facade, and I was positive that something was staring me right in the face.

      Catalyna placed a finger against her plump lower lip as her smile widened. “I might have said something, though I didn’t think she’d take my words so seriously.”

      I clenched my hands into fists as my arms shook, but then I took several deep breaths and relaxed. Catalyna studied my actions with that curious smile of hers. The look on her face, when combined with her appearance, could probably bring ruin to a nation.

      “Are you angry with me?” she asked.

      “No.” The tension eased from my shoulders. “Of course not. It was a battle. You are supposed to use every means at your disposal to win.”

      Catalyna’s eyes held a mischievous glimmer. “That’s too bad. I was wondering what you would do if you were angry.”

      Rainer coughed into his hand as if to make us focus on him instead of each other. “Can I take your conversation to mean the both of you are ready?”

      “I have been ready for a while now,” I said.

      “You know I’m ready,” Catalyna added.

      “In that case, this battle is officially underway.” Rainer chopped his hand down. “Fight!”

      I wasted no time. The moment the battle had commenced, I used the Flash Step with the intention of appearing right in front of this woman and swatting her with my Dragon’s Tail Ruler, but she must have expected that. Catalyna spun around in a circle. Lightning shot from her sword and into the ground. When my foot touched the surface, it created a short jolt that traveled into my foot and disrupted my Spiritual Power.

      Catalyna wasn’t done.

      Immediately after disrupting my Flash Step, Catalyna shifted on her feet and thrust her sword out several times. Six balls of crackling lightning appeared in the air before her. As soon as they formed, she smacked them again with her sword, causing them to turn into powerful bolts of lightning.

      Narrowing my eyes, I spread my feet apart, removed the ruler from my shoulder, and danced. I shuffled along the ground, spinning around in circles as I swung the ruler. Lightning flowed through my arm and into my weapon. The segments suddenly unlatched from each other and flew through the air, acting like a dragon’s tail as they smacked into each bolt of lightning, negating them with an even more powerful lightning current.

      I retracted my ruler and then thrust it forward. The segments extended once more as it flew toward Catalyna, who merely grinned as she stepped left, and then smashed her jagged blade against one of the segments. Lightning surged from her sword. Arcs of electricity flew off her blade as she gritted her teeth and released a hoarse cry. My ruler was finally knocked off course. Clicking my tongue, I retracted it, the segments locking back into place.

      Wearing a wide grin, she twirled around like she was dancing, swinging her sword in complex patterns. Each time she did, it formed a line of crackling Spiritual Power in the air. One line became two, two became four, and four became sixteen. Once the number of lines reached sixteen, the crackling power within them was unleashed.

      It burst forward like a tempest, a giant wave of pale lightning that suddenly shifted, transforming into a pack of ravenous wolves. They stamped along the ground, lightning exploding from their feet, burning the arena floor.

      It was the same attack that defeated Fay. Seeing it again made me see red. I think that was why I responded the way I did.

      Lifting my ruler above my head, I channeled water through the weapon this time instead of lightning. My Spiritual Power surged as I pulled moisture from the molecules in the air. Water swirled around the ruler like a whirlpool before agglomerating on the segmented weapon. It hardened, condensed, and then lengthened into a twelve-meter-long blade that was tall enough to be level with the second-tier stands.

      “RRRRAAAAA!!!”

      I swung the weapon down, slicing through the Lightning Wolves Asunder Technique like it was made of parchment. Catalyna was quick to jump out of the way. However, even as she avoided my initial attack, which had been long enough to reach her, she couldn’t avoid the water wave that was created when I channeled even more Spiritual Power through the technique. The massive wave slammed into her, sending her tumbling across the ground before rolling to a stop. She luckily didn’t take any damage thanks to her Spiritual Aura. Even so, as she looked up at me, her face finally displayed something other than arrogance.

      Shock.

      I was in no mood to deal with her.

      Letting go of the water element, I channeled lightning into my fist, and then slammed it into the ground. A powerful ripple spread across the surface. It didn’t do any damage to the ground, but it did negate Catalyna’s first lightning technique, which stopped me from using the Flash Step.

      Catalyna was just standing up when I appeared in front of her. She was lucky enough to have kept a firm grip on her weapon, which allowed her to block my first swing. Sparks flew as I slammed my ruler against her sword. The strength of my swing was enough to make her stumble backwards. I took another step forward and swung from her left side, but Catalyna didn’t allow it to hit her. She had realized from taking my first attack what would happen and backpedaled instead.

      I stomped my foot on the ground.

      Several spears made of water shot from the ground and tried to impale her, with the first one actually breaking through her Spiritual Aura. Sadly, her reflexes were quite impressive. Even though she was surprised by the sudden attack, she increased the speed of her backpedaling and twirled around to avoid them.

      Clicking my tongue as the distance between us increased, I tossed my ruler in the air, caught it by one of the segmented ends, and then threw it at her. I didn’t think Catalyna’s eyes could get that wide as I chucked my weapon at her. She avoided it by twisting her body violently to the left. My weapon struck the ground behind her, piercing it and sinking into the hard surface with a loud cracking sound.

      And then I used the Flash Step again.

      This time, I was right behind her. I reached out with my hand and summoned lightning to my fingertips. The ruler shook a little before it flew out of the ground and toward me. I caught it by the hilt and, keeping a firm grip on it, I swung the ruler at Catalyna with nothing but brute strength.

      My attack struck true this time, and as Catalyna opened her mouth in a silent scream, I felt a moment of satisfaction. The moment passed as the woman was sent rocketing across the arena floor. She slammed face-first into the ground, and then tumbled head over heels. I could almost hear the sound of her bones being jostled as she struck her head against the ground several times before coming to a brutal stop.

      Her Spiritual Aura was already gone, having been destroyed when I struck it with my ruler. I was sure she could make it again, though. She was still conscious and hadn’t run out of Spiritual Power.

      Catalyna pushed herself onto her hands and knees. She winced several times as she turned over and sat on her backside. I finally got a good look at her face, which was covered in bruises, dirt, and had blood running down her nose and mouth. She reached out to touch her nose and didn’t flinch when she cracked it into place. Even though I didn’t want to, I felt my respect rise for her, just a little. I hadn’t held back that much when I attacked her.

      “You really don’t know how to hold back.” She winced.

      “I apologize. I lied back when I told you I wasn’t upset.” I smiled at her. “I am angry at you. Very angry.”

      “Yeah, I figured.” Catalyna giggled like a girl in love, which caused me to frown. “Well, this is what I asked for, so I can’t complain. Anyway, I forfeit. I realized after fighting against you these last few minutes that I don’t stand a chance if you decide to get serious. This fight is yours.”

      Despite the fact that she had just surrendered the match, Catalyna didn’t seem very depressed. Her cheeks were a tad flushed, an enchanting smile lit up her face, and there was a glazed-over look in her eyes. It was a dangerous expression. Warning bells were going off in my mind.

      “The winner of the first semifinals match is Eryk Veiger!” Rainer announced.

      The crowd cheered and screamed out my name, clapping and stomping their feet, but I could hardly be bothered to pay attention. My mind was still reeling from everything. Fay’s words back in that room, Kari’s tale and desire to have her best friend back… all of it weighed on my mind like an anvil.

      Catalyna stood up and limped toward the entrance. One of my attacks must have damaged her left leg.

      “The last match of the semifinals is between Kell Kriger and Torgny Leucht,” Rainer stated. “Will the two of them enter the arena?”

      I walked out of the arena and down the hall. Two people passed me while I was on my way to the waiting room.

      The first person was Torgny, who merely snorted at me as he walked by. The second was Kell.

      Kell was not a very large man. In fact, he was quite thin. He had a feminine face and a lithe, graceful figure that made him seem a little womanly. Add in his long hair and it was easy to mistake him for a woman if you didn’t notice his Adam’s apple. I felt some kinship with him for very obvious reasons.

      He wore armor similar to Catalyna’s. The gleaming breastplate on his chest looked freshly polished. Shoulder pauldrons fit snugly together against the segmented armor that ran down his arms. Unlike Catalyna, who used a sword, he had no weapon. Several plates jutted from his knuckles.

      “That was a good fight you had with my cousin,” the man complimented as he walked by. “Wait for me in the finals. I’d love to have at it with you.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed as I realized the entire Kriger Family was full of nothing but battle maniacs. Silently making my way back to the waiting room, I entered and looked at the people inside. Most of the people who’d lost were still around. Only a few seemed to be missing, probably due to their injuries. These Spiritualists who’d proven themselves to be among Nevaria’s elite were not so thin-skinned that a loss would keep them from watching the rest of the battles. After all, there was no telling what you could learn simply by observing how other people fought.

      Dante was standing by the place that Fay and I had been using to observe the battles.

      “You really don’t hold back even against women, do you?” he said as I walked up to the window and leaned against it. Torgny and Kell were already in the arena.

      “Would you hold back against Empress Hilda if she asked you for a spar?” I asked.

      “Good point.” Dante chuckled as a slight blush crossed his face. “That woman would never forgive me if I took it easy on her—not that I can actually afford to take it easy on her. Even when I go all out, I can never win a single match.”

      “How strong is Empress Hilda?” I asked.

      Just as I asked that question, Rainer shouted the word “Fight!” and the battle began. Neither Torgny or Kell wasted any time. Their Spiritual Auras flared to life, a brilliant red and yellow respectively. Crackling lightning slammed against exploding fire in a battle for dominance. The two opponents were clearly sizing each other up.

      “That’s a good question.” Dante crossed his arms and hummed as he looked out the window. “To be honest, I don’t think I could give you an accurate estimation of her strength. That said, I can tell you that she can defeat any one of us in a one-on-one or two-on-one match ten out of ten times. The only time me and my brothers have ever won against her was when all three of us teamed up together. Even then, she always gives us a run for our valis. We usually have a fifty-fifty chance of winning.”

      I nodded while watching the battle as it commenced. The pair retracted their Spiritual Aura, encasing themselves in it like an extra set of armor. The Second State of Spiritualism. Torgny slammed his battle axe into the ground, splitting the earth apart and causing several fire pythons to burst out and slither toward Kell, who moved his hands in circular patterns. I was not surprised when several orbs of lightning appeared around him and shot forward, striking each of the pythons and blasting them apart.

      “That explains why Kari is so strong,” I said.

      Dante looked at me like I had said something weird, but he didn’t contest my words, instead turning to the battle and watching it in silence.

      Kell raced forward and closed the distance between him and Torgny. Lightning coated his fists and legs as he launched a series of rapid-fire kicks at his opponent, who used his axe to block them. That was not the best idea. That axe was made of steel, which conducted electricity. However, it seemed Torgny had accounted for that. The lightning traveled down his blade, but it dissipated near the hilt.

      “I thought the hilt of his axe was wrapped in leather, but it appears to be an insulation material that negates lightning,” I muttered. “I wonder if he came into battle knowing he’d be fighting Spiritualists with a lightning affinity, or if he was just prepared for any eventuality.”

      Dante shrugged. “I couldn’t say, though I’m impressed you noticed how he negated that lightning right away.”

      Torgny pushed Kell back, but all that did was cause the nimble young man to launch himself into a series of back handsprings. What’s more, each time he flipped back, he released lightning from his legs, which shot at his foe like a lance. Torgny managed to prove his metal by blocking each attack with his axe. Even though his hilt was wrapped in insulated material, he was still pushed back.

      As he finished his last back handspring, Kell crouched and slammed a hand on the ground. A wave of lightning rose into the air. It was at least two meters tall, which I suppose was fairly impressive for a C-rank Spiritual Technique that hadn’t been mastered. The wave rushed toward Torgny.

      While it looked like the other man was in dire straits, the Leucht Family’s greatest Spiritualist of the younger generation grabbed his axe by the center and began spinning it. As he did, fire erupted from both ends. It formed a pinwheel shape, which then extended even further, creating a wall of rotating flames. The lightning slammed into the rotating fires. Angry noises appeared to erupt from the lightning as it ground against the fire, as though it were upset at not being able to pierce the flames, but then Torgny let out a roar and his Spiritual Power erupted. The intensity of the flames increased before the lightning attack exploded and vanished.

      “That boy has quite a bit of power,” Dante said. “I think among the younger generation, he is the one who has the most Spiritual Power.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “He might have a lot, but Fay and Kari have more than him. Finn also has more Spiritual Power than Torgny, but he doesn’t have the benefit of belonging to a noble family like the Leucht’s.”

      “You think Kari has more Spiritual Power than Torgny Leucht?” Dante looked like I’d knocked him for a loop.

      “She has two times more Spiritual Power than that ape does.” I gave the man a look as though daring him to contest me on this.

      “Now don’t give me that ‘I’m gonna kill you for insulting my woman’ look.” Dante raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. I mean, you’re right. I was just shocked that you were able to notice.”

      “Hmph.” I tugged at my bangs, twirling one strand around my fingers. “Kari is the woman I’m hoping to eventually marry. Why wouldn’t I know something like that?”

      “Hoo boy. You’re already thinking of marriage, huh? I had no idea you were that serious about her.” Dante rubbed the back of his neck, appearing distinctly uncomfortable by my words.

      I shrugged. “Kari is the woman I plan to spend the rest of my life with.”

      “I am amazed you can say something like that to me with such a straight face.”

      The battle in the arena was heating up even more. Torgny swung his axe again and a wave of fire erupted from it and slammed into Kell, but it was blocked by a barrier that had been erected at the last moment. Kell had formed the barrier by using clockwise and counterclockwise rotations with his hands. It was an impressive oval-shaped barrier, but it only covered the front. It could not protect his sides.

      The heat from Torgny’s technique must have been exceptionally impressive since it caused Kell’s clothing to burn. When his clothes burst into flames, Kell’s attention was torn from maintaining the barrier, which caused it to flicker. Torgny rushed forward in that moment. While Kell did try to resurrect the barrier, I already knew it would do no good. The axe sliced through the yellow barrier and crashed into the ground, but then Torgny swung the ax upward from the ground without pause and it slammed into Kell, lifting the man off his feet. It was a good thing he wore armor, or that attack would have hurt even more.

      Kell struck the ground and remained there.

      “The winner of this match is Torgny Leucht, who will be going on to the final round of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament!” Rainer announced to the cheers of the crowd. “We will now be going into a short, half-hour remission so our Spiritualists can repair the damage done to the arena. Please use this opportunity to stretch your legs.”

      With nothing left to see, I sat down, crossed my legs, and closed my eyes. I might as well meditate for the next thirty minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “It seems that young man of yours is still hiding a lot of his strength.”

      Kari glanced at her mother. The battle between Torgny and Kell had ended, and there was a thirty minute intermission while the damage done to the arena was being repaired. Several Spiritualists who specialized in the earth element were fixing the holes and cracks on the walls and floor. If Kari looked at the arena floor, she could see them dancing across the surface as the earth around them shifted like a living creature.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Kari.

      “I noticed it before but didn’t think much of it at first.” Her mother paused and narrowed her eyes. “However, after every battle he’s been in, Eryk Veiger has not been out of breath or even so much as broken into a sweat once. None of these battles have caused him to really exert any effort. Even that last one against Catalyna seemed more like him venting his frustrations than him trying hard to win.”

      Kari had noticed that as well, though she hadn’t said anything. She was not surprised her mother had also noticed. Empress Hilda had gone from being a commoner to the empress because of her incredible powers as a Spiritualist and her martial abilities.

      “Do you know how he became that strong?” her mother asked.

      “I do not, but…”

      “But?”

      Kari bit her lip as she wondered what she should say. Would it be appropriate to let her mother know about the alchemy pills that Eryk had refined for her? He had never specifically told her that she should keep it a secret, but at the same time, she felt like telling her mother about them would be a betrayal of Eryk’s trust.

      However, she couldn’t keep this a secret forever. Even she knew that much.

      “Eryk is a talented alchemist,” she said at last. “He has been making alchemy pills for me that have helped increase my training. One of the pills he made for me was able to widen and strengthen my Spiritual Pathways, while the other helped make my body stronger and more durable.”

      If her mother was surprised, she did not show it. The woman nodded once.

      “So I see. I have heard that there was a talented alchemist who suddenly showed up at the Alchemist Association recently. This person brought several new pill recipes that are able to heal a variety of injuries and even temporarily boost a Spiritualist’s power.” She nodded again. “I can only assume that Eryk and this alchemist are the same person. However…” She cupped her chin. “… there are no pills currently on the market that can do what you’ve described. I suppose that means he is keeping those pills for himself and only giving them to you and perhaps Fay Valstine as well.”

      Kari gave the woman a nervous stare as she saw the disapproval in her mother’s eyes. She knew that look. This was the look she wore as an empress.

      “I shall have to speak with him about keeping such pills to himself when I get the chance,” she said at last.

      Kari didn’t say anything, but she prayed that Eryk wouldn’t suddenly find himself in her mother’s grip. No good would come from that.
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        * * *

      

      Standing on the arena floor, I reviewed what I knew of Torgny Leucht. He was ranked as one of the top Spiritualists of the younger generation, wielded a large battle axe like it was an extension of his body, and had a fire elemental affinity that was fairly strong. In terms of pure power, he was probably the strongest opponent I would face in this tournament.

      Torgny was quite a bit taller than myself. I’d say he stood a head and shoulders above me, which was something of a surprise, considering my own not-inconsiderable height. While it wasn’t something to brag about, I was generally one of the taller people among those I met.

      He was also a lot more muscular than I was, with broad shoulders, a thick chest, and arms bigger than my head. He looked like someone who spent all his time training and eating raw eggs for nutrients. While he was wearing shoulder pauldrons, his arms were laid completely bare, allowing me to see their veiny exteriors.

      “You are an incredibly troublesome person,” Torgny said to me before the battle began.

      “Is that so?” I frowned. It sounded like there was a double meaning in his words, but I couldn’t figure out what. That said, I didn’t think he was talking about how I’d stopped Grant from continuing to seek Kari’s and Fay’s hands in marriage. “Well, I think you’re pretty annoying as well.”

      “Hmph.”

      “I’m guessing you two are ready?” Rainer asked, his voice just a touch dry. Neither of us said anything, but we did nod to signify our readiness. “In that case, the final battle of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament has now commenced. And… FIGHT!”

      I had already decided not to hold back too much in this battle. While I did want to keep some abilities secret in case things went south for me later on, I had no intention of letting this battle get dragged out.

      As my opening act, I raised my left hand and pointed my index and middle finger at Torgny. There was no warning as a beam of condensed lightning and water burst from my fingertips. It sped toward Torgny, whose eyes bulged from their sockets as he leapt out of the way. I clicked my tongue and moved my fingers, willing the beam to curve around and attack again.

      I had to give Torgny some credit. He had great instincts. He turned around the moment my beam curved back toward him. Shuffling his feet, he raised his axe above his head and brought it down, his blade igniting in a blazing fire. My beam was split in half. With a frown, I dismissed the condensed beam of energy.

      Then I used the Flash Step.

      Appearing in Torgny’s blind spot, I swung my ruler at the man’s side, but the Leucht family member responded to my sudden appearance as though he’d known what I would do. He spun around and swung his axe at my head. His body was already engulfed in a fiery aura. However, rather than slicing my head open like a watermelon, his axe flew right through my body, which caused him to stumble forward.

      And right into my waiting kick.

      There was something very satisfying about feeling someone’s nose breaking under your foot. I wasn’t sure what it was, though it did make me worry that I might have been turning into a sadist. Torgny’s face seemed to cave in as I kicked him with my heel. Then, as if his body was a cannonball fed into a cannon loaded with gunpowder, he flew backward with a loud bang, skidding along the ground and creating a pair of trenches as his feet dragged across the arena floor.

      I was kind of surprised he hadn’t been completely blasted off his feet.
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        * * *

      

      “It is just as I suspected,” her mother declared as the battle commenced.

      “What is as you suspected?” asked Mykkel. He seemed to be the only one among her brothers who could speak. Geirolf was looking befuddled, while Earland stared at the battle with a gleam in his eyes like he wanted to go down into the arena and fight himself.

      “That young man is not using any movements to use a Spiritual Technique,” she answered. “In fact, I wouldn’t even call what he is doing a Spiritual Technique. It is more like he is directly manipulating the elements to do his bidding.”

      “But… isn’t that impossible?” asked Mykkel.

      “For those who haven’t reached the Third State of Spiritualism, it is most certainly impossible. At the same time, I cannot imagine that someone so young has reached the Third State.” Her mother had a curious look in her eyes that made Kari shudder. “This Eryk Veiger really is an interesting person. It is a good thing you befriended him when you did, Kari. Otherwise we might have never found out about him.”

      Kari didn’t think that was a good thing, but she didn’t say anything and settled down to watch the battle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My attack hadn’t done as much damage as I thought. Torgny’s nose was definitely broken. Blood leaked down it and it was bent out of shape, but that was it. Huh. I had been sure that attack would have at least given him a concussion.

      While I was wondering why my attack hadn’t done anything, Torgny raised his axe above his head, swung it around in a circle that generated fire, and slammed it into the ground. The arena floor split open. From the small chasm, which I guessed was about half a meter wide, a massive pillar of fire rose into the sky. It quickly took shape, transforming from a pillar into a gigantic snake that must have been nearly a dozen meters tall. I could feel the heat from where I stood.

      This was… yes, it was definitely a B-rank Spiritual Fire Technique.

      I wasn’t sure which B-rank Spiritual Technique this was, but I could tell its rank by how much Spiritual Power had been used to form it with Spiritual Perception.

      The technique seemed to have tired Torgny out. His shoulders were heaving and sweat poured down his forehead as he sucked in several deep breaths. He must have realized he couldn’t afford to hold back against me and decided to use his most powerful technique.

      “I can’t believe you actually forced me to use this Spiritual Technique,” he muttered, his glare hardening. “However, there is no way I can allow such a dangerous element like you to live.”

      His words made me frown, but before I had time to ponder them, the massive snake lunged toward me. The heat emanating from this beast made sweat break out on my skin. It opened its mouth wide as it came closer, as though to swallow me whole. Its mouth was actually wide enough that it probably could swallow me whole if given the chance.

      I clicked my tongue.

      Setting my left foot forward, I bent my knees and gripped my ruler in both hands. My blade was pointed toward the ground behind me. Narrowing my eyes, I waited until the giant snake was just a meter away, and then I stepped to the left. I brought up my blade as I sidestepped the massive fire snake, swinging it and channeling the water element through the blade.

      No steam was emitted from my ruler this time. I had condensed the element as much as I could, creating a layer of water so dense that the flame serpent simply couldn’t evaporate it. My blade struck the creature’s open mouth, splitting it with ease. The serpent’s body was sliced in half as it continued to move forward, until at last I reached the tip of its tail, separating the entire creature into a bottom and top half.

      This technique was quite powerful, as it was able to remain in this world even after I cut it in half. While the top half flew into the air and dissipated, the bottom half struck the ground and exploded in a massive gout of flame. The power behind the explosion was enough to make my tabard and long hair flap around. A searing heat enveloped the arena, forcing me to cover my body with a layer of water to avoid being burned. When the explosion used up all its remaining power and disappeared, I glanced at the damage that had been done.

      There was a large crater in the arena floor. It wasn’t the biggest I’d seen created from a Spiritual Technique, but it wasn’t small either.

      Torgny’s face had gone pale by this point, his skin an ashen color as sweat poured from his face and neck. I wasn’t sure if that was due to fear or the amount of Spiritual Power he’d used. Either way, I planned to end this.

      “It’s over,” I said.

      “Damn it! Damn it! Not yet!” Torgny reached into a pouch at his hip and pulled out several pills, five of them, which I recognized quite well. They were the Tender Healing Pill, Spiritual Booster Pill, Temporary Enhancement Pill, Endurance Pill, and Elemental Pill. He shoved all of them into his mouth and swallowed them.

      I grimaced. Was this man an idiot or was he just desperate? The backlash he was going to get from this would cost him dearly.

      Almost as soon as he swallowed them, Spiritual Power exploded from his body. The Spiritual Booster Pill had caused his Spiritual Power and Spiritual Aura to skyrocket, easily doubling what it had been before. Furthermore, the Tender Healing Pill had healed his broken nose, while the Endurance Pill had given him more physical energy.

      “There is no way I will allow myself to lose to the likes of you!” Torgny shouted as he bent his knees and pushed off the ground. The power behind his lunge caused the ground beneath his feet to crack. He appeared before me in the blink of an eye, so fast I doubted most people could keep up with him, his axe raised above his head and coated with intense blue flames. That would be the Elemental Pill at work. “It is time for you to die!”

      “So stupid,” I sighed as the man swung his axe down.

      I raised my hand.

      And caught the axe by the blade.

      “W-what?” Torgny seemed confused as he tried to bring his axe down on my head, but my hand wouldn’t budge. I was digging my fingers into his axe, using the water element to not only keep myself from being burned, but also to drill my fingers into the axe itself. If someone looked close enough, they would have seen how water swirled around my fingers like drills.

      Cracks began forming on the axe’s surface, spreading out from my fingers and growing in an increasingly large and complicated pattern. I increased the pressure of my grip. This suddenly caused a loud crack to issue from the axe before, like glass when struck with a rock, the axe shattered into fragments.
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      “M-my ax!!” Torgny cried in shock.

      While Torgny was dealing with the shock of losing his axe, I coated the Dragon’s Tail Ruler gripped in my other hand with water, took a step forward, and swung. The ruler slammed into Torgny’s stomach. Bile spilled from his mouth as my attack squished his internal organs. A massive explosion of concussive energy detonated between him and the ruler, and then he was launched into the air. He flew back at a speed so fast he appeared as nothing more than a blur. It only lasted for a second, however. Then his body struck the arena wall.

      I think I might have gone a little overboard with my attack. The arena actually shook as he crashed into the wall, which dented around his body. The walls of this arena were quite thick, about a quarter of a meter in total, which meant the crater formed around Torgny was probably close to breaking through the wall. My opponent was unconscious, eyes rolled up in the back of his head and mouth wide open, but because of how deep the crater was, he hadn’t fallen to the ground. He was stuck there.

      A silence settled upon the Colosseum, one so profound that it seemed almost overbearing. I looked at the stunned faces of the audience. Then I looked at Rainer and Valence. While Rainer was showing his shock, Valence, who had been silent for almost the entire tournament, was staring at me like he couldn’t figure out what he was looking at.

      “Are you not going to call the match?” I asked Rainer.

      “Wha—oh, right.” Rainer coughed into his hand several times, regaining his composure, and then made the announcement. “The winner of the final round of the Spiritualist Grand Tournament is Eryk Veiger!”

      No one did anything at first, which I honestly expected, but then someone began clapping. I looked up toward the royal balcony. The person who was clapping was Kari. Another person started clapping soon after her. I recognized Feinrea sitting in the noble section near several old people, who soon joined her in applauding me. The actions of those two soon became like a tidal wave that swept everybody along for the ride. It wasn’t long before everyone was bursting with applause and cheers.

      However, I only had eyes for one person right then.

      I stared at Kari. She wore a wide smile as she clapped her hands. Her cheeks were a little flushed, but that only made her all the more radiant to me.

      Satisfaction permeated my body. With the conclusion of this tournament, I could finally accomplish one of my most important goals.

      Granting Kari her freedom.
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            A Reward to the Victor

          

        

      

    

    
      Feinrea was sitting in the stands after the victor was announced. Eryk was currently not on the arena floor because the arena needed to be repaired. Part of the wall was dented and appeared on the verge of collapse, the ground was split wide open from where Torgny had used his giant fire python technique, and there was also a several-meter-wide crater.

      As she sat there, she listened to the elders of the Valstine Family as they spoke about what they had just witnessed.

      “That boy is incredibly powerful.”

      “It is no wonder Lord Valstine tried to arrange a marriage between him and Lady Fay.”

      “It’s too bad the marriage didn’t work out.”

      “I heard it fell through because Eryk Veiger is in love with Princess Kari.”

      “Ah, that would explain it. Even though Lady Fay is beautiful and strong, she would still be no match for the Princess of Nevaria.”

      Feinrea had heard about Eryk’s romance with Princess Kari as well, though she hadn’t paid much attention. For her, Eryk was just the benefactor who helped her Alchemist Association reclaim its former glory. She didn’t much care whom he romanced—or rather, she shouldn’t.

      The problem was she did.

      A large shadow appeared above her. Feinrea looked up to see Stelys walking to his seat with Fay in tow. A little while ago, she and Stelys had gone to visit his daughter in the infirmary, but the girl had collapsed into her father and begun bawling like a child. Feinrea, not wanting to be a part of this heartbreaking moment between father and daughter, had left and gone back to the Valstine Family’s seats.

      She looked at the young woman who appeared so downtrodden it was heartbreaking. While Feinrea was not well versed in romance and courting rituals, she was at least intelligent enough to guess at why this seemingly determined woman possessed such a depressing disposition.

      “Is everything okay?” Feinrea asked as Stelys sat next to her and Fay sat on his other side.

      “Everything is fine,” Stelys said in a gruff voice.

      Seeing how he didn’t seem willing to broach the subject of what happened, Feinrea dropped it and turned back to the arena. The damage had been repaired by the earth affinity Spiritualists. That meant the closing ceremony was about to begin.

      “I missed the last two rounds,” Stelys said after some time had passed. “What happened?”

      “Eryk Veiger won,” Feinrea said simply. “He fought against Torgny Leucht and defeated him with relative ease. I’m honestly a little astounded by how powerful he is.”

      Hearing Eryk’s name caused Fay to twitch. Stelys sighed when he saw this and turned to Feinrea.

      “I imagine you have won a lot of money at the betting counter,” he said.

      Feinrea’s response to his words was to give him a candid smile.
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        * * *

      

      After the wall and floor had been repaired, I was asked to return to the arena floor. Dante, who had decided to keep me company, came with me.

      When I got outside, I was greeted by not just Rainer and Valence, but by Kari’s entire family. Empress Hilda stood at the front of this procession, decked out in a battle dress that had a large gap running down the center of her chest. I recognized the material being used in the shimmering dress. It was a type of silk called Steel Silk, and it was tougher than armor made from regular steel. The dress was a dark blue bordering on black, but there were gold accents to compliment her hair. She looked a lot like Kari as an adult back in my previous time. I’d say the only difference was their eyes. Hers were narrowed and seductive. Kari’s had always retained a hint of wide-eyed innocence.

      As I was directed to stand before the group, Dante took his place behind Empress Hilda. He stood next to Rainer. Valence was on Rainer’s other side. Behind them were their four children: Earland, Mykkel, Geirolf, and Kari.

      I glanced at Empress Hilda. She smiled at me.

      “Nevaria honors the strong,” she began, and her words quieted the cheering crowd. She spoke with a soft but powerful voice that reverberated across the Colosseum. “The Spiritualist Grand Tournament is a time-honored competition that has been around since Nevaria’s founding. Those who emerge victorious from this grand tournament are given the highest accolades. As the winner of this year’s tournament, you have earned the right to make a request of me. Should it be within my power to grant, I will not hesitate to do so.”

      “And I can request anything I want?” I asked for clarification.

      “So long as it is not an impossible request,” Empress Hilda confirmed. “You can ask for fame, fortune, a noble title… I can grant you as many rewards as there are stars in the sky.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t say anything at first. While the audience watching the proceedings from the seats above me waited on baited breath, my eyes locked with Kari standing next to Geirolf. She stared at me with those bright, innocent eyes, which were far too pure, limpid crystals of unfettered blue. These were the eyes she had before everything went to shit in my previous life. I wanted to protect that innocence of hers. However… there was something I wanted even more.

      “I only have one request.” I nodded and looked back at Empress Hilda.

      The empress smiled at me. “Name it.”

      “Give Kari her freedom,” I said bluntly. “Let her explore the world outside of Nevaria. Stop keeping her locked away inside this city. Allow her to go on adventures, explore ruins, and make discoveries she will never be able to by remaining here.”

      I spoke loudly and clearly, making sure there was no way for Empress Hilda to not hear me. Everyone else probably heard me as well, but I was focused solely on the woman before me. The empress was blinking her sky-blue eyes like she couldn’t understand my request.

      “I’m sorry,” she said at last. “That is indeed something I can do… but perhaps you would like to make another request? One that would benefit yourself, perchance?”

      Her words caused me to frown for a moment, wondering if perhaps she was trying to make me change my request to avoid letting Kari travel outside of Nevaria. I didn’t know much about Empress Hilda. I only knew what Kari told me, that she had been a stern but loving mother who refused to let her explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range due to how dangerous it was.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about. This request of mine obviously benefits me more than anyone else.” I smiled when I saw how confused Empress Hilda appeared. “Do you think Kari will be exploring the outside world by herself? Obviously not. My intention is to travel alongside her. This means that she and I will go on adventures together. In my mind, there is no greater experience than being able to travel the world with the woman I love.”

      Empress Hilda’s eyes went so wide I was afraid they would fall out of her head. I wondered what part of my speech surprised her. Was it my confession? My desire to travel beside Kari? The fact that this was my only request? Or did she think my request was too much? After several seconds of the Empress of Nevaria just staring at me with a blank expression, her face suddenly relaxed.

      And then she smiled.

      “I think I am finally beginning to understand,” she said at last, though I had no idea what she was “beginning to understand.” I wasn’t sure I cared either. “Very well. If that is your request, it is something within my power to accomplish, especially if you are intending to travel with her. That said, I do not believe this reward is enough. Most people request a noble title, status, or land. Since you have requested something so simple to accomplish, I would like it if you could join my family and me at my residence for dinner. There are many things I would like to discuss with you as well, so this will be a good opportunity for me.”

      I hesitated the moment she said “join my family and me for dinner.” It wasn’t because I didn’t want to. I did. But when I thought about dinner, the image of a Lamia girl with dark skin currently at my house popped into my head. I didn’t doubt that Lin was hungry, lonely, and waiting impatiently for my return.

      However, I also sensed an opportunity. The Empress had said my request was too small, so perhaps during dinner tonight, I could tell them about Lin and request that she be given citizenship. There was also the fact that I still needed to discuss how to resolve my current problems regarding Fay with Kari. She said she had an idea to fix the gulf that had formed between Fay and me, but she didn’t want to discuss it here.

      “I would be more than happy to join you and your family for dinner,” I said, bowing slightly at the waist.

      “Excellent.” Empress Hilda clapped her hands together. “In that case, I officially announce that the Spiritualist Grand Tournament has come to a close. Everyone, let us give a round of applause for our victor and those who bravely fought and showed off their talents this day.”

      The crowd erupted into applause and cheers, the sound loud enough that I felt like I would go deaf. It was too bad I didn’t have a wind affinity. If I did, then I could have created a vacuum around myself, which would have blocked out this atrocious screaming.

      As I lamented my dual-elemental affinity, Kari and I locked eyes and shared a smile.
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        * * *

      

      After the tournament ended, everyone filed out of the Colosseum. I was given the VIP treatment as an honor guard escorted me outside along with the entire Astralia Royal Family. There were a lot of people who stopped and stared at our group as we were led to a white carriage with golden metal designs and glass windows. I guessed that explained why they needed an honor guard. The family would probably be mobbed with well-wishers and fans otherwise. Of course, there was also the chance that an assassin might be hidden amongst the populace.

      While Empress Hilda was the first one to climb into the carriage, Kari and I were second. I proceeded Kari, but after getting inside, I turned around and offered the girl my hand. She took it with a smile and slightly reddened cheeks. I ignored the scowl of her brother, the youngest-looking one among the three, as I pulled her up. I noticed as I sat down that Empress Hilda was observing my actions with a smile of her own.

      The interior of the carriage was posh, but it had nothing on Erica’s carriage. The padded seats were comfortable and covered in royal purple fabric. I sat on one side of the carriage near a window, while Kari sat right beside me and her three brothers squeezed in. Empress Hilda also sat near the window. Her three husbands sat on her side with Valence sitting the closest to her. I wondered if that denoted some kind of hierarchy among her husbands.

      An awkward silence fell over the carriage. To be honest, I didn’t know what I should say. I’d met with numerous powerful individuals in my life, but this was my first time meeting with Kari’s family. I was afraid that if I said something, it would probably be incredibly stupid and make them think less of me.

      “I was very impressed with your battles,” Empress Hilda said suddenly.

      “Oh. Thank you very much,” I replied.

      “Do you mind if I ask about your strange Spiritual Techniques?” she inquired further. “They were very unusual.”

      “I assume you are talking about how I don’t require specific movements or dances to use Spiritual Techniques,” I said, shaking my head. “You can ask, but I don’t know how satisfied you will be with my answer.”

      “Oh?” Empress Hilda raised an eyebrow, and even her three husbands suddenly leaned forward like they were curious as well.

      “I honestly don’t know much about my own abilities myself.” I raised my hand and stared at it, clenching and unclenching it several times. My fingers were fairly long and thin. Kari had called them elegant, but I called them girly. “As you know, in order to activate a Spiritual Technique, you need to move your body and limbs in a specific way that lets you channel your Spiritual Power through your Spiritual Pathways and expel it outward. For example, rotating your hand in a clockwise motion to gather your Spiritual Power into that spot.”

      To illustrate my point, I rotated my hand as specified, though I wasn’t channeling my Spiritual Power so nothing happened.

      “When I first learned how to use my Spiritual Power, I discovered that I couldn’t use regular Spiritual Techniques. The movements used to channel and activate Spiritual Techniques do not work for me. After a lot of experimentation, I realized that the reason for this was because I didn’t need the movements. When I use my Spiritual Power, I manipulate the elements directly like a Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism can. However, just how and why I can do this, I have no idea.”

      “So not even you know how your powers work?” asked the youngest among Kari’s three brothers. “Lame.”

      “Geirolf,” Empress Hilda said with a touch of warning in her voice. However, the one called Geirolf just huffed and looked away.

      I sighed and placed my hand back on my leg. I was about to turn back toward the window when something warm, soft, and quite pleasant was laid over my hand. It was another hand. After staring at the delicate-looking hand for a moment, I glanced up at Kari, who was blushing even as she smiled. I smiled back.

      I also ignored Geirolf making gagging noises.

      The carriage jumped a little, and I realized that we were ascending something. I glanced out the window, but all I could see was trees. It wasn’t until I turned my head to look out the other side that I saw Nevaria growing slightly smaller. That was when I realized the carriage was climbing up the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat.

      “When we arrive home, I will allow you some time to get refreshed,” Empress Hilda said to me. “You must be fairly exhausted from having fought so much.”

      I wouldn’t say I was tired. The battles I’d fought during the tournament had not been difficult, but I did feel a little gross. Fighting several battles for who knew how many hours would make anyone feel grimy.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Empress Hilda waved her hand. “It is no trouble at all.”

      We soon reached a large gate, which was opened by a pair of guards, allowing us to pass through. Our carriage entered what appeared to be a sprawling series of buildings. Each building was beautifully designed with white stones and featured numerous impressive columns surrounding them. All of it was surrounded by a lush garden composed of trees with different colored leaves, a myriad of flowers, verdant green grass, and a couple of ponds. Small stones marked the paths people could walk to reach each building.

      The carriage soon came to a stop. The door on the side furthest from me opened, allowing everyone to disembark. As I stepped outside behind Kari, I got my first look at the Imperial Royal Palace.

      Even though I had seen bigger buildings, when compared to the other buildings found in Nevaria, the Imperial Royal Palace was absolutely massive. It was at least five stories high, seemed to span a few thousand meters in length, and featured an impressive array of flying buttresses and columns to decorate the outside. It was marked by an elevated platform and a large double door in the front.

      “Come,” Empress Hilda said with a gesture of her hand.

      I walked with Kari as we were led into the palace. A pair of guards dressed in golden armor opened the doors, revealing a large entrance hall with marble floors and sparse decorations. It seemed while the outside looked ostentatious, the inside was more modest, though that was like comparing a bull to an ox.

      More impressive than the actual house were the several butlers and maids who stood lined up on either side of a red carpet that extended to the double staircase at the end of the entrance hall. The butlers bowed and the maids curtsied.

      “Welcome home, Your Grace,” they all said.

      Empress Hilda smiled. “Garret, will you please have someone show Eryk Veiger here to the baths? I would like to let him freshen up before dinner.”

      A butler standing at the head of this procession bowed low. “Of course, Your Grace.”

      The butler, an old man with a handlebar mustache and a widow’s peak, gestured toward two other butlers and tasked them with showing me to the baths. I glanced at Kari, but she merely gestured for me to follow the butlers. Left with no other option, I allowed the two butlers, who didn’t look much older than myself, to lead me down a series of hallways.

      The baths were on the first floor. It consisted of a small room for getting changed and a large room with a single, massive stone tub. A set of steps led into the bath, which was shaped like a rectangle with a half-circle that spanned at least ten or twelve meters. On the opposite side of the entrance was a wall where the face of a griffin was carved into the surface. Water fell from the griffin’s mouth and into the pool, from which steam rose, showing that this was a heated bath.

      “We’ll provide you with a set of clean clothes to change into upon finishing,” Garret said.

      I could do nothing but nod. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t spend much time in the bath, though I’ll admit I was tempted. The warm waters were relaxing and eased the tension of my muscles. Yet for however pleasant this was, I did not feel comfortable taking a bath in an unfamiliar location by myself. Perhaps if Kari were present, but… no. Given our current relationship in this life, I did not think that would have been appropriate.

      Someday.

      The outfit I was provided was simple but comfortable. I slid the black pants on, buttoned up the white-collared shirt, and put on the socks and boots that had been provided for me. While the outfit was simple, everything was made from Giant Silkworm silk, so it felt pleasant against my still damp skin.

      “I see that you have finished getting dressed,” Garret said after I emerged from the bath. He nodded after taking a look at me like he approved of my appearance. “Please follow me. I shall lead you to the dining hall.”

      The man walked off, leaving me with no choice but to follow. I tried to keep track of where we were going, but I got lost after we turned down the sixth hallway. This building seemed to consist of many large hallways, all of which featured the same marble tiles, the same walls, and the same ribbed ceiling. Finally, after taking several more turns, I was led to a door that opened into a large room.

      I believed the room seemed larger than it really was because there wasn’t much inside of it. Sitting in the center of the room was a rectangular table. There were six chairs on either side and two at either end, making for a total of fourteen chairs. Currently, only one chair was occupied.

      The chair at the head of the table.

      “I see you’ve had a chance to freshen up.” Empress Hilda smiled at me as she gestured to the seat on her left. “How was the bath?”

      “It was nice, though I am a little uncomfortable using such a large bath by myself.” I sat down where she indicated.

      She nodded. “I imagine it would be discomfiting for someone who has not experienced this kind of opulence.” I smiled but said nothing. “I was hoping to speak with you before the others arrived.”

      “What would you like to talk about?” I asked.

      “You seem to hold a great deal of affection for Kari,” Empress Hilda began, her words possessing a slow clarity that made me sit up straighter. “Judging from your request at the end, I can only assume that the entire reason you entered the Spiritualist Grand Tournament was for her sake. I wish to know what caused you to obtain such intense feelings for her?”

      “Is that a trick question?” I asked, shaking my head. My shoulders relaxed as I realized I was not speaking to Empress Hilda but to Kari’s mother. This was just her being a parent. “There was no real cause. Love isn’t something that happens for a reason. If I had to give one, then I would have to say that I love Kari specifically because she is Kari.”

      “You love Kari because she is Kari, is it?” Empress Hilda pondered this for a moment before giggling. “I see. What an interesting answer.”

      I was not sure what she found so amusing about my answer, but I didn’t get a chance to ask about her response because Kari walked in at that moment.

      She was dressed in a simple purple gown that went down to her ankles. The fabric shifted across her body, allowing me to see the silhouette of her figure. Her hair was let down. It descended to the middle of her back before stopping. As she walked in, she looked at me with a smile that caused my pulse to race.

      Empress Hilda giggled again.

      “I see you’ve changed outfits,” she said as Kari sat next to me. “Are you hoping to impress someone?”

      “That… not really,” Kari muttered, her cheeks and ears slightly red.

      “You look beautiful,” I said. “That dress suits you.”

      The hue of Kari’s cheeks and ears darkened. “T-thank you.”

      One by one, the members of the Astralia Royal Family entered the dining room. Once everyone had appeared, a maid and a butler duo walked in through another door, pushing a cart. Several small plates sat on the cart, and each one contained food I recognized but hadn’t eaten in… ugh… how long had it been? Two… three decades maybe?

      “Dinner tonight is finely chopped lamb mixed with fresh onions, salt, herbs, honey to taste, and red wine,” the butler announced as the maid set the plates of food in front of everyone. She then filled our wine glasses with a rich red wine that had a faintly fruity aroma.

      I wouldn’t say dinner was a lively affair, but I wouldn’t say it was dull either. I was asked many questions, from ones regarding specific Spiritual Techniques to ones about my current living arrangements. Some of the questions were more invasive than others, like when Geirolf asked me if I had ever “fucked” someone before. Except for that last question, I answered all the ones I could to the best of my abilities.

      “I’m impressed that someone your age was able to become so powerful,” Rainer said as I finished describing some of my training methods. “But it sounds like you are a harsh taskmaster on yourself.”

      I shrugged. “I have a lot of motivation to get stronger. I think anyone can obtain strength if they’re motivated enough.”

      “Maybe, but it isn’t always easy,” Dante said before chuckling. “Then again, I’m kind of lazy when it comes to training myself. I’d rather stay in bed if I could.”

      “That is not something the Vice Commander of the Nevarian Spiritualists should say.” Valence sent Dante a stern frown, causing the younger man to raise his hands in surrender.

      “I feel like our sons could learn a thing or two from you,” Rainer added.

      “Wha—how can you say that, Father?” Geirolf asked, sounding like he’d just received a grave insult. “I am plenty motivated! I train every day! There’s no way this simpleton is stronger than me!”

      “I suggest you watch your tongue,” Valence stopped arguing with Dante to send his youngest son a mild glare of reproach. “Eryk Veiger is our guest. Insulting him as you just did is going to make our family look like unsophisticated cretins. Do you want that?”

      Geirolf’s shoulders slumped. “No…”

      Among the people I felt the strongest affinity toward, I believed Dante and Earland were the two I liked best. Earland was quiet. He didn’t speak much, but he did mention that he wanted to spar with me to see how far along he had come as a Spiritualist. His quiet demeanor was a pleasant contrast to Geirolf’s rude remarks and even ruder disposition. Dante was just so laid back and easygoing that it was hard not to get along with him. He smiled and frequently cracked jokes, making him seem like something of a jester, though his attitude did go a long way toward easing the awkwardness I felt.

      Dinner eventually came to an end. Empress Hilda said I was free to stay the night, though I declined the offer. I was worried about Lin… which reminded me that I had totally forgotten to mention her during dinner. Everyone had been so busy asking me questions that I didn’t even have the chance to say something.

      At the moment though, I had been led away from everyone else by Kari. She pulled me along by the hand, her bare feet padding across the marble tiles. I found myself being pulled into a room. Spacious but not ostentatious, the room had very little in the way of decorations. Bookshelves lined most of the walls. There was a door leading into a closet and another that led to what I guessed was a personal bathing room. Meanwhile, a large bed with a canopy sat in the center of the room while a desk was stationed in the far corner to my left.

      “This is my room,” Kari said, only blushing a bit. “I thought it would be better for us to talk in private here.”

      I nodded as she closed the door and walked further into the room. A few candles situated on the walls illuminated her figure, making me wish I could just stand there and admire her. No matter how many times I looked at her, she always took my breath away.

      “Eryk.” Kari suddenly turned around and bit her lip. “About Fay…”

      I walked closer and said, “You mentioned that you have a way to help her. I don’t know what your idea is, but I think anything is worth a try. If there is something I can do to help, then you only need to ask me.”

      “Thank you.” Kari’s shoulders slumped in relief. “What I have in mind is something only you can do.”

      “Just me?” I asked.

      Kari nodded, her cheeks turning pink. She looked away from me. I remained silent as she chewed on her lower lip.

      “You know that Grant was trying to marry both Fay and myself. I was to be his Primary Wife, while Fay was going to be his Second Wife.” Kari turned away, presenting her back to me as if she was hiding her embarrassment. However, she had clasped her hands behind her back, and I looked down to see that she was twiddling her fingers. “The idea of marrying Grant repulsed me. However, I… can’t deny there was some part of me that became happy when I heard Fay might also become his wife with me.”

      My head spun. I wasn’t stupid. I understood what she was implying here, and I could scarcely believe what she was suggesting.

      “Are you saying… you think I should take Fay as my Second Wife?”

      Kari still wasn’t looking at me, but her ears were now a vibrant pink. “T-that—taking her as a Second Wife isn’t even possible right now, since you don’t even have a Primary Wife. But… let us say that you were to begin courting me, I would not be averse to the idea of you courting Fay as well. In fact, I would encourage you to also begin courting her.”

      I took in a deep breath, trying to contain my shock, but I wasn’t sure how well I did. This was not something that Kari and I had ever spoken of in my past life. Of course, I had seen plenty of polyamorous relationships before. However, Kari and I had been so dedicated to each other in my previous life that no one else could insert themselves into our relationship.

      Thinking about the Kari from my past life made me realize something. This wasn’t the same Kari. She looked the same, acted the same, sounded the same, and had the same hopes and dreams for the future. However, because she hadn’t gone through what we had in the past, this Kari thought about matters the other one hadn’t. This included matters like whether or not I should court Fay alongside her.

      “Do you think Fay would be happy if I were to court her alongside you?” I asked. To be honest, I didn’t think someone as proud as Fay would be willing to become someone’s Second Wife. She didn’t strike me as the type to enjoy playing the accompanying harp to anyone.

      “I do not think she would mind,” Kari said in a soft voice. “The reason she objected to marrying Grant was the same reason I didn’t want to marry him. Neither of us made the choice. The Leucht Family was trying to force us into the marriage by pressuring our families.”

      “I see. Well, you would know her better than I do. But is this really something you want?” I asked.

      Kari turned around, her eyes glimmering in the light of the candles. She studied my face for a moment before smiling.

      “Do you think I would make a suggestion if it was not something I desired?” It was a simple question, but it had a lot of weight.

      “No.” I shook my head, answering her without a hint of hesitation. “I know you well enough to know that any suggestion you bring up is something you would have considered extensively before bringing it up.” I walked up to Kari and gently placed my hands on her arms, giving them a reassuring squeeze. “If this is what you have decided, I will do everything I can to make it happen.” I paused as a self-deprecating smile appeared on my face. “To be honest, I have been feeling very guilty over what I should do about Fay.”

      “You like her?” Kari asked.

      “I do,” I admitted with a sigh.

      The sigh of relief that escaped her made even me wonder about her relationship with Fay. This girl must have been phenomenally important to Kari. I was sure she wouldn’t have decided to share me otherwise.

      “That’s good,” she said. “If you truly do like her, then I think… maybe this can really work out.”

      “Kari,” I began before she could feel too relieved. “While it is true that I like Fay, and maybe my feelings for her are stronger than I wish to admit, the fact remains that I love you. I just… want you to know that.”

      Kari didn’t blush this time as she smiled at me. Her eyes were soft, warm, and filled with delight. I felt like I would get drawn into them if I stared for too long.

      “I know you do,” she murmured as she took a single step forward. “And hearing that makes me very happy.”

      “Does it?” I whispered as I leaned my head down.

      “Yes, it does.” Kari’s voice was just as soft as she tilted her head up and stood on her tiptoes. She placed her hands against my chest to keep her balance. I slid my hands down her arms and soon set them on her waist. Our lips moved closer together, so close I could see each of Kari’s individual eyelashes before I closed my eyes.

      We were mere centimeters away from sharing our first kiss—

      When the tattoo on my left ring finger began burning like nothing else. Before I could even respond to the sudden pain in my finger, a loud, obnoxious blaring echoed up to Kari’s room. The shock was so much that Kari and I leapt apart in fear before we realized that the sound wasn’t coming from inside of the room. It was coming from the window.

      “What is that noise?” I asked.

      “That’s… the Demon Beast Alarm!” Kari’s eyes widened in shock. “That alarm is activated when a Demon Beast is spotted within Nevaria!”

      I frowned at her before looking out the window. Nothing seemed out of place, but as I focused on my hearing, I did pick up the loud blaring of several horns coming from multiple locations across the city. That said, I couldn’t see any signs of a Demon Beast, and the Demon Beast Invasion wasn’t supposed to happen for three more years.

      Just as this thought crossed my mind, another thought struck me. Maybe what had snuck into the city wasn’t a Demon Beast but someone who might be mistaken for one. Maybe this person had gone outside after I had not returned home to search for me. There was a very high chance that Lin might be the “Demon Beast” these alarms were meant to warn people of.

      After this thought shook me, I activated my Spiritual Power, which flowed from my body like an electric wave. Kari took a step back as my Spiritual Aura crackled around me. However, I couldn’t focus on her right now. I activated Spiritual Perception and spread my mind across the city. Several bright objects appeared in my vision.

      People were often represented as flames when I used Spiritual Perception. There were quite a few flames in my vision, but I narrowed my focus and began looking at the area near my house. It took a while. However, I soon discovered six fast-moving flames about fifteen minutes walking distance from my house. Five flames were chasing one flame. Four of those flames were bright red, one was yellow, and the last was dark purple—a color that could not be achieved by humans because it was a mixture of the earth and darkness elements.

      “That is definitely Lin,” I mumbled.

      “Lin?” Kari walked up to me. “Who is Lin?”

      “I’m sorry.” I turned to her with an apologetic smile. “I will be right back and explain everything once I’ve ensured Lin’s safety. Please wait for me.”

      “Wait for you—Eryk! Wait!”

      Turning around, I rushed to Kari’s window, which was fortunately already open, and leapt out. While in midair, I activated the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step and disappeared.

      Someone I cared about was in trouble and I had to find her.
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      The Flash Step wasn’t just something that could only be used when standing on the ground. When someone had enough Spiritual Power and skill, they could activate it in midair, which was what I did as I traveled toward where I sensed Lin’s Spiritual Power.

      Nevaria passed beneath me in a blur as I moved through the air, never staying in one spot for any longer than a split second. I narrowed my eyes and kept Spiritual Perception active. The red and yellow Spiritual Powers were bearing down on Lin’s dark purple. Furthermore, they had begun using Spiritual Techniques.

      I landed on a building just as I reached where the Spiritual Powers were located. There, I found Lin being pursued by five members of the Nevarian Spiritualists. The four with red fire-natured Spiritual Power were just regular Nevarian Spiritualists, evident by their leather armor, but the one leading them was a captain. To signify his position, he had steel armor that had been polished to a shine. It looked brand new. I wondered if that meant he was a newly promoted captain or if he’d just never used this armor in battle before.

      I shook my head. Such inane thoughts didn’t matter right now. I had a Lamia to rescue.
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        * * *

      

      Lin was really regretting her decision to leave the house. If she was being honest with herself, she had not believed Darling when he said traveling outside would be dangerous, but now that she was being chased by a group of Spiritualists, had alarms blaring at her from all directions, and was forced to deal with numerous Spiritual Techniques being hurled at her… well, she wasn’t left with much choice but to believe.

      She should have stayed home.

      “Hurry up! Launch your attacks! Kill that Demon Beast before it can hurt our citizens!” the lead Spiritualist shouted.

      “This princess is not a Demon Beast!” Lin shouted back, even as she slithered away as fast as her tail could carry her.

      “T-the Demon Beast talks!”

      “It must be incredibly dangerous! I’ve never heard of a talking Demon Beast before!”

      “Kill it!!”

      Before Lin could yell at them for their misunderstanding, the lead Spiritualist swung his staff around his body as he spun on his feet like a dancer. The staff came down. He slammed it into the ground, causing lightning to burst from the ground in a wave of powerful arcs that rushed toward her faster than she could move.

      Lin was left with no choice.

      Clicking her tongue, Lin channeled Spiritual Power through her tail. She could feel her scales harden as the earth element flowed through her Spiritual Pathways. As the lightning attack came close, she smacked the ground, creating massive cracks that spread across the dirt and disrupted the technique.

      Sadly, the cracks spread further than she had intended, which caused several buildings to shake as they also received some minor damage. A cacophony of screams came from inside of the affected buildings. Lin flinched when she realized she may have just made things worse on herself.

      “The Demon Beast is attacking our citizens’ homes!”

      “Slay it before it can harm anyone else!”

      Lin could have cried, but she didn’t have time for that. She turned a corner just as a massive fireball flew past her. It struck the ground and detonated, sending a wave of heat in her direction. She ignored it and kept going.

      The Spiritualists turned the same corner as her and continued running. Their Spiritual Auras were active. Bright red flames flickered around four of them, but the one charging ahead of the others had yellow arcs of lightning dancing across his body.

      “Hurry up! Kill it!”

      As the orders were given, the four subordinates of the yellow one shuffled across the ground in a strange dance and launched the same technique. Four fireballs emerged from their hands. They agglomerated together, creating one huge fireball that was easily six times the size of the original four. The heat from this flaming projectile caused Lin to look behind her. The fireball was coming closer with every passing second. There was no way she could dodge and it was too powerful for her to block.

      Lin was ready to lament her fate when a shadow fell from the sky. She barely had time to contemplate what was happening before this figure slammed a fist into the fireball, punching a hole straight through it. The fireball was unable to maintain its shape after that and dispersed, detonating into many particles that evaporated on the wind.

      Having realized that she was saved, Lin stopped slithering and turned to look at the broad back and shoulders of her savior. He had familiar green hair that descended to the middle of his back, sloppily tied with a leather band. His clothing was different from before. She didn’t recognize his black pants and white shirt, but there was no way Lin could mistake this person.

      “Darling!” she cried out.

      “Are you okay, Lin?” Darling asked as he turned his head.

      Lin felt an unusual heat pool around her crotch as he looked at her with those concerned eyes. She opened her mouth, but found that her throat wasn’t working. Since she couldn’t talk, all she could do was nod.

      “I’m glad.” He smiled, causing her cheeks to emit a pleasant heat. She felt warm despite being cold blooded. “Hold on for just a moment, okay?”

      Darling didn’t give her a chance to respond as he turned toward the five Spiritualists, who had skidded to a halt and were staring at him in shock. One of them, the leader, recovered more quickly than the others and stepped forward.

      “You! What did you do that for?! Do you want that Demon Beast to escape and wreak havoc on Nevaria?!”

      An intense Spiritual Pressure erupted from Darling the moment those words left the Spiritualist’s mouth. It felt like the area around him had suddenly become heavier. Denser. Like she was underwater and drowning. The air felt constricting and thick. A strange pressure pushed against Lin’s shoulders as a pillar of powerful blue energy erupted from Darling and towered over the entire city.

      The fact that she could feel it at all told Lin how powerful this pressure was. She wasn’t even the recipient of it. The Spiritualists who had attacked her were in far worse shape. The leader in steel armor had fallen to his knees and was struggling to remain upright, while the other four were lying flat on their stomachs, looking for all the world like something had squashed them into the ground.

      “You people are idiots,” Darling said at last, and his voice rang clearly enough that Lin was sure the citizens looking out from their windows could hear him as well. “This girl is not a Demon Beast, and the fact that you could mistake her as such just because the lower half of her body resembles a snake is pathetic.”

      “You… who are you?” asked the lead Spiritualist.

      “Eryk Veiger,” Darling answered.

      “Eryk… Veiger…?” The lead Spiritualist’s eyes went wide. “Wait. Aren’t you… the one who just took f-first place… in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament…?”

      “That’s right,” Darling said. “Since you know who I am, that will make things easier for me. Stop attacking Lin. She isn’t a Demon Beast and she’s not dangerous. She’s my guest, and any attacks on her will be perceived as an attack on me. Is that understood?” None of the Spiritualists spoke up, causing an even more intense Spiritual Pressure to burst from Darling and make their bones rattle. “Is. That. Under. Stood?”

      “Y-yes…” their leader said through gnashed, jittering teeth.

      “Good.”

      The Spiritual Aura and intense Spiritual Pressure suddenly disappeared. The five Nevarian Spiritualists slumped against the ground, bodies covered in sweat and shaking. Relief was clear as day on their faces.

      Darling walked up to Lin and reached out with his hand.

      “Come on,” he said. “We’re leaving.”

      “Are we going back home?” Lin asked as she placed her hand in his, allowing him to pull her along. Darling’s hand was surprisingly delicate, but it was also very warm and reassuring as Lin tightly gripped it.

      Darling shook his head. “Given what just happened, I believe we should head to the Imperial Royal Palace and talk to Empress Hilda. The sooner we make it known that you aren’t a Demon Beast, the better off we’ll be.”

      Lin nodded, but she didn’t say anything as they moved through the streets. She slithered slightly behind him as he led her by the hand. Alarms were still blaring all over town, but he seemed unconcerned by the noise. She wasn’t that bothered either since he wasn’t. However, there was one problem that she was dealing with.

      Her heart. It was slamming against her chest.

      “Darling… this princess, she is sorry… for leaving the house when you told her not to,” she muttered in a regretful tone.

      “Don’t worry about it. You left the house because you were worried about me when I didn’t return home, right?” His words stunned her, but when Darling turned his head and looked her way, all Lin could do was nod. Her cheeks became warm when he smiled. “I assumed as much. This incident was as much my fault as yours, so you have nothing to apologize for.”

      “This princess understands,” Lin said softly. “Thank you, Darling.”

      “Don’t mention it.”
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        * * *

      

      I took Lin all the way to the Imperial Royal Palace, which took almost two hours to reach. Part of the reason was because of just how far the Imperial Royal Palace was from my home. However, the biggest reason was definitely because of how many times we were stopped by Nevarian Spiritualists who thought Lin was a Demon Beast. I couldn’t rightly blame them for thinking this way, but honestly, anyone who actually looked at her should have realized that she wasn’t a Demon Beast.

      How many Demon Beasts had the upper body of a beautiful girl? None.

      I had traveled across the entirety of Miðgarðr and even visited another realm entirely, and yet I had never once seen a Demon Beast with a human appearance. Humanoid, yes. But human? No. Definitely not.

      When we at last reached the top of the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat, we came upon the gate that kept random people from entering. Several people were already waiting there. Dante, Rainer, Valence, Empress Hilda, and Kari were all present when I arrived, and seeing how I had an entourage waiting for me, I decided it would be rude to keep them waiting.

      It was almost amusing how, immediately after verifying who I was, their eyes strayed to Lin. I really couldn’t blame them. Lin was a Lamia, a race that had never been seen in Nevaria before (or at least for a couple thousand years), which of course meant her snake lower half was quite exotic. The fact that she wasn’t wearing any clothes and her modest breasts were bouncing free for everyone to see probably didn’t help.

      “I’m sorry for causing all of you to worry,” I said as Lin and I reached the gate.

      “It is… no concern.” Empress Hilda’s eyes had yet to leave Lin, who for once actually looked uncomfortable as she hid behind me. “This is… a Lamia, if I am not mistaken.”

      “You’ve seen them before?” I asked.

      Empress Hilda shook her head. “Not in person, no. However, there are several books in my library documenting the existent of Lamia. They don’t go into extensive detail, but the books describe Lamia as being extraordinarily beautiful men and women who have the lower body of a snake.”

      “That sounds about right.” I nodded. “In any case, would you mind if we all traveled back inside? I’d like to discuss this matter somewhere more comfortable. Also, Lin hasn’t had dinner yet.”

      As if my words were prophetic, Lin’s stomach chose that moment to rumble. Everyone stared at the snake girl as her face became beet red. Huh. She never got embarrassed when that happened around me. As Dante and Rainer chuckled, Valence coughed into his hand as though trying to hide his amusement, and Kari and Empress Hilda merely smiled.

      “Why don’t we head back to the dining hall then?” Empress Hilda suggested. “We can have a dessert wine while our chefs prepare some food for your friend.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said.

      “Y-yes! Um, thank you very much!” Lin replied, mimicking my actions. “This princess is very grateful.”

      As the seven of us walked toward the house, Kari wandered up to my side, the one opposite Lin, and looked between the two of us.

      “You mentioned your name was Lin, right?” Kari said with a smile. “Do you mind if I ask how you know Eryk?”

      “Darling saved this princess’s life,” Lin replied.

      “Darling?” Kari glanced at me, frowned, and then looked back at Lin. “Why do you call him ‘Darling’?”

      Warning bells went off in my head, prompting me to open my mouth. Nothing good could come from letting Lin answer Kari’s questions. I had to beat her to the punch and say something first.

      But I was too late.

      “Darling is this princess’s husband,” Lin declared proudly, puffing out her chest.

      “Her husband, huh?” Kari glanced at me. The look on her face was… odd. I couldn’t quite describe it. Amusement mixed with anger? Exasperation perhaps? I didn’t know, but I was sweating buckets now.

      “That is correct.” Lin nodded with an imperious demeanor. Her mannerisms reminded me of a very spoiled princess. “After Darling rescued this princess from a couple of boars, she decided to make Darling her husband. This princess even gave him the Ring of Marji.”

      “Ring of… Marji?”

      “This.”

      At Kari’s uncertain look, I raised my hand and showed off the tattoo around my ring finger. It looked like a ring of thorns wrapped around my finger. Next to it were two puncture marks that hadn’t healed even now.

      “So this is the Ring of Marji? I remember seeing that before.” Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you said it was nothing.”

      I sighed at her accusing tone. “At the time, I thought it was nothing. I didn’t even know what it was until quite a few days later. I’ll explain everything soon, so please be patient with me.”

      Kari looked at me with a frown, but she didn’t say anything else, causing me to sigh in relief.

      We adjourned back in the dining hall, though not before Lin was given a large and comfortable robe to wear that hid her breasts and vagina, and Empress Hilda ordered one of the chefs to prepare a meal—one with plenty of meat after I mentioned that Lamia were primarily carnivores. As the seven of us sat around the table, a maid brought out a bottle of wine and seven glasses. While she did pale upon seeing Lin’s snake tail thumping against the floor, she did an admirable job of masking her fear as she poured our wine.

      “Now then,” Empress Hilda began as she sat at the head of the table, “I would appreciate it if you explained what a Lamia is doing in Nevaria and how you know her.”

      “Right,” I said with a sigh. “You’d better brace yourselves because this is going to be a long story.”

      Now that I finally had an opportunity to explain Lin’s case, I didn’t hesitate to inform the empress, her husbands, and Kari about how Lin and I met. I told them about how, when I found her, she was just a snake being attacked by a group of wild boars, how she bit me and gave me the Ring of Marji, and how she followed me home. I made sure not to leave anything out. I even told them about how I woke up one morning to find her sleeping in my bed in her Lamia form. That said, I neglected to mention how she’d been completely naked. They didn’t need to know that.

      By the time I was done, our wine was finished and Lin had scarfed down six plates worth of lamb.

      “That is quite a story.” Dante stared at his empty wine glass as though expecting it to automatically refill itself. “If it wasn’t for the evidence sitting right in front of me, I’m not sure I would have believed any of it.”

      “Who could have imagined there would be another race of creatures aside from humans and Demon Beasts,” Rainer mused as he stroked his jaw. “And to think they live in the desert that borders Nevaria. Several brave men and women have journeyed into the desert, but none have ever returned. It was later declared too dangerous to travel and so no one has ever been allowed to enter.”

      While the others were musing on Lin’s origins, Kari looked like she had a bazillion questions for the girl. The way her eyes sparkled as she stared at my companion was quite telling. I imagined Lin would be getting interrogated about her home soon enough.

      “This is definitely intriguing information.” Empress Hilda had not drunk all of her wine. She swirled the little bit left in her glass as she studied Lin, who looked so content as she patted her stomach that it was hard to take her seriously. “However, I don’t think this information is something we can do anything with right now, so let us shelve it. The important issue is figuring out what to do with you.”

      At the mention of “what to do with Lin” arose, the snake girl quickly leaned over and plastered herself to me.

      “Lin is staying with Darling,” she declared as if that was the end of the discussion.

      Empress Hilda, Dante, Rainer, and Valence all shared a look. All of them except for Valence, who remained stern, looked amused by her quick response.

      “That isn’t what we were talking about,” Empress Hilda assured her. “Your presence will be something of a shock to the people of Nevaria, so we need to figure out how to introduce you to them so our Spiritualists don’t chase you like they did tonight.”

      “Oh…” Lin seemed relieved. “Can’t you just have this princess walk around in broad daylight with Darling? He’s the champion of that tournament thingy, right? This princess is sure people will realize she is not dangerous if they see us together.”

      “A fair point. I guess that’s about all we can do for the moment anyway.” Empress Hilda nodded after musing on that idea for a while. “We’ll begin coming up with something more concrete tomorrow. For now, I think you two should spend the night here. It would be safer for you both.”

      I couldn’t disagree with her on this point, and so the two of us agreed and were shown to our rooms, though we didn’t head inside right away. Kari wanted to speak with Lin, so we headed into her bedroom and talked. Well, I say we talked, but I really mean Lin and Kari talked. Kari asked Lin all kinds of questions about her home, about her people, and about anything else she could think of. The girl was practically starry-eyed as she spoke with the Lamia.

      Of course, Lin had no trouble whatsoever when it came to talking about herself, though she didn’t have much information to give. It seemed she’d been forced to abandon her home when she was fairly young and only remembered bits and pieces. Her knowledge wasn’t clear enough to give Kari a full picture, but it was more than enough to satisfy her adventurer’s curiosity.

      I was happy to see Kari and Lin get along like this. Of course, there was a bit of an issue when Kari mentioned how Lin needed to wear clothes. That resulted in an argument over common decency, a concept that Lin didn’t seem to understand. However, for the most part, the two of them seemed to find a lot of common ground despite having only met.

      The excitement of the night must have been too much for Lin because she eventually fell asleep on Kari’s bed. She was sprawled across the sheets in what must have been the most lackadaisical posture ever. Kari and I listened to her soft snoring as we stood by the window.

      “It seems you are carrying even more secrets than I realized,” Kari said as she rested her hand on the windowsill.

      “I’m sorry for not telling you about Lin.” I toyed with one of my bangs. “I always intended to say something eventually, but since she’s a Lamia… I kinda figured I should wait until after I won the tournament.”

      Kari nodded. “The fame from the tournament would grant you the clout you needed to protect Lin and let her leave your house.” She smiled and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I am beginning to understand how you think. You’re a very kind person.” She glanced over at Lin who was dozing off on the bed. “You always put others first, even people you’ve just met. That must be what attracted her to you.”

      “If you have the power to help someone, then you should put that power to good use.” I also looked at Lin and felt my chest grow a bit lighter. “Someone I know once told me that.”

      “This person sounds very wise,” Kari said.

      “Aye. Very wise.” I smiled at the irony, wondering how Kari would feel if she knew those were her future self’s words to me. “Anyway, I still don’t know what I should do about Lin or this Ring of Marji yet. I’ve been wracking my brain, but I’m honestly at a loss.”

      “Do you need to do anything?” asked Kari.

      I frowned at her. “Isn’t that obvious? That girl has it in her head that I’m her husband. I can’t just keep stringing her along like this.”

      “Who said anything about stringing her along?” Kari returned my frown with one of her own.

      “Huh?”

      “Huh?”

      The two of us stared at each other, and I had this really bad feeling that we were not on the same page. Kari seemed to realize that as well. She raised a hand to her mouth and giggled.

      “I do not think you understand what I’m trying to tell you.” Kari glanced back at Lin and a warm smile suddenly lit up her face. With the moonlight spilling in through the window, her appearance seemed even more radiant than usual. “That girl… she really loves you. She’s even gone so far as to give you that Ring of Marji, which seems to link you two at a spiritual level. I don’t think it would be a bad idea to return her affection.”

      Breathing in through my nose, I stared at Kari. “Are you suggesting I court her as well?”

      “Well…” Kari smiled at my expression, which must have looked quite incredulous. “I have already told you to court both myself and Fay. Would it really be so bad if we added another girl to the mix?”

      “I… if that is what you think is best, then I don’t mind.” I glanced at the happily sleeping Lin, then back at Kari. “Are you sure about this?”

      Kari wore a wry smile as she stared at me. “If we decide not to do as I suggested, you would begin to feel incredibly guilty about choosing me over them. You might not say it, might even deny it, but I can tell you are very fond of Lin and Fay. I don’t want you to go through this kind of hardship when I have a perfect solution that will make everyone happy. Furthermore, I don’t want Fay to suffer any more than she already has. Also, you are all that girl has.” She gestured to Lin. “She’s all alone and has no one else to rely on but you. That means you need to take responsibility for her.”

      “You’re right. I know you are. It’s just…” I scratched my head and sighed. “I feel like I’m betraying my feelings for you by accepting them.”

      Kari’s eyes grew soft even as her cheeks turned red. She raised her hand, hesitated, and then gently placed it on my chest. I could feel the warmth of her skin through my clothes. It sent a jolt like lightning through my body.

      “You do not know how happy it makes me to hear you say that,” she muttered, looking up at me with eyes that were somewhat wet with emotion. “It really does make me so… so incredibly happy. But it is because you feel this way that I want you to accept them. I know that you would never betray your feelings for me. Having spent so much time talking to you, having watched you fight in that tournament for my sake, I understand your feelings better than anyone. I also know that for as much as you try to deny Fay’s feelings for you, your feelings for her aren’t so black and white as you’d like to believe. I think you know that.” Kari nodded at Lin. “It’s the same for her, isn’t it?”

      While I was used to the future Kari being able to see right through me, it was somewhat stunning that the current Kari already knew me so well. We had only known each other for three months. One hundred and eighty-nine days was not a very long time. However, she was already able to see through me like we’d known each other for years.

      “You really are incredible,” I muttered, placing my hands over hers.

      Kari took a step closer, long locks of blonde swaying as she shook her head. “I am not the one who is incredible. In just three short months, you’ve turned my life around. I never could have imagined that the quiet young man I met in the library three months ago would change my life so thoroughly. Thanks to you, Mother is going to let me explore the world outside of Nevaria, I’ll hopefully be able to rekindle my friendship with Fay, and I met a Lamia, something thought to only exist in legends. You have given me so much. To be honest, I feel a little guilty because I haven’t been able to do a single thing for you.”

      “Just being with you is enough.” I wrapped my fingers around her hand as a warmth filled my heart. “If I can remain by your side and see your smile every day, that’s all I need to be happy.”

      I was wondering if maybe that was laying it on a little thick. Kari’s face had lit up like someone smashed a Spiritual Fire Technique into it. However, the wide smile on her face wiped away my worries.

      “You might be satisfied with that, but I want to do more for you. So much more.” She took another step forward and stood up on her toes. Her hands slid from my grip and went to my shoulders. “There are a lot of things I’m not ready to do yet, but there are some things I wouldn’t mind us doing right now.”

      Kari’s blue eyes were so close I could see my reflection in them. My heart was thumping against my chest like a Kangaboxer—a C-Rank Demon Beast with powerful legs. Her eyes slowly fluttered closed as she tilted her head up.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I placed my hands on her hips and leaned down. Our lips finally met, and I felt like I was going to cry. These were the same lips I remembered, the same lips I had shared my first kiss with. Kari’s mouth was warm and soft. As we continued to kiss, I couldn’t stop myself from leaning in just a bit and nibbling on her lower lip.
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      “A-ahn!”

      A startled gasp made me jerk back. I stared at the blushing Kari in concern.

      “Was that too much?”

      “N-no,” she mumbled, embarrassed. “It wasn’t too much. I was just surprised.” Her cheeks gained even more color. “It… actually felt kind of good.”

      “Then would it be okay if we kept kissing?” I asked.

      “J-just for now. Um, you know it’s late, so we have to go to bed eventually…”

      Just for now was enough for me. I snaked my arms around her waist and pulled her closer, pressing my lips against hers. Kari seemed shocked for a moment. Her body became stiff, but then the tension in her shoulders and spine relaxed as she leaned into me and kissed back.

      That night, the twin moons, the stars, and the still dozing Lamia girl were the only witnesses to our passionate embrace.

      

      
        
        To be Continued…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who read WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior volume 4.  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. Books live and die by their reviews. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach more readers.

      Amazon is sadly not very reliable about letting readers know when an author has a new book out. You can still follow me, but your best bet to learn when I have a new book is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, and when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I try to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Harem Lit and Harem Gamelit groups. If you are a fan of harem stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.
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      Hello and welcome to the afterword. I hope you all enjoyed WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior volume 4. If you did like it, please consider writing a review. Reviews are imperative for an author’s growth. Books live and die by the reviews they have, so if you’d like to help this book and series continue living a wholesome (ha!) life, please consider helping me out.

      I’ve got a lot I want to talk about now that this volume is finished, so please bear with me as I pontificate for a bit.

      Volume 4 marks the end of Act I for my series. I think I mentioned this before, but I wrote WIEDERGEBURT using a more web novel format, so you unfortunately can’t skip volumes and still know exactly what is happening. The story is just one long continuation of linear events. I ended up breaking my Act into four volumes because of that, and each volume focused on something specific.

      Volume 1: Eryk travels back in time, decides to redo his past, and comes across a girl (Fay) who has a unique problem that only he can solve.

      Volume 2: Eryk needs money to buy training supplies. He works out a deal with the Alchemist Association and Stelys Valstine.

      Volume 3: Eryk has challenged Grant in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but Grant has no intention of letting Eryk even enter and uses assassins and his friend to try and defeat him.

      Volume 4: The Spiritualist Grand Tournament takes place. Eryk wins.

      Each volume dealt with one specific problem that was connected to the underlying story of Act I. You can probably think of each volume as parts of a play.

      One thing I’m sure everyone noticed about volume 4 was the lack of flashbacks. I only had two this time. I’ve mentioned it before, but it bears mentioning again: the importance of the flashbacks is not just that they are memories of Eryk’s past (which will play a greater role as the series continues), but that they are dreams that Eryk experiences when he is sleeping. The dream aspect is probably the most important part about them.

      Now that I’ve talked a bit about some of the themes in my story, allow me to talk about what I really wanted to discuss in this afterword.

      The harem.

      With the end of volume 4, the harem is officially a go. Kari has given Eryk the idea, and now he’s got no choice but to take that idea and run with it.

      There are many reasons the idea of having a polyamorous relationship needed to come from Kari and couldn’t come from Eryk himself.

      The first reason is that Eryk Veiger is a commoner. Polygamy is a privilege of the nobility. It is seen by nobles as a sign of status and wealth. Having multiple spouses is basically a way for nobles to proclaim: “Look at me! Look at how desirable I am! Look at how capable I am of pleasing my men/women! Aren’t I awesome?!” It’s bragging rights. Pure and simple. Being able to have multiple spouses shows not only that you are desirable, but that you are attractive, have the sexual prowess to satisfy multiple partners, and have the money to care for them all. This is very much a nobles way of thinking. Commoners like Eryk simply don’t think like that because they are struggling just to survive.

      Another reason Eryk couldn’t come up with the idea on his own was also because of Grant Leucht. I think we can all agree that Grant is a disgusting little shit-stain. As both a person and a villain, he’s pretty pathetic. He’s very much the standard wuxia villain whose sole purpose is to let everyone see how much better Eryk is than him. His role is to elevate Eryk in the eyes of others and mask the more sinister forces at work behind the scenes. Because Grant was trying to force Kari and Fay into marrying him, Eryk was immediately turned off to the idea of polygamy. He didn’t want to be like Grant. Even if the idea of polygamy occurred to him, he would dismiss it out of hand.

      Of course, the biggest reason Eryk couldn’t decide to become the harem king on his own is because he just never thought about it. Part of that is his commoner background, but another reason is because he’s a straight shooter. At the time when Stelys Valstine suggested that Eryk marry Fay, he was only in love with Kari, and Eryk is not the type of man who would marry someone he doesn’t love. While his feelings for Fay do change over the course of these four volumes, his heart still belongs to Kari.

      Part of the reason I show off Eryk’s past is so you can see how much Kari means to him. When Nevaria was destroyed, Kari and Eryk became dependent upon each other for survival, not just physically, but emotionally as well. Neither one could live without the other. And they spent decades together. Those aren’t the kind of feelings that can be changed with the snap of someone’s fingers. Compared to the 30+ years Eryk spent in a 100% monogymous relationship with Kari, the 2-3 months he spent with Fay is like the blink of an eye. It would have been out of character if Eryk accepted Fay’s affection so easily.

      In short, Eryk could never come up with the idea to marry multiple women.

      But Kari can.

      Unlike Eryk, Kari is a member of the nobility. She is of the highest order of noble. Her mother is the freaking empress. What’s more, Hilda Astralia has three husbands. Kari has spent every day of her life seeing the greatest example of a working polyamorous relationship. She knows a polyamorous relationship can work because she has that example. Not only does she know that polyamorous relationships can work, but Kari has the motivation to suggest it in the present timeline that she didn’t have in the past.

      Kari wants her best friend back.

      It’s a simple motivation, but I think it works because Kari has spent the last several years of her life friendless after she and Fay had a falling out. You never know how much something means to you until it’s gone. Kari understands this better than anyone. She has wanted her best friend back for far longer than she’s been in love with Eryk (in the present timeline). Having Fay studiously ignore all of her attempts at reigniting their friendship again and again has caused Kari to become desperate, so when she discovered that Fay was in love with Eryk, she created a plan. If Eryk courts both her and Fay, then Fay will have no choice but to be friends with her again.

      A simple but effective strategy.

      One of the reasons I write harem novels is because I really enjoy coming up with these kind of relationship dynamic and scenarios. I like trying to think of ways in which a polyamorous relationship could work without seeming contrived. The relationship dynamics in a harem series is also something you cannot find in any other genre of fiction. Saying all that, I really hope the way all this happened felt natural instead of forced.

      I’ve got some last minute thank yous to say before I stop writing, so please bear with me. We are almost done.

      First, I would like to thank Mykel for her continued awesome artwork. She is doing a wonderful job with the covers and interior art. I cannot express enough how much I love her work.

      I would also like to thank Crystal Holdefer for being my copy editor on this series. My books undergo between 3-5 rewrites/self-edits before I hand it off to her, but I always make mistakes and some of my sentences are structured oddly. She helps smooth my rough edges a lot, and I greatly appreciate it.

      Finally, I want to thank everyone who read this book, reviewed this book, and shared it with their friends. You’re all incredible people. If I could thank each one of you in person, I would completely do that. I’m actually wondering how much it will cost me to attend cons so I can talk with some of you. Maybe some day, this dream of mine will become a reality. Until that day comes, please accept this heartfelt thanks from me to you. Thank you very much for your support. It means the world to me.

      I plan to begin solidifying the harem in the next volume. I hope everyone will stick around to see that happen!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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      Read Volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12 on Amazon!
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      Read WIEDERGEBURT : Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior Volume 1, Volume 2 , Volume 3, and Volume 4 on Amazon!
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      Read Man Made Good 001 on Amazon.
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      Read Volume 1 on Amazon!
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      Read Volume 1 on Amazon now!
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      Read volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 on Amazon!
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      Read volumes 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 on Amazon!
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      Read volumes 1 and 2 on Amazon!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Read Volume 1 and 2 on Amazon!
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      Read volumes 1, 2, 3, and 4 on Amazon!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow me on Social Media for news on my writing, book releases, artwork, and sarcasm!

      

      

      
        
        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Patreon

        My Website

        My newsletter
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