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        I'm Gonna Be a Wizard When I Grow up Again!

    
    
    
    
                A man on his death bed regrets only one thing in his life: not being able to become a wizard. Fortunately he is reincarnated into a world where magic does exist. Will he be able to accomplish his dream? Or maybe fate (the author) has other plans for him…

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                A man sat in a hospital bed. His name… did not matter. After all, he was about to die. Though he was about to die, he had no major regrets. He chuckled to himself and thought, “Well, maybe that I didn’t become a wizard.” Not that that was a possibility. After all, there was no magic. Just like there was nothing that could save him from death that night. In the end, age will get to everyone. Finally came the time for him to go, and he breathed his last breath, with no strong regrets.


Well, he was not entirely without regrets. He was not good with people, and had never married. His relatives had already passed on. He wished he had some people here with him in his final moments. However, since he was not very good with people, there was nobody. It didn’t hurt that he spent a lot of time dwelling on the impossible.


Although his life wasn’t up to his ideal, he still didn’t have any major regrets. He would have liked a more engaging and fulfilling career than office worker. Like being a wizard. He’d really wanted to be a wizard. Well, sadly, that was impossible. Finally, he really did take his last breath, with no regrets that could have been fulfilled. If only wizards were real.

-----

The man found death to be more eventful than he had anticipated. Instead of nothingness or a lack of experience altogether, he was in a noisy, cramped room. That was as much as he could tell. He felt an odd sensation, as if he were floating in something. He was beginning to think with all the sounds and feelings that maybe he wasn’t as dead as he’d assumed he was. Maybe he had just fallen unconscious. The doctors sounded like they were working unnecessarily hard to save him. He wasn’t really sure why it was dark. Was he blind?


For the next hour or so, he was very confused. He tried to move, but his body didn’t seem to respond. It was still dark, but he could hear muted voices all around him. Then, there was a strong pressure on his body, and he felt himself moving.


He came into the light. Although he tried to speak to the doctors, no words came out. He squinted his eyes against the sudden and unexpected light. Then, he was startled as he noticed that the people around him who he had assumed to be doctors appeared more like giants. That was his initial thought, but as he thought about it more carefully, he realized it was him who was small. That didn’t make much more sense, but he accepted it. The giants, well, people, didn’t look like doctors though. Their clothing was strange, for one. He also didn’t understand their speech. Even though he thought he was pretty good at such things, he couldn’t even guess what the language was. 


He was picked up and held in someone’s arms. He couldn’t see well, but was comforted by it for some reason. He wondered if it was okay to take comfort in the touch of a stranger, but soon stopped worrying about it. He went to sleep.


Of course, an outside observer could have seen a very different story from what the man experienced. There was, in fact, a doctor among the perfectly normal sized people in this room, although his garb did not reveal that. The words that he did not understand were used quite often in similar situations.


“Almost there, just a bit more!”

 “Push!”

 “Breathe!”


It was quite obvious, from a different perspective, with different knowledge, that there was a woman giving birth. Family and the doctor crowded around during the process. Then, the baby was born, and held in his mother’s arm. Although they had never seen each other before, one’s own mother can certainly not be considered a stranger. Indeed, it was the most natural things possible to take comfort in her arms.

-----

Upon gaining further understanding of his situation, the man’s logical side wanted to believe he was hallucinating. Indeed, having followed his life so far, there would have been no reason to believe what he was experiencing. However, in this case, what dominated was not the rational side, but the emotional side. The part of him that liked things that he would term “awesome”. Things such as reincarnation. The man accepted that he was a baby, and that he was no longer on the Earth he knew.


A normal person may not have accepted similar circumstances so easily. However, he had imagined such things in his world, even though he had not believe in the reality of it. In his current circumstances it would not be entirely sane to disbelieve it as reality, since he had evidence all around him. He also acknowledged that things that were true did not require him to believe in them, they were just true regardless of belief. Many people would not change their beliefs even if confronted with evidence to the contrary, but he liked to think he was better than that.


The man, well, the child now, was excited for the possibilities. Although, there wasn’t anything particularly thrilling about being a baby. There wasn’t much to do, even less than when he had been retired. However, he was excited for the potential that this world held. Basing his hopes on fiction books may have been illogical, but he firmly believed the chances of him entering a world that had magic was very high. If the world had magic, then it had wizards, or something like them. Therefore, he could become a wizard! That was the main thing that excited him.


Reining back his enthusiasm somewhat, he also was appreciative of the chance to live another life, even if this wasn’t a magical world. He’d be disappointed if there were no magic, but that was no reason for him to be disappointed in living a new life. Well, there was still the chance that he was hallucinating. After all, he could be having a stroke, and currently dying. However, he doubted that hallucinations would be so vivid and enduring. He really hoped this was real.

            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                As William experienced the next year, he thought a lot about dreams. He knew that while dreaming a dream, it would be easy to believe that years of events had happened. However, he also knew that thinking about dreaming in a dream often let you realize the situation. More so, he’d had dreams in this new world, though that didn’t entirely discount the situation, since dreams about dreams were also possible. That said, he was entirely convinced by the clarity of his experiences. Even if he were dreaming, it wouldn’t hurt to act like it were real, and it would be disastrous to do otherwise if he were not.

Thus, William Stevenson, as he thought of himself, although names were somewhat different in this world, walked around his house and explored. His actions were obviously very consternating to his parents, but that didn’t stop his curiosity. Everything was slightly different, although it was quite recognizably a house. As far as he could tell, his parents were merchants. He was somewhat disappointed they weren’t wizards, and that he hadn’t seen any evidence of magic so far. He tried not to get his hopes up about becoming a wizard, but he couldn’t stop thinking about it. He really wanted to be a wizard.

His parents were very concerned about his actions, since he didn’t act at all like a normal baby. Although his only way to get his needs met before he could speak had been wails, now he could communicate simple things. He was far too patient for a child of his age, and far too inquisitive. He’d wanted to act like a normal child, but he realized he didn’t really know how that was supposed to work. He’d like to explain that he was exploring and learning, but he didn’t really know how to say that. To humor his parents, he sometimes played with the ball they got him. In addition to humoring his parents, he did it because he got bored. The final reason, which he didn’t like to admit to himself, was that it was pretty fun. He’d gotten a lot easier to entertain after having many months where he couldn’t do anything at all.

William tripped and fell often. Privately, he would have liked to pretend it was because he was a baby, but in honesty to himself, he knew that he was pretty clumsy before. Actually, he felt like he got hurt less running around after a ball as a toddler than he’d hurt himself just walking around his office at work.

----- 

William grew to two years old. Well, he wasn’t exactly sure if he was two years old as he would have previously thought. He counted the days, but he wasn’t sure if they were exactly the same length as the days he was used to, and the years were off by a few days. Specifically, 360 days to the year. The other units of time seemed the same, or very close, which was good news.

His parents considered him a genius. William wanted to believe that, but he wasn’t good at lying to himself. He came with a lifetime of memories, after all, and the cognitive development that came with that, somehow. He did think that his brain was currently good for absorbing new information such as language, as well. He was doing much better picking up the language of this world than he’d done in school learning Spanish. He did have to admit that he had nothing else to spend time on, and that helped too.

At two years old, his pronunciation was not yet perfect, but some of that was his undeveloped vocal muscles, he thought. He was glad he could think as he used to, since his brain was that of a child again. Obviously, there was something special going on here. Well, reincarnation, for one thing.

Though his parents considered him a little genius, he struggled with some things he thought should have been easy. Colors and numbers were tough. He didn’t have any trouble learning the numbers until after ten. Actually, the real problem came after eleven, though at first he didn’t realize it. Eventually, he discovered what the problem was. He’d been assigning names of numbers to those he knew, on a one to one basis. That would have been fine, but the mathematical system was in base 12. It took him a long time to get used to the change. There was the convenient benefit of all the time units suddenly making some amount of sense. 60 seconds and minutes were multiples of twelve, and 24 hours and 360 days were also multiples of twelve. There were also 12 months of 30 days. 30 was… 2 ½ twelves, which was still pretty good.

The colors, he thought, shouldn’t have been a problem. After all, colors were the same everywhere. Indeed, there were no new colors in this reality. However, they had different distinctions for colors, and different names for them. The one now known as William remembered a study he had read in his previous world. The study had determined that cultures that don’t have names differentiating certain colors had a harder time picking out similar, unnamed colors out from a group of colors that were exactly the same, except for one. However, this similar color was not seen as different, since there was no name for it. So, he had to learn the new distinctions, and the words for them. Even realizing that, he wasn’t great at it. He’d likely never be an interior designer.

The thing that he was happiest about, though, was his progress in language. He was now able to carry on simple conversations with his parents. The first thing he got them to teach him was, “I don’t know the word for what I’m trying to say.” He needed to use that elaborate sentence frequently. He still retained the ability to create more complex sentences, but he was limited to simpler words than he might have liked to use. Sometimes he had difficulty prompting word he wanted to learn, since he couldn’t even explain the concept yet. He did start getting his parents to teach him to read.

-----

William was sitting on his father’s lap, having a book read to him. He had a huge grin on his face, specifically because the book was about wizards. He loved books about wizards. At first, he hadn’t let such books get his hopes up, after all there were plenty of stories about wizards on Earth. Many children’s stories are filled with fantastical, unreal things. However, he learned early how to ask if something was real or not real. He hadn’t been sure at first if his parents were trying to keep up some childhood illusion by insisting wizards were real, but he knew they were consistent about everything, once they knew he was really interested in the truth. Thus, he had concluded that wizards were real. William wanted nothing more than to be a wizard when he grew up, again. 

-----

He’d also learned some about the country he lived in, Ostana. The capital city, Canta, was where he lived. Luckily, this city also had one of the world’s largest wizard academies! In recent years, they had been accepting quite a few new students.

Although it was good they were accepting students, it was unfortunate that their numbers were so low that they had to recruit more than in the past. However, it could not be helped. Every occupation was lacking people but in a state of growth. The reason for this was very simple, but almost unbelievable at first.

In fact, a Demon King had risen bringing a large army, and been defeated not many years before William was born. The war had been very taxing, and many people had died, including many soldiers and wizards. This also included the populations of many towns that had been destroyed. Fortunately, the world was on its path to a strong recovery, but William heard numbers that as many as a third- one third! of some countries populations had died in the war.

On the notes he was keeping in his head about why he might have been reincarnated into this world, William crossed out the line that said, “Defeat a Demon King”.

-----

Soon, it was William’s fourth birthday. Instead of the normal presents a four year old would receive, he got something special. A book! While books were less common in this world than where he came from, they were not so rare that just any book would be special. This, however, was a magic book.

Not that the book itself was magical. Instead, it was a book about magic, and magical theory. Calling it a book might be a bit of an exaggeration, since there were only around twenty pages. Two dozen, if William were to use the terminology common to his new world.

Although he was now familiar with the language here, there are still many words he didn’t know. Thus, his second present, the dictionary, came into effect. The dictionary was the length of a real book, but was probably less expensive than the magic book by a significant margin.

William didn’t expect to get much in the way of presents next year. Although his parents thought of him as a little genius, he doubted they would spend such large amounts of money on him every year. Well, he was mature enough to get by without more presents anyway. After all, for most of his previous life he’d celebrated his birthday alone, or not at all. William was disappointed to think about that fact, so he moved his thoughts back to his new magic book.

He had plenty of time to struggle through the hard words, and eventually read everything contained in the pages of the magic book. As a theory, it was not too far from what existed in games he’d played. Generally, there are funny hand motions and a series of spoken words, and then mana was added to complete the spell. Mana seems to be an energy that floats around everywhere. Wizards were called that because they could harness mana to perform spells. The best wizards were good at making efficient use of that energy, and thus could cast more powerful spells, or just more of them, before the nearby mana is depleted. There was also some mental drain on the caster, obviously.

William had quite a good grasp on the mechanics after he was done reading his present. He wanted to try the simple “light” spell written in the pages, but he had trouble figuring out how to add mana. Generally, someone would just “feel it”, if stories he had read were any indication. Not that he wanted to base his thoughts too much on stories.

Well, he didn’t let that bother him. Wizards generally had to go through an “awakening” to really make use of magic. William wasn’t sure how that happened, but he would keep trying things out to see if they worked. After all, with magic this familiar feeling, surely one of the stories had to be close.

            

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                Having a book on magic didn’t stop William from running around like a fool. It was good to be young again. Interestingly enough, he actually stopped tripping over himself fairly quickly. He seemed to be more coordinated than he had been before. Well, maybe because he’d never really exercised before. It was actually pretty fun.

He did avoid pushing himself too far. He remembered something about too much exercise being a problem on a developing body. So, he only did it when it was fun. His parents might have wished he was somewhat less adventurous, what with his climbing everywhere, but he never hurt himself… much, anyway.

-----

At six years old, William was worried about how to tell his parents about his reincarnation. Sure, in the stories he’d read, people would keep such a thing secret from everyone- for no discernable reason. He understood why making it general knowledge would be bad, but it shouldn’t hurt to trust those closest to you. Like family. Not that he had a great track record with that, but William was taking efforts to be closer to his family in this life. Honestly, he thought he was already closer to his parents here than in his former life. That mostly showed how bad he had been in his former life.

His father and mother were rather successful merchants. His father was Archibald Stevenson. Personally, he thought his father’s name was awesome. It sounded very regal. Archibald was a bit round. Like Santa, except not as old and without a beard. So, really, just kind of fat and happy. His mother was probably attractive, except she was his mother. She was very kind, always smiled, and gave him hugs.

William hadn’t known what he was missing out on when he’d avoided hugs from his previous parents. Now, however, he took every hug he could get. They were just so safe and warm and happy.

William had not even a single complaint to give about his new family, except that he didn’t have any siblings. Well, that could still happen.

-----

Six years old was half of twelve, which was an important step in life. Besides the trivial things, like being one third of adult age, there was something important to William personally. Six years old was old enough to test for magical potential. By six, magical potential can be fairly accurately calculated. Not that any amount of potential is useful without working at it as well. He was very excited. William was hoping to be a super high class wizard, like usually happens in stories. Well, he didn’t want to be too arrogant, acting like a protagonist. There wasn’t anything so far that indicated that he was particularly special, besides reincarnating with his memories. Hopefully, that made him special. Even average magical potential would be great. He tried not to spend too much time thinking about how he was going to get the most awesome staff.

The purpose of a staff, besides showing off how good you were, was to help channel mana. Depending on the wood materials, gems, and other qualities of the staff, it would help with converting mana into different elements, and thus increased the efficiency of spells. For example, rubies helped with turning mana into the fire element, for things like a spark spell, or more awesomely, fireballs.

Well, before anything else, he needed to take the test. He was a bit nervous, with all the people crowding around to watch the testing. Many of the children were older than him, since not everyone went for testing as soon as it was possible. The testing was free, since the wizards academy was more interested in finding people with potential than making profit off of this venture.

The test didn’t look all that complicated. The person being tested stood in a magic circle and touched a crystal ball. Well, the ball might not actually have been made of crystal, but it didn’t matter what it was. Then, the circle lights up, and so does the crystal ball. The color and intensity tells those watching various things. Brighter is better, and color has something to do with elemental affinities. A wizard with an affinity for fire should find fire spells less taxing, for example, similar to having the right kind of staff. William had managed to learn a lot about magic already, but still couldn’t figure out how to use mana. Maybe this orb helped with awakenings.

He was too nervous to pay close attention to every test, but most people seemed pretty average anyway. Two more people in front of him. A boy slightly older stepped up. He touched the crystal, and it gave off just a slight glow. The boy shrugged. Perhaps he didn’t care much about being a wizard anyway. After all, it’s a difficult process. Since the test is free, most enter just for curiosity’s sake.

The girl directly in front of William stepped up. William was next. He started trembling. Then, he couldn’t see. He was scared for a second, but then he realized what had happened.. It was just very bright for a second. The girl had really amazing potential, as everyone watching could tell. Currently, it was brighter inside than outside. William hoped to be that good, but even if he just barely better than this last boy, he was still going to be a wizard, even if he was the worst wizard the world would ever see. He hadn’t really put all of his effort into anything in his former life, but now that there was this chance, he wouldn’t give up.

He stepped forward with anticipation. He was sweating now, and shaking more. He’d never been this nervous about anything, even in a job interview. His hand reached for the orb, slowly. Then his fingertips barely touched it. Nothing happened. He carefully moved his whole palm onto the orb. Hmm. He saw a brief flash, and got excited for a moment, before realizing that it was just the image of the girl’s test still burned into his eyes. His result seemed to be… nothing. There was no glow. William would have liked to pretend that the orb wasn’t working. However, he knew in his heart that it was not true. In a way, His results were just as spectacular as the girl’s, but on the opposite end. Nobody else had magical potential so low. Everyone got at least a tiny glow, but he got nothing. Maybe, the orb was wrong.

If the orb were overloaded and thus failed to work, and he were some kind of super wizard, William would be happy. It wasn’t, though. He walk back to his parents, dejected. Then, he cried significant tears for the first time since he came to this world. This world has magic, and wizards, but he couldn’t be one. What was the point of him reincarnating into a world with magic?

-----

If he could, he would have played down the amount of time he spent moping around. For William’s sake, it will just be known as “a long time”. He still had a higher chance of becoming a wizard here in this world. After all, in this world, wizards were real. He knew the orbs weren’t perfectly accurate. Not that it would be much off. There was still the chance that he had just a sliver of magical potential, but there was no chance he was any better than that. His potential didn’t matter though. Wizards existed in this world, and thus he was definitely going to be a wizard when he grew up, or die a second death in the attempt. William shook his fist towards the world in general, as if daring it to try to stop him.

-----

That said, the world didn’t have to do anything at all to stop William from being a wizard. As it was, he couldn’t become one, probably. After all, they wouldn’t let someone with no magical potential join the wizard’s school. Would they? Well, he knew for sure he couldn’t enter the preliminary school.

Actually, he didn’t know that they wouldn’t let him into the school. Maybe lack of magical potential was an interesting phenomenon or something. He was not going to give up yet, he still had a good eighty years to go. Err… six or seven dozen years, if he wanted to use more “proper” terminology. Well, that’s if he got the same lifespan here. He couldn’t guarantee that, but he was willing to give it a try. After all, he got a second chance to be a wizard, and the possibility wasn’t necessarily 0% in this world. Well, percents weren’t really a thing here, since 100 is meaningless. Maybe it’s per-gross? A nice square dozen, 144. Well, it would still be written something like 100, since it was in base twelve. Not that the numerals were the same.

William tried to get his existential angst back on topic. He wasn’t giving up on being a wizard just yet. His parents had been highly supportive of him thus far. Hopefully, they would remain so. Sorry, dad, he thought. I’m going to be depending on you.

            

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
                William stood behind his father, who was asking to speak to a teacher about the application process. However, the real point was to get information about the tests themselves. The secretary was well versed in the former, not so much in the latter. William whispered questions for his father to ask, but either the secretary didn’t know, wouldn’t say, or couldn’t say. Instead of giving up, his father used his negotiation skills he’d gained as a merchant. Sadly, it did not help much in the current situation. William was grateful to his father for even trying, knowing he had no magical potential. Just before the pair finally gave up, an old professor wandered by.

“What are you young fellows doing here?” he asked. William thought it was funny to hear his father called a young fellow. It was also odd to hear it applied to himself, since he had been older than this professor in his previous life.

William whispered words for his father to speak, “I’m trying to find out what material will be tested during the application process.” William knew that the preliminary magic school here only accepted those that had tested with high potential. However, the higher level accepted those who passed a practical test- generally meant for those from other cities to join the school, or the rare self-study. He didn’t know anything specific about the test, though.

The old professor looked at William’s father, and at William. “Come with me to my office,” he said. They followed. Eventually, they arrived in a rather spare office. It did seem to fit the old wizard- Professor Phineas Pierce, by the plaque on his desk.

Professor Pierce definitely looked like a wizard. He had a graying beard and out of control eyebrows. He had a staff, and even wore robes. The only thing missing was a pointy hat, but William figured they weren’t in fashion. Alternatively, maybe they were, and Professor Pierce wasn’t.

“So, what questions did you have?” the professor finally asked.

William again asked the questions, through his father, “I was wondering what could be told about the material for the tests to get into the school. I was not sure if the test differed from those in the other regions.” This was true, but of course neither William nor his father knew what the tests in other regions were like to begin with.

“As everywhere, the tests are separated into practical and theory.”

“What about the weight of each section, and the amount needed to pass?”

“I’m afraid I can’t say either. Such knowledge might tip the chances in someone’s favor,” the professor said. Then he turned to William. “It might be faster if we just speak to each other directly.

William rubbed the back of his head in an embarrassed manner. He hadn’t thought he’d be found out so easily, but he supposed he hadn’t been really subtle about it. He wasn’t very good at that. William was glad he seemed willing to talk, even to a small child, as he currently appeared, and technically was, in a way. “Haha, you found me out. If you can’t tell me that, then what can you tell me?”

“Nothing that would give anybody an advantage above anyone else.” He seemed to be hinting at a possibility. William hoped he had the right idea in mind.

“Well, in that case, if there were hypothetically somebody with no magical potential, what would you be able to tell them about the test?”

“In that case… well, since there is no way they could pass, I could tell them that both parts are weighted equally. Two thirds of the points are necessary. Each problem is worth the same amount in the theory test, and it covers everything that should be known by an aspiring mage. When to use what kind of spell, reactions between elements, and the like. The practical test involves, of course, using magic. One third of that is the proper chants and hand formation, and the other two third are proper release, targeting, and power of the spell. Thus, it is impossible to get the necessary points to pass if one has no potential for magic.” Professor Pierce smiled.

William knew that the professor wouldn’t have gotten there if he was incompetent at math. Thus, he knew that technically, someone could pass without being able to release magic, if everything else was perfect. He just wouldn’t say it like that, likely so he could deny it later if necessary.

“That’s too bad, it would really be impossible to pass like that.” William smiled back, “Thank you for your time.” He took his father with him to leave the building. Then, he explained his plan. After all, it involved his father deeply, since he would be paying for the testing fees.

-----

William spent about a month preparing for the entrance test. The timing was a coincidence, because nobody expected someone would go straight from the aptitude test into the main school. If they were talented, they got into the preparatory school. If they weren’t, they gave up or hired a private tutor, and likely spent six years or more studying. William wasn’t trying to be arrogant, because he’d spent three years studying magic already, and had the added bonus of a lifetime worth of experience, although obviously none in the field of magic.

As expected, though, he failed. In total, he got slightly less than half of the points available. This meant that he only got a tiny portion of the theoretical section wrong, because he got no points from the practical. He’d made the mistake of letting the test overseer of the practical portion know that he couldn’t sense or use mana. Since they thought it would be a waste of their time, he didn’t get to participate. He did, however, get to watch. That was actually good enough.

He had failed, but he wasn’t going to give up. Indeed, it would be foolish to give up, since he had a plan. That plan was actually being fulfilled, since he’d failed the test on purpose. Well, he’d taken it knowing he was going to fail, not that he didn’t put his best effort in. However, now he knew what to expect, and could be prepared for the few types of questions he’d been stumped on. He hoped he would get a different examiner for the practical portion the next year. As long as they were fair, he would accept the results.

William was glad that his father was indulgent enough to agree to his plan- taking the test twice. Maybe if his parents had been so supportive in his previous life… Well, it was best not to think about that. A large part of the way his previous life had turned out had been his own doing. He had no right to complain, and he even got another chance.

            

    
        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
                Among the crowd of dejected people who had failed the test, William saw one person he hadn’t been expecting. It was the little girl who had been directly in front of him at the aptitude test. Even thinking about someone the same physical age as himself as a little girl made him feel weird, so William amended her status to just “girl”. No matter her status, he wasn’t surprised to see her at the school. Instead, he was surprised that she had taken the main admission test. It would have been simpler if she just entered the easy way, with her aptitude. Barring that, he was surprised that she failed. Although the average student in the main school was twelve years old, magical potential wasn’t just the ability to manipulate mana, but it also brought with it some understanding of how magic worked. Well, so he had heard.

Thus, William did some quick eavesdropping, and learned about the situation. Put simply, she hadn’t written anything on the theoretical test, and likely couldn’t. Although she seemed to have very good mana control, she didn’t seem to know the proper incantations, and thus her practical test was also not up to par. William followed her off school grounds.

“Welcome back William. Time to go home.” His father said when he saw him.

“Can you go back without me? I need to do something for the benefit of the magical community.”

“Huh?” William’s father gave him the traditional look that he used whenever William did something weird. “Well, don’t be too late for dinner. Do be careful.”

If William didn’t know how capable he was on his own, but had just been watching as an observer, he would think his parents were neglectful. Fortunately, they just trusted him and his capabilities. Which was good, because William refused to pass up this chance.

-----

It didn’t take William long to catch up to the girl, since he had made sure to stay in shape. It was pretty easy to do with a kid’s body, of course, but being intentional about it still helped. Once he caught up, though, his plan ran into a snag. He had no idea what to say. One possible but quickly rejected thing included, “Hey, I hear you can’t read?” William soon realized he hadn’t talked to children his age much at all. So, he went with something that would hopefully bring a sense of kinship… or something. “Wow, I didn’t think I was going to get zero points on the practical test. I must be pretty stupid, huh?.” He laughed in a self-deprecating fashion.

This caused the girl to turn to look at him. She quickly turned away from him, probably to hide the tears going down her face. William understood the feeling, although this time he’d failed on purpose… sort of. Then, she spoke, and half laughed. “Hah. You must be… pretty *sniff* pretty stupid.”

William had a hard time around a crying little girl. He felt really bad, but he was trying to help, so that was something. “Yeah, I’m pretty stupid. I can’t do it even though someone taught me how to read. Actually, I heard that nobody taught you how to read and yet you can still do magic, you must be pretty good.” Flattery was good, right? Well, he already knew she had amazing potential, so it wasn’t untrue.

“Y-yeah? But, I still wasn’t good enough. I didn’t know what magic they wanted me to do, so I couldn’t get a good enough grade to get in.”

Well, of course she couldn’t, since the theoretical section had some of the necessary points. William didn’t say that though. Instead, he said, “Well, yeah, it’s hard to do anything without someone to teach you. Why didn’t you enter the training level? It’s more for people your age anyway.”

“T-that’s because… *sniff* because I couldn’t read, so they wouldn’t let me in. They let me take this test for free, though, so I tried it, but I failed.” At this point, she started crying even more. William was highly uncomfortable.

“Are they stupid?” This was of course exactly what William thought. “They wouldn’t put in the effort to teach someone with your potential? Do they not want good wizards?” William paused at this. Maybe they didn’t. Although he’d been treated well, this was a world with a different society than he was used to. The poor were easily discriminated against, and the wizards could still look like they were fair by letting those with high potential take the test for free. That made William want to be a wizard slightly less, but only slightly. “You know… I could teach you to read.”

The girl looked surprised at this. “You… you could? But… you’re six, aren’t you?”

“So? You’re seven, I guess, but I know how to read. That’s all that’s necessary to teach someone, at least a little. Me teaching you would be better than nobody, right?” Personally, William thought he was the best person for the job. He’d take a seven year old girl learning magic and reading seriously, and he was quite good at reading, vocabulary, and the rest now.

“I-I guess I could try. I have to, umm, go home now though.”

“Well, if you want to try to learn, come by my house. We have lots of books and stuff.” He gave her easy to follow directions to his house, from the magic academy, since that was the only place he knew they both knew about. “Just ask for William, okay?”

“O-okay. I’m, uh, Lila.”

            

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
                Fortunately, Lila was interested enough to show up at William’s house the next day. Although William was primarily interested in helping her, and making sure there were more good wizards in the world, he also had some selfish motives. Specifically, since she could use magic and he couldn’t, he wanted to ask her to try some experiments. Nothing dangerous, he thought, he just wanted to gain a better understanding of how magic worked. After all, he only had the word of a couple dozen pages and a few spells he’d seen cast to go on.

Lila and William went to the backyard, where there was a pristine target dummy. Not that it was new by any means, but since it was William’s, it hadn’t been damaged. “Okay, Lila, can you cast a fireball on that?”

“Umm… I uh… don’t remember the words. I can still do it though, I think…”

“It’s okay, just repeat after me. ‘O, pyromancy I call upon thee, grant me thine strength and obliterate my opponents with a mighty conflagration!’”

“Umm… Oh, pyroman-see, I call up on the, grant me vine strength and oblongate my up-oh-nents with a mighty conflagnation!” Lila’s fireball was pretty good for having most of the words wrong. Well, William certainly couldn’t fault someone who successfully cast magic when he couldn’t do anything. However, since it was more of a small spurt of fire than a fireball, it still wasn’t great. “Umm, what’s a pyroman-see and conflagnation?”

“Pyromancy is just a fancy name for fire magic, and conflagration is pretty much a fancy word for lots of fire.”

“Uuugh. Why does magic have to have so many big, hard words?”

William shrugged. He supposed it just did. Then, he thought about it for a second. Maybe it didn’t have to? After all, he wasn’t sure if there was anything special about the language he was currently speaking. “Actually, I want you to try something. I’m going to tell you another chant that does the same thing, okay? Repeat this, ‘Fire magic, give me strength to blow stuff up with lots of fire!’” He wanted to say that it might work instead of absolutely work, but there was a reason he said it in a deceptive way.

“Okay! ‘Fire magic, give me strength to blow stuff up with lots of fire!’” This time, there was an obvious difference. William stood there nodding his head for a few second. To really perfect this technique, he’d need to replace the target dummy. Preferably with something big and solid, like a rock. He looked at where the dummy had been, and there was now just a pile of ash. “Good job. It’s much better that way.”

Lila looked stunned at the effect. “T-that’s what it’s supposed to be like?”

William nodded. “Well, maybe not quite as powerful, but you’re talented so that’s what it’s like. Can I have you try something else?” This time, he had her repeat the same thing, except in English. The words were all small, though. Her pronunciation was pretty bad, but he told her it was correct. Was it wrong to lie to a seven year old girl for the sake of learning about magic? Maybe. However, he couldn’t try these things himself. After practicing the words, she cast another fireball, this time at the ground. It was slightly weaker than the last fireball, but that was somewhat expected.

Thus, William had concluded several things. Instead of needing a specific chant, anything with the same meaning would work. The pronunciation seemed to matter for the effectiveness. “Ugh, I’m tired. I think I ran out of magic or something.” Lila observed. William paused to think on that. Magic was gathered from around wizards, as far as he understood. So, they couldn’t really run out of magic so much as… the area itself was magically depleted, at least for a while.

They changed locations, and William started one of the final experiments that he thought was safe. He gave her another sentence in English, completely unrelated to fire, magic, and fireballs. He completely expected this to fail, but he just wanted to be sure.

Instead of the expected null result, there was a fireball. It was in no way inferior to the best one Lila had cast. Thus, William changed his thoughts slightly. It seemed the pronunciation was irrelevant, as long as there was sufficient mana around, and the meaning of the sentence also didn’t matter. Were the papers, and the wizards who wrote them, right about anything at all? Well, they weren’t wrong in that it worked the way they did it.

Another experiment. “This time, I want you to say this chant, but it won’t work.”

Lila was rather confused at that, but did it anyway. It was a legitimate enough chant, as well, but it didn’t work. An additional conclusion was that belief affected whether or not it worked.

“Now, think the words in your head. It will still work.” Result? Nothing. This suggested a conclusion that “words are necessary, for some reason.”. It also required an apology from William. “Sorry, I was wrong, I thought it would work.” He hadn’t been sure at all, actually, but didn’t say that. “Now then, time to learn to read.”

“Whaat? Can’t you just teach me the chants?”

“I could, but I won’t always be around, and I definitely can’t help you on the written part of the exam. Besides, you can find out a lot of things through reading.”

Thus, they practiced that. William wasn’t sure what the regular curriculum for learning was, so he used something similar to back on Earth. William also worked on improving Lila’s vocabulary, a bit at a time.

            

    
        Chapter 7

    
    
    
    
                William was glad that Lila wasn’t entirely unwilling to learn to read, but he would have liked her to be more enthusiastic about it. Honestly, what kind of wizard doesn’t like reading? In William’s opinion, it was “the mediocre kind”, but he honestly couldn’t see Lila becoming a mediocre wizard. She would either become a great wizard, or a dead one. Great, if she didn’t kill herself with her own experiments, which were generally much more risky than William’s.

There was an explosion. Not an uncommon thing to hear. In fact, this one was not as loud as usually. Unfortunately, it was also in the wrong location. Lila’s hair was frizzled but fortunately no longer on fire. “...What did you do, Lila?” William looked at her. He’d never seen magical feedback before, but from what he’d read, it occured when you make a mistake in spellcasting. The spell would go off, or something like it, but wouldn’t be directed as the wizard wanted. Depending on the circumstances, it could be anything from a minor annoyance to something that killed the wizard.

Lila coughed twice. “Well, I didn’t feel like talking the whole time I was gathering energy, so I rushed through the incantation.” She coughed again. “Then, uh, when I finished gathering the mana, it didn’t want to listen to me, so it exploded. Don’t worry though, I directed most of it away from me.” She beamed proudly. It would have been more effective if her face hadn’t been covered in black soot.

William made some more notes. Incantation must last as long as gathering of mana. Then he looked at Lila. Really, for the size of the explosion, she was relatively uninjured. In some ways, she deserved to be called a genius just for her skill in handling magic, even when it should have been uncontrollable. On the other hand, she caused the situation herself. William was glad he hadn’t yet suggested speaking the incantation quickly, because it could very easily have been his fault. Not that he would admit that he’d thought of that, now that he knew it didn’t work.

-----

“AAAARGH! Why don’t you just take your stupid books and eat them?!” Lila shouted, then stormed out of the house. William had no idea how to react at all. He didn’t really understand how people worked, and especially not women. That said, he had a resource he could turn to on the subject.

William explained the situation to his mother. “...then she yelled at me and ran out of the house and I don’t know if she’ll come back.” William was most worried about the last thing. He didn’t know where Lila lived, so he couldn’t go find her. Meanwhile, his mother looked down on him with a somewhat knowing smile.

“Oh, William. You’re so smart, but you have to understand that not everyone is like you.” 

William was confused at this. He tilted his head to the side questioningly, then said, “Well, maybe not everyone is like me, but Lila is very smart and learns some things faster than me.”

His mother shook her head. “That’s not what’s important. You know, not everyone is ready to be an adult by the time they are your age. Most people just want to be kids. You know, run around and play sometime instead of spending all their time studying.”

William grimaced. “You're right. She’s so smart, I forgot she was a little girl.”

His mother raised an eyebrow. “Little girl? She’s older than you, you know.”

William got a shocked expression on his face. He had forgotten. Although he somewhat didn’t want to, he said, “Mother, I think I need to have a talk with you and father.”

-----

When all was said and done, his parents took his story of his reincarnation rather well. Neither of them laughed at him and called him silly. By the fact that they sat in stunned silence for at least a dozen minutes, it even seemed they believed him. Then there was a period of time where the asked him questions, and he answered them to the best of his ability.

The end result is that nobody would try to treat each other any differently than they had been. Although he was technically older than his parents, he liked being their kid. Although it was somewhat awkward, they still loved him as their son. He honestly felt a deeper connection to them than he had to his first parents, and he had only spent six years here. Well, after all, relationships worked best with effort from both sides, and he certainly hadn’t put any effort in the first time.

“...And so, since I really don’t know how other people think, I’m going to need your help.” William concluded, and looked towards his mother, “Especially when it comes to how girls and children think.” After all, William had a hard enough time understanding how normal men thought. His previous life really had been almost devoid of meaningful social interaction. That actually made William a little bit depressed when he thought about it.

Now, William had to hope Lila would come back, or that he could find her. After all, for both the sake of the magical community and Lila, it was important that he continue to teach her. Sure, there was also his own curiosity about magic as a factor, but that wasn’t what would be important in the long run, probably.

            

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
                The next few days were somewhat awkward for William, since it was hard for him to adjust to his new family situation. Fortunately, William didn’t mind being treated like a (smart) kid, so his parents were still able to treat him mostly as they had before. 

However, besides that issue, Lila still hadn’t shown up at his house. Therefore, William started searching around the city for her. He didn’t know where she lived, but he had an idea. Based on her clothes, staff, and lack of education… it should be somewhere poor, but not the most poor. After all, though her clothes hadn’t been high quality, they were well taken care of. Therefore, William searched the less affluent areas of the city, and hoped he would be fortunate. Alternatively, he hoped she would show up at his house, where he’d left a message with his parents.

William understood that, logically, searching for Lila was almost futile. Still, he felt he would regret it for the rest of his life if he didn’t try, and since he was hoping that would be a very long time, he looked. Since he was so sure he wouldn’t actually find her, he was surprised at what happened the third day.

William was walking through some streets he had traversed before, when out of a side street he heard children’s voices. One of them he recognized as Lila. The others were obviously student mages, or prospective mages, at least. They obviously cared for the traditional robe and staff attire. William wasn’t particularly good at reading people, but if he had to guess, he’d call their demeanor “threatening”.

“Hmph. Looks like the little ‘genius’ isn’t so smart after all. What good is your magical potential if you can’t pass even the simplest of tests?” The one making fun of Lila was older, William would guess about ten. There was also another of similar age, but obviously a lackey. Based on his internal descriptions of them, their first impression on William obviously wasn’t great. 

Lila had a perturbed look on her face. She was obviously unsure what to do.

William had no idea as well. His first thought was to step in and provoke them. Fortunately, William knew that his first idea in most social situations was usually a bad idea, so he stayed back for the moment.

Then, Lila’s look changed to one of resolve. “At least I didn’t have to pay to get a mediocre score, like you did, Geoff.” Inside, William was disappointed, surprised, and happy that Lila came to the same conclusion as he did.

Geoff, as he was apparently called, suddenly got a furious look on his face. By this, William assumed it was a true accusation. Then he did something that surprised both Lila and William. “Oh! Pyromancy-”.

Lila was surprised, and seemed unsure of how to react, and yet ready to do something at the same time. At this point, William made a decision. It may not have been a good one, but it was a decision.

“-I call upon thee-”

At this point, William threw the first punch he’d ever thrown in his life. Actually, he was pretty sure it was the first punch he’d thrown in two lives. He hadn’t practiced at all, but was confident that he could hit a still target… in theory. In practice… William was quite surprised at how well his body actually worked. He mostly hit his target. It helped that Geoff for some reason decided to be a still target.

“-Gack-” was the next sound Geoff made. It wasn’t surprising, since he’d been punched in the throat. Honestly, the punch was a little bit shallow. William was pretty sure it hadn’t had much force behind it as he’d somewhat overestimated the length of his arms.

*BOOM* was the next sound that happened. If William had had a few moments to think, it would have been an obvious result. Instead, he was also quite surprised when Geoff’s fireball went off in his face.

William’s first observation was that Geoff’s fireballs weren’t all that powerful. His second observation was that Geoff wasn’t very good at controlling mana from magical feedback. This could be observed by the fact that he looked much worse off than Lila had been when her much stronger fireball had exploded in her own face in training. Lila’s hair had been frizzled and she’d coughed a couple times. Geoff was unconscious, and his face was pretty badly burned, along with his robes.

“You~!!!” the lackey yelled. “Oh, Astrapamancy-”. The lackey was smart enough to dodge William’s punch. So, William kicked him in his family jewels.

The lackey whose name William didn’t know wasn’t too badly off, because he hadn’t gotten far in his spell, and thus there wasn’t as much mana to run rampant.

William looked down at the bodies. Unconscious bodies, not dead bodies. Not that it would have been his fault if it were otherwise. “Right, so… do you want to come with me to find somebody to deal with this, or leave and try to stay out of trouble?”

“...I’ll come with you.”

William shook his head, since he’d actually meant to suggest the second option, but decided to let her come anyway. “Right, so one more question then. Why didn’t you use magic? Not enough time?”

“Umm… actually, I didn’t want to kill them.” Lila looked sheepish.

William was taken aback for a moment, then responded, “Yeah, actually, that was a pretty good choice. I’m glad you thought of that.” William imagined the training dummies… and rocks… that had fallen under Lila’s hand. “You’re going to need to learn some weaker magic, and maybe some defensive spells or something.” William didn’t know what those spells were, but maybe he could figure it out.

Together, the two of them headed toward the wizard’s school, where William intended to take responsibility for the incident. Although, if his plan worked right, it would actually be Geoff and… his lackey who took responsibility, whether they wanted to or not.
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                On the way to the wizard school, William explained his plan to Lila. Formally, it was known as the Ostana Wizard’s Guild Main Instruction Facility, but it was usually just called “The Wizard School”, and William went with the latter. Once they entered the front, Lila went to find the school doctor, who knew some healing magic. William, meanwhile, headed off in a different direction.

William really hoped his plan would work. Otherwise, he might not be able to get into The Wizard School when the next test came around. More importantly, William felt that if Lila didn’t get in, then the world would be missing out. William continued down corridors he’d only traversed once before. Finally, he came to a closed door. He knocked. Hopefully, there would be an answer.

“Yes, who is it? Come in, the door’s open.” The voice of an old man called from beyond the door.

William entered to see Professor Phineas Pierce. “Hello, I was hoping you could help me with something.”

“Oh? Didn’t expect to see you again so soon. What do you need?”

“Well, I was hoping you could come with me and help make some school rules were properly applied… or at least, dangled over the heads of some students like an anvil.”

“Oh? And you thought I would be interested because…”

“Because you’re smart and you know what’s best from the future of the school. In addition, you’d be helping a genius wizard… and also me, hopefully. We’ll need to go soon, though.”

“A genius wizard? In addition to you, hmm. Well, I suppose I can at least help the first.” Phineas smiled, though his eyes were somewhat serious. “Explain on the way.”

So, William explained. He made sure to bring up specific passages in the school rules, just in case they were needed. Especially the ones about using magic to harm others. Then he explained how he’d “encouraged” some magical feedback accidents. “Now, normally, they might be able to weasel their way out of it, but with a good witness…” William glanced at Phineas, “and some other reasons, hopefully you can at least keep them from retaliating against Lila. Especially since they started it, and don’t want to be kicked out of the school and forbidden to ever practice magic. Also, if somebody brings up their ages, you should mention that law about wizards always being tried as adults in the case of offensive magic spells.”

“You are a very strange little boy,” Phineas Pierce said in the nicest way possible. “So, not worried if they try to retaliate against you?”

“Hmph, they won’t try any physical harm, and my parents can help take care of the rest… either that, or I’ll come up with some way to trash their family name. They’re not rich enough that the school wouldn’t act once the truth gets out.” William shrugged. “They might still manage to prevent me from ever getting into the school though.”

“Oh? I thought you were very interested in entering?”

William shrugged again. “Sure, but as we talked about before, it’s ‘impossible’. More important than me, though, is Lila. You’ll see why.”

In what felt like no time at all, William and Phineas arrived shortly before Lila and the school doctor. William looked down at the charred corpses which were unfortunately just singed and unconscious. If only they’d been more powerful but less good at feedback control. Well, that could have caused worse problems. William glanced at Lila, who nodded. Then, he started explaining right away. “As you can see, doctor, they both experienced magical feedback, and then we came directly to you.” The doctor looked as if he was unsure why it had to be pointed out, then nodded.

“So, William, have you thought about if they claim that they were trying to defend themselves?”

“Sure. The doctor can confirm that I barely even touched them, and as for Lila, well. She has puny little arms.” “Hey!” “But also.... Umm, is lightning magic affected by gravity?”

“No. But why does that matter?”

“Lila, would you mind doing a lightning bolt directly into the sky?”

Lila gave William a somewhat confused look, then nodded. After a few seconds of chanting… *BZOT* a gigantic bolt of lightning went into the sky. Phineas’ hair stood on end, and his eyebrows became even more pointed than they were before.

“As Lila so kindly demonstrated, they would not have been so lightly damaged. Also, I think you know why I said she needed to enter the school? She only failed the test last time because nobody taught her to read.” William glared.

Phineas grinned, and the physician just stared slack-jawed. “I can indeed see why you said there was a genius to help. Consider it done. In addition… I will also make an attempt on your behalf, though you would also do wonderfully speaking for yourself.”

“I appreciate the compliment, but I’d have a lot of trouble not calling everyone idiots.”

“... Good point. Perhaps I should do the speaking, then. I have more practice calling people idiots politely.”

-----

In the end, William’s strategy and Phineas’ wit together prevailed. Phineas and William agreed that holding the threat of expulsion in exchange for good behavior from Geoff and the minion whose name William still hadn’t learned. Since it wasn’t publicly known, they couldn’t take any kind of revenge, and if it was publicly known, they would be expelled from the school and shame their families. Phineas even managed to make their families see it as somewhat of a gesture in their favor because of their status, instead of a threat. William had to applaud that.

William, meanwhile, worked with Lila on reading, learning defensive spells, and learning less powerful offensive spells. Instead of less powerful spells, the end result was the same spells at lower output. With lower amounts of mana and a more conservative mental image, the effect was the same as using a “weaker spell”. After all, what were the differences between a lightning zap and lightning bolt but the amount of lightning it made? Once meaning was removed from the chants, there was no difference.

“Oh, right. Lila, you’re going to have to learn the official chants.”

“What~~~? But~~~ the words are so big and stupid and long!”

“That’s true, however, there’s a good reason. Specifically, the test! If you want to get all the points, you have to know the official chants.”

“That’s stupid. Why?”

So, William explained how “tradition” worked, and also why it was probably a good idea to keep the other way of doing chants secret. At first, Lila was reluctant, but once he pointed out that it was a super secret ability that nobody else would be able to do, she liked the idea more. She only grudgingly accepted the tradition reason to learn the chants, but was smart enough to know that it was true.

            

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                Every day, William spent an hour meditating. He wasn’t sure if it was helping, but it didn’t seem to be hurting him in any way. Actually, he was pretty sure it wasn’t helping, since his goal was no closer to being accomplished. Specifically, he was attempting to sense the mana around him. This was the most important part of being a wizard, but he could still not sense anything at all. Still, the meditation somewhat helped calm him, which was nice.

William also made sure to keep his body in shape, partly because he couldn’t do magic. However, even if he could do magic, he enjoyed being able to move as he wished, which he hadn’t been able to do near the end of his previous life. Plus, William could think of plenty of good reasons for wizards to keep fit. After all, sometimes you had to run away… and it wouldn’t do to be so tired from walking to, say, a dragon’s lair that one was unable to cast spells.

William also recommended exercise to Lila, but she didn’t do any besides running around while playing. Well, that was up to her. At least she was doing well at learning to read. William wouldn’t have called her an expert, but at least she could read most things, given time. That was pretty good, given she’d been learning for less than a year. Her spellcasting… didn’t need him to help. Even her chants were almost flawless, which was important for the upcoming examination.


-----

Two professors stood in a room, conversing. One was a fairly new professor, and the other was an older, stern looking fellow.

“How are the students this year?” asked the older professor.

“Mostly average, Professor Farman, though with a couple exceptions. There was one girl… Lila, I believe. You’d have to be there to believe how powerful her magic was.”

“I think I might. She was the cause of that bolt of lightning in the east field?”

“Yes, that’s right. Aside from that… she was not superb at the theoretical test, but did well enough to pass. Still, book learning can be improved upon, but natural talent is something that can’t be made up for.”

“Indeed. Any others?”

“Well, nobody else was outstanding, at least not in the same way. Some who got zero points total… noble kids. Then, there was one… William. Some of the most accurate and steady chants we’ve ever seen, or so I hear. Yet… not a drop of magic. Not a spark, a jolt of electricity, or even a slight chill. The astonishing part is he still almost passed. Almost a perfect score on the theoretical side… everything but a single problem, perfect. It wasn’t even that hard of a question.”

“Oh? Show me which one it was.”

The younger professor brought over some papers. “It was this one here.”

Professor Farman looked at the papers. “Hmm, yes, I see. Well, it’s probably for the best. We don’t want any without magical talent getting in here. It’s bad enough with some of those who manage to pass…” the older professor paused. “These… are the answer key?”

“Yes, that’s correct. I filled it out myself.”

Professor Farman sighed. “I’m sure you know… I wish the best for this facility's future. To that end, I seek fairness, and despise cheating. Getting a perfect score on the theoretical test, but with no ability to use magic… it’s unheard of. I suspect cheating.”

“Well, he didn’t get a perfect score. He missed one problem.”

“Did he? Bring his paper to me. Also, be prepared to go back over the others. Your answer was wrong. You fell for the trap of the simple but incorrect answer. As for this William… we’ll see. If he passes… he passes. If he was cheating somehow, I will find out, and he will be expelled. I have no tolerance for such.”


-----

William waited nervously. Although he was confident in his answers, if he had missed even a single point, he knew he could not pass. At least this time, the professor grading the practical side was willing to judge him on his chants, even if there was no magical effect. Lila was also nervous, but William was confident she would pass. She should have a near perfect score on the practical side, and at least half of the points on the theoretical side. Even if she was a bit lower than William expected, it would be passing.

Eventually, someone came out with a list of passing names. As the names were called off one by one, the children who were now student wizards went to get their tokens, proving that they had entered the school. Technically adults could take the test as well, but by the time one was an adult, there was very little hope of a future as a wizard if one had not already been successful. The small exception would be those who had no exposure to magic, or no access to a proper school before coming to the capital.

Lila’s name was called. William cheered… quietly, since nobody else had been cheering. More time passed, and William knew that the list was nearing the end. Finally, the very last name that was called… “William Stevenson!”

After that was an emotional blur. William went to pick up his badge, and then he was crying tears of joy and hugging his parents and Lila and jumping around in excitement. He was a real wizard now! Ignoring the fact that he couldn’t use magic.


-----

William and part of the other new students were taken on a tour of the wizard’s school by an older student. He seemed to be twelve years old, and introduced himself as Marius Cyril. William instantly liked him. He wasn’t acting arrogant like the other students leading tours, and he seemed quite knowledgeable. Hopefully, they could become friends. Well, there was the 5 year difference in age… but that wouldn’t be too much of an issue later.

Almost everything they actually got to see was pretty boring, since the laboratories were off limits. The library was very impressive though. They didn’t enter in far, but it was bigger than any libraries William had seen on Earth, and a majority of these books were about magic. William highly anticipated the future now. He would read all of the books! Well, maybe not, but he would certainly be spending a lot of time in the library.

When they finally arrived at William’s dormitory, it was also not particularly impressive, except for one feature of the central hall. There was a glass case in the center, in which was a staff that was about six feet tall. However, instead of being made of wood, it was made of a bluish crystal. William thought it might even have been a single crystal, since it was hexagonal, like it grew to that size on its own. Marius explained, “Not much is known about this staff, except that it is cursed. In theory, it is capable of amplifying magic greatly, but nobody has been able to wield it.” Marius lowered his voice to a whisper, “I hear it just hits anybody who tried to touch it in the face, but I’ve never tried. I heard that a broken nose or cracked skull was actually one of the least unpleasant of the injuries it’s inflicted upon people. Even those who managed to wrestle a hold on it for a short time had their spells backfire, so its magical amplification abilities are just a rumor. The glass isn’t there to keep people from the staff, but the other way around. Fortunately, the curse seems to have stabilized once it was placed here, and there haven’t been any incidents in a long time… as long as nobody tried to touch it.”

William smiled and nodded. Cursed, was it? That was a shame. William really wanted that staff. It was so cool looking! However, since he didn’t want to get hit, and also because he suspected the amplification of magical abilities was useless if the base was zero, he grudgingly tore his eyes away. Well, just one more look. If only he had that… and an awesome robe! He wasn’t sure about the hats, though. Maybe they were out of fashion.

            

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
                One of the classes William was looking forward to, eventually, was Practical Combat Magic. Having experience was obviously very important, and thus there were duels between students in those classes, as well as at other times. For this sake, there was a special arena, designed with magical wards to protect those outside the arena, as well as to prevent any kind of debilitating or deadly attacks inside.

Currently William, Lila, and the rest of the new students were watching one such duel. Marius Cyril, who had given William the tour, was up against someone William didn’t recognize, which was basically everyone. Both of them got into position, and readied their staves. Then, the match began.

The opponent started chanting slightly before Marius, and they released a bolt of lightning. However, Marius countered by creating a wall of earth in front of him. Next, a fireball was shot out by his opponent, but he blocked it with a sphere of water. The battle continued on in that fashion, with Marius countering every spell, but he seemed unable to find a good time to attack. Finally he failed to counter a ball of ice, which struck him in the chest, and he was defeated. It seemed he’d been unable to cast his spell to defend, likely from lack of mana. His opponent had been either more conservative in their power usage, or better at manipulating it.

William turned to look at Lila. “What did you think?” Lila slightly frowned. “Disappointed, huh?”

“Yeah, they’re both so slow at casting…”

“Well, that’s because they don’t have the right technique.”

“I guess, but I can make bigger fireballs.”

“Then the mana in the area would be depleted faster.”

“That only matters if it takes more than one… and I could just move somewhere else.”

William grinned at the last comment. “In fact, neither of them took a single step from where they started. What a waste.”

-----

After he got back to his room, William got some paper and started writing furiously. He wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to do this, be he couldn’t just leave things as they were. It was obvious that Marius was able to identify what spell his opponent was using, because he countered them all quite well. In that case, why did he still lose? More importantly, did he have to? The answer was no.

William considered writing a similar letter to the other competitor, but didn’t actually know his name. Upon thinking about it, he didn’t like the way the other guy looked after he won. Maybe he was biased, but based on the cut of his robes and expensive looking staff he’d had, William thought he was a noble, and that made him want to help him less. Marius might have been a noble as well, at least he didn’t appear poor, but he also didn’t walk around with a sneer, as far as William had seen.

After he finished writing, William went and found Marius. “A teacher told me to give you this letter.” William felt that advice would be better received if it were from someone in authority.

“Oh, thank you… William, isn’t it?” William nodded, and left. Marius opened the letter to read it.

“Marius Cyril,

I had to opportunity to observe your duel earlier this day. I believe you did an admirable job recognizing incantations and coming up with counters, and this is indeed an important skill to wizards. However, I made some observations that I believe will help you improve your application of your skills. Sometimes, an outside observer can provide the needed perspectives for growth. I urge you to read and carefully consider my words.

While a wall of earth is a wonderful elemental counter to a lightning bolt, and will quite easily negate such, it must be created with precise timing. You do have such a skill, indeed, and the ability to exercise it, but your magical talents could be used better. For example, if you had used the same timing to take a single step to either side, the lightning bolt would have missed entirely, and you would have been free to counter attack with a spell of your own, in the same instant.

Likewise, water is quite adequate for blocking fire, but it is not always necessary to completely absorb the energy. If you had fired a rather smaller ball of water, or indeed even a ball of earth, when the fireball was in transit, its explosion could have been triggered earlier than intended, having its full power impact, but at a safe location. This would save on effort, though it requires timing as well as accuracy.

…

The letter continued on as such, then ended:

Finally, the lack of mana could have been avoided, not only with the more conservative use of spells, but with the very mobility that saves energy in the first place. I think you will find, upon examination of these words, that being a wizard is not just about making a bigger fireball than the opponent. Indeed, it is not even just understanding the elemental weaknesses of the spells. Instead, it is about understanding the spells as whole, including how they relate to your surroundings.”

The letter was unsigned. William, though he’d been practicing, was still rather poor at being polite, even when he used polite language, he was blunt. Although Marius did not know William had written the letter, he felt the bluntness of the words. If Marius had been arrogant, he may have torn the letter to shreds, and thought about revenge for the somewhat insulting letter, if he could find the owner. Instead, he kept the letter. Though it was painful to have all of his faults pointed out to him, he was the kind of person who would fix them, instead of loudly proclaiming nothing was wrong with what he did. It still looked like good advice, even if it was mostly just telling him he did everything wrong.

            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                Professor Farman looked over the students that would be in his introductory magic class. Everyone was fairly typical. Well, except for that Lila, but she was sadly not in his class. He sighed. Eight years old and with such impressive results. Sadly, he was not involved with the class assignments, and thus could do nothing about it.

If he was only, truly, teaching a typical class, he still would have been fine. However, there was still one member of his class that was out of the ordinary. A child of seven years old… he would normally have been glad to have such a genius. However, this one displayed absolutely no sign of being able to actually use magic. The theoretical test… Professor Farman assumed he must have cheated. Therefore, he would test this William, and when he found him lacking, would get him expelled. It was that simple.

-----

It should have been simple, but over the first few weeks it wasn’t proving to be that way. First, William actually volunteered to answer most of the questions posed to the class in general, and he got the answers right. There wasn’t any sign of anybody helping him. This frustrated Professor Farman, so he started asking harder questions, specifically targeted towards William. Eventually, they got to the point where they were out of the scope of the class. Normally, Professor Farman wouldn’t have let it get to that point. After all, he prided himself on being fair. However, he just couldn’t believe someone with no magical aptitude, which was never too far removed from understanding of magical theory, could possibly answer the questions he had been asking, at least, not at such a young age. Thus, the questions got increasingly more difficult. Finally, one day, he stumped William.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know the answer…” Professor Farman smiled, but only on the inside. Finally, he’d gotten him! “...yet. Can I get back to you tomorrow?” Professor Farman somewhat came to his senses, and allowed it. However, he planned to watch William’s movements, to see who it was that must be feeding him information. Therefore, he prepared to follow him, no matter what dark alleyways he entered… such as… the library? Well, that would be a good place for a clandestine meeting, as well.

However, William only talked to one person. The librarian. That was, of course, to ask where the section on a certain topic was. Then, he went there and started pulling books off of the shelves. Professor Farman still thought he wouldn’t be able to do anything, with so many books. It was impossible to read them all in an evening. Indeed, William didn’t read them all. Instead, he scanned a few pages near the beginning of each, then a few more pages throughout each of them. Finally, he returned most of the books to the shelves. If he really found the right book, and the right section, so quickly, he must have actually understood most of the background of the question. Eventually, William took some notes, and though it took him several hours, he seemed satisfied, and put the final book back on the shelves.

-----

In class the next day, William answered Professor Farman’s question, not perfectly, but more than adequately. For a moment, Professor Farman was annoyed. After all, he wanted to kick this kid out of the school. After all, he couldn’t stand cheating. Then, he thought about it. He wasn’t cheating. He’d seen it. Quite simply, the kid knew his stuff. In the end, though, Professor Farman called William to stay after class.

“William. I have observed your progress in this class, and I have to say quite frankly, that you cannot remain in this class. It would be a waste of both of our times.”

“Why, sir? Were my answers dissatisfactory?”

“The answers were adequate. The problem is, for the last two weeks, the questions haven’t really been appropriate for this class. They are more appropriate for those in the second level class. Thus, I am recommending your move to the second level class… specifically the section I also teach. If you are nervous about being in a class with those even more your senior… then just spend the time you would otherwise be in my class wisely, and prepare yourself for next year.” Professor Farman didn’t mention that the hardest question had really been most appropriate for the third level, but he hadn’t been fully satisfied with the answers William gave for the second level questions. None of the answers were wrong, though. Just less complete than he liked.

William wasn’t sure how to react. He had gotten the feeling that Professor Farman didn’t like him. In fact, that still seemed to be true. He had definitely noticed the questions getting harder, and even before he’d been stumped, had gone to do extra study in the library, based on the types of questions he thought would come up. It helped that Professor Farman was fair, even with the more advanced questions, since they were still about the appropriate subjects that were in the lesson plan, and the sections of the textbooks they were in. Thus, he’d barely managed to make it through. So, William was unsure of whether being advanced was just a trap to load him with more difficult work… but he also had to agree that the first level class wasn’t a good use of his time. So, he accepted the move, tentatively.

            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                William completed his hour of meditation that he did every morning. There were still no results. He could not sense the tiniest amount of elements around himself. However, he could quite easily understand magical concepts. He didn’t like to think of himself as a genius, since he technically knew it was like a review. Math and physics concepts, as well as other sciences, made up most of the information needed for magic. At the very least, they helped. 

As far as William could tell, the world followed the same rules as Earth, with the addition of the ability to control things through magic. Perhaps magic could have worked on Earth if people had the capacity. In fact, maybe it had, but was kept secret. However, he doubted it would be that easy to keep magic secret. He wasn’t big on conspiracy theories. Thus, it would have to be very rare, or nobody was capable.

So far, William hadn’t been able to determine what was different about people who could use magic. He’d gone to the library here, which had books on anatomy that were better than what he could get outside. There didn’t seem to be any extra organs, or any differences in them. Maybe the brain structure was slightly different, but William’s body was completely part of this world. Therefore, any physical differences should have been just as likely. In addition, he even found one research paper in an obscure corner. They had studied those with and without magical potential, and found no physical differences.

The official answer was that there was a difference in the soul. William wanted to reject that idea, and before he came here he would have. After all, did the soul really exist? However, considering the fact that he had memories of his previous life, but a completely different body and brain, he knew that there was something like a soul. If it was like a soul, and had the properties one would expect from a soul, was it not a soul? Thus, William had some proof that souls were real. There were even reports of people who could see people’s souls- or at least their emotions. William wasn’t sure if they were true, though, because the reports weren’t well substantiated. He tried to keep an open mind about the possibilities of magic, but he also wanted to verify things.

Of course, while he had these philosophical thoughts, he also had to participate in actual school work. Professor Farman asked hard questions about theory. He made William work hard, but William was learning, so that was exactly what was supposed to be accomplished. William’s other classes were less challenging, but he still learned some new things.

In his Basic Magical Incantations class, he learned many new things. The incantations he memorized, because they were necessary for his grades, but he knew the more important thing was understanding of what could be done with magic. The manipulation of elements was the most core feature. However, the difference between a firebolt and a fireball was just the amount of fire, and the shape and density of the fire. William came to the understanding that Lila’s spells were so powerful because she put a certain amount of effort into her casting. Since she was so capable, the amount of effort she used created spells that were much more powerful than the normally envisioned counterparts.

When William talked to Lila about it, she had basically already figured it out. Even without his suggestions, she had started practicing having different levels of output, such that she could avoid killing somebody with a spell. William found it rather terrifying that she had to try to have less power.

How, then, did those with lesser talents functions? Simply, they had to work harder to get the same results. When they couldn’t gather enough mana in the timing of the chants for a “particular spell”, they were “unable” to cast it. William knew they probably could create something of the same power if they chanted for longer, but since everyone believes in set chants, they couldn’t create spells of that power. In addition, they often had a sense of their inferiority, and naturally imagined their spells to be weaker. Thus, they might cast a “fireball” and achieve a lesser effect than someone else, because they actually gathered less mana, or were not able to use it as efficiently.

William wasn’t sure how much he should spread his understanding of magic, so he generally avoided saying anything or giving anyone advice. He would help Lila on the few occasions where she needed a different perspective, since she was already in the same boat as him. Nobody else came to William asking for advice on magic, except for a very few asking for help memorizing the incantations. He didn’t have much advice to give on that subject, but gave advice from what he could remember helped with memorization. Repetition worked for some people, but some people learned better by pretending it was a song. Some, William couldn’t figure out how they learned, and thus couldn’t help them. Though many people came to him for small amounts of help, it was not in a rush. It wasn’t even every week that someone asked him for advice. Maybe it would have been more often, but he was younger than most, if not all, of the other students in the main school. In addition, nobles would not ask for his assistance even if he were older than them and had been the smartest genius for centuries, since he wasn’t a noble.

-----

William also kept up his exercising. If he couldn’t use magic, he at least needed to keep himself in shape. Although he wouldn’t be entering any classes that had duels for at least another year, he didn’t want to lose without at least dodging a few spells first. After all, even if he could predict where a spell was going to go, if he couldn’t get his body to move, he would be ashamed. Especially since he gave advice to somebody else on it. Though he pretended the advice wasn’t from him, he himself would still know, and be embarrassed to lose too easily. William hadn’t been athletic in his former life, so he only did basic things like running, pushups, and situps, with occasional other things when he remembered some things from his physical education classes, many many years previously.

-----

In addition to his productive activities, William sometimes went into the dorm lobby late at night, and looked at the crystal staff. It was really awesome looking. He really wanted it. Sometimes, he thought nothing that cool could be cursed. Then, he thought about the fact that nobody would use a cursed item if it looked cursed, with skulls and black things everywhere. Then he thought again, and realized that he’d probably use a staff with skulls on it too. Maybe not if the skulls were real though, but just carvings. He didn’t really want a dead person, or part of a dead person, to travel with him.

Still, he didn’t have any firsthand proof that the staff was cursed, and he really really wanted it. Maybe… that was part of the curse. It would tempt him to try and take it, and then kill him. Though, he wasn’t sure what benefit there would be to that. Also, he wasn’t sure if it had actually killed anybody, or just cracked their skulls. The information he had been able to find was rather vague. The only thing new he’d discovered is that it had been here for a long time. Centuries. Or… grosses of years, he guessed. Whatever, it had been many generations. Occasionally, it was moved to a different location. It hadn’t left the wizard’s school since it first arrived, but it had been stored in different places. However, it had always been placed prominently. Otherwise, it seems that it broke out and started hitting people on the head.

Apparently, there was one time that it had been wrestled into an iron chamber, and locked in. It had beat on the door continuously until it broke out. It took it several months, but it never stopped, and came out without a scratch- unlike the door. It was obviously a lot tougher than regular crystals.

William sighed. Even if it was cursed, it must have some other purpose besides being displayed out in the open for people to look at, and hitting people on the head for trying to do otherwise with it. In addition, it should have a reason for being in a wizard academy, and not somewhere else, like a palace. William just wasn’t sure what.

            

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
                William watched more duels. His reaction after watching one set of duels was to mutter, “Does nobody know how to fight? Why is that?” He didn’t expect an answer.

However, the elderly professor Phineas Pierce was nearby. He had helped William a couple times in the past. Although he could tell William didn’t expect an answer, he could also tell William actually cared about the question. “How could most people learn how to fight well without someone to teach them?”

William turned towards professor Pierce. He gestured around to the school in general. “Is this not the greatest academy of wizards in the nation? How is it that none of them learned, or figured it out themselves?”

Professor Pierce smiled slightly. “William, you’re a smart kid, surely you can come up with the reason. Well, perhaps a hint is in order. The last Demon King war occurred just before your generation came to be born.”

William pondered that. “Right. The war cost the lives of about a third of the population. So, a third of the good wizards also died, and thus couldn’t teach anybody else. However, that should leave two thirds of them, and I haven’t seen anybody skilled in combat…”

The professor shook his head. “Certainly, a third of the general population perished. However, civilians contributed very little to the war effort. Those that became knights and such were valuable, but that was a very small part. The Demon King is not a threat that the nations take lightly. Sending anything less than the entirety of those capable of combat would have been foolish. Then, instead of a third of those dying… Eleven parts out of twelve of the best wizards, knights, and martial warriors were killed. Thus, those that are left were the lucky survivors, or those who were almost useless in combat. I’m part of the second group, in case you are wondering.”

William’s jaw dropped, and he just sat there in stunned silence for a time. Then he sighed. So that was how it was. He looked around the arena, and realized it looked very empty. Even if all the students and teachers attended, it wouldn’t be close to full. Though there were many students, they were mostly young. In contrast, most of the teachers were very old. The exception were those devoted solely to research and the non-combative parts of magic, and they were only somewhat younger on average.

“As you can now see, we are in quite a sad state. Most of the promising young wizards of the previous generation participated in the war effort. The majority of those who managed to survive couldn’t handle the experience, and have quit studying magic. At least, they no longer are at the academy.” A somewhat more real smile crept onto his face. “The good news is that there are several promising students in the next young generation.”

William nodded. “Especially Lila.” There were a couple other kids he could think of, but nobody else was close. Well, William had seen another duel by Marius, and he’d improved significantly in only a short time. 

Phineas Pierce just laughed to himself. Sometimes, William acted more like an old man than himself. He knew that William understood he was exceptional, but somehow he felt that William sometimes forgot to consider himself as a child. Thus, he subconsciously excluded himself from that group.


-----

Over the next several years, William got used to his life as a student wizard, though one that couldn’t use magic. He felt that he could likely have advanced through the classes more quickly than he did, but he didn’t want to miss any information. It was not like he was short on time to learn. He was quite happy to live his new life normally. Well, as normally as a wizard could live. A wizard that couldn’t do magic.

He’d gotten used to being unable to do magic, but he thought it would likely become the biggest problem in the near future. Soon, he would start participating in duels. He didn’t have to, of course. After all, wizards weren’t just about fireballs. They were also about conveniences, such as everburning lanterns, as well as many other things. Including studying magic that as of yet had no practical use. William equated that to some higher level mathematics, though of course he couldn’t be sure, since he hadn’t studied any of such magics yet. After all, there was only so much time to learn.

However, though he didn’t have to participate in duels, William wanted to. Part of that was that he was now twelve years old, and basically a teenager. He thought that might make him want to get into fights more. He was also interested to see how he’d do. Maybe if he actually did well, people would learn from what he knew, and become less terrible at combat. William knew Marius would definitely learn from him… but only if he did well. Right now, Marius was at the top of the pack, even against those who were older than himself. William would like to say that it was all due to his advice, but Marius always applied everything the “mysterious teacher” told him better than William expected. To be honest, Marius wasn’t even close to being the best at casting spells. Whether it was casting speed, use of energy, or power, he wasn’t at the top. However, he was good enough at everything to come out ahead. Some others started imitating his style of moving around the arena during duels, but none of them understood the precise timing he was putting to use. Instead, people generally ended up circling around, which only made them slightly harder to hit with spells, since they were moving but predictable targets.

William was nervous about how his first matches would go, because he had only sparred against Lila. The arena was often open for practice matches. Since it kept participants safe, all that was necessary was that a teacher was willing to be there to help with any unexpected accidents. As it was, most injuries could be recovered in only a few days, faster with a trip to the infirmary. William… had gotten quite used to such injuries. He would have liked to say that he always lost to Lila because he wouldn’t hit a girl. However, that wasn’t true. Sadly, it was just that he couldn’t. The difference, of course, was that he tried. However, she was very good at magic. He could avoid some of her spells, but she’d somehow managed to learn to change her spell’s trajectories after they were cast. The power was lowered, but it still usually ended with him being laid out on his back halfway across the arena.

Sometimes, they would spar just using padded staves, since staves were the only thing allowable in the arena besides magic. Though the magical wards kept even unpadded staves from causing serious injury, the padding made it so there was rarely even bruising. Of course, the intention of staves in the arena was that the staves be used to amplify magic, but hitting your opponent with a staff was still perfectly valid… if somewhat outside of the spirit of the rules. William wouldn’t have been comfortable sparring against Lila if anyone other than professor Pierce had been watching, because it was best that Lila not show her full abilities to most of the professors. Professor Pierce, however, just quietly asked about how some of the techniques worked, instead of getting upset over “nontraditional methods”.

William was going to have to rely on the, admittedly rather poor, staff techniques he had developed to have any chance in duels. Still, he expected that most people would be completely  incapable of fighting back… if he could get close to them. Thus, he focused quite a bit of his efforts on running and other types of movement. He wasn’t sure at all if his exercises were optimal, but he tried to make them close to what he actually thought he would do.

            

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
                William felt weird. He thought that maybe he was sick. He had aches and pains all over, and in general his whole body felt weird. He’d been feeling this way for at least a month, though the pain had come and gone. He didn’t think it was to a dangerous level, just uncomfortable. Still, since it hadn’t gone away, he felt that he needed to do something about it. He was also having trouble concentrating in classes. Since he had pretty good comprehension, all that meant is that his progress slowed somewhat. It didn’t particularly harm his studies, and he wasn’t actually in a hurry. After all, this life was a second chance given to him, he wasn’t going to rush through it.

Though he was sick, he still exercised. If he’d felt there were problems afterwards, he planned to immediately stop. Instead, he actually felt that he was improving more rapidly. He thought maybe he was experiencing a weird, magical sickness that could only happen in this world. However, after doing some research, he couldn’t find anything with similar symptoms.

He did learn some things, but they were useless and didn’t help him. Instead, during his lapses in concentration, he noticed things that didn’t matter much. Like, although the society he was in wasn’t exactly equal opportunity for men and women, the number of wizards, or apprentice wizards, who were female was almost as high as the number of men. He wasn’t sure how this information was useful, but his brain wouldn’t stop thinking about it.

That is, he couldn’t stop thinking about it except when he was thinking about punching people. William liked to think of himself as a relatively peaceful person. He’d actually only been in one fight in his previous life, and it was over something stupid. He didn’t even remember what, actually, just that he’d walked away with a bloody nose. In this life, he’d been in one fight. That was to protect Lila. Well, maybe he ended up protecting the other side from Lila indirectly, since he doubted she would have been so stubborn as to not use magic once she was actually hurt. Either way, though, he couldn’t stop thinking about punching, or otherwise fighting, people who barely even deserved it.

Many other thoughts flashed through his mind, and he didn’t even want to dwell on them. Maybe he was cursed? He had been spending a decent amount of time around the crystal staff. As far as he could tell, it hadn’t done anything at all. That said, since he couldn’t sense mana, as long as it didn’t turn into anything visible or audible, he had no way of knowing. He decided to head home to visit his parents and talk to them about seeing a doctor. If that didn’t work, then a curse specialist. Besides, he liked visiting them. Though he lived at school, it wasn’t too far to go see them casually when he had a day off. He could have even lived at home, but would have spent a decent amount of his time each day going back and forth between the academy and home. If he had a car, it would be a short drive, but sadly there weren’t cars here. Hiring a carriage would have been too expensive to make up for the time saved. Thus, William lived at the dorm and went home once every couple weeks.

-----

William’s parents were quite smart. Perhaps knowledgeable or wise was a better word, but then again, all three were likely correct. They were successful merchants, and they knew more about the things of this world, with the sole exception of magic, than William. Thus, he would often come to them for advice. He gave them a basic description of his illness, and they followed up with questions.

His mother asked for more clarification. “So, your body feels strange, and has aches. You can’t concentrate, and think about fighting. Is that correct?” William nodded. “You also think about girls more than you did?” William nodded again. His mother turned to William’s father. “It sound like…”

“Yes, indeed.” William’s father nodded. “Son, I’m afraid you’re not sick. I could tell you, but I think it would be more fun to have you figure it out yourself.” He grinned. “That said, you could probably use a hint. How old are you?”

“Twelve.” William replied. He could also have answered, “About one hundred,” but that wasn’t the answer that his father was looking for. William looked at his father, but he didn’t seem like he was going to give any more hints. What happened at twelve? Well, it was somewhat of a special time. In this world, sixes and twelves were important. Specifically, he was two-thirds a man now. William thought about things involving twelve, but couldn’t come up with an answer. What was he missing? Then, he realized. It was applicable to the previous world as well. Twelve, exactly, wasn’t significant. It was his age that was important. “It’s…” William felt awkward saying it. “...puberty?”

His mother clapped mockingly, but in the kindest manner of mocking possible. “Figured it out, huh?”

William blushed. “I… didn’t think about it. After all, before, it happened a long time ago. Plus, I don’t think it was so strong. Maybe that’s just bad memory though.”

William’s father smiled. “Glad to see that we can still help. If you have any questions about girls, you can ask me. If you want useful answers, though, I’d probably ask your mother.”

“I… think I’ll try to stay away from that area. At least for a while. Because… it’s super weird.” William shuddered. “I am like… a hundred.”

“Don’t forget that everyone sees you as twelve, though,” his mother mentioned. “A young man like yourself may get some women interested.”

William had browsed a fair amount of fiction in his previous life. In it, the main characters were usually either perverts or oblivious. He didn’t want to be either of those things. Thus, he decided to ask for advice on dealing with young women. He wanted to be able to have real friendships with them. In the chance they were interested in more, he wanted to be able to respond appropriately, whether he was interested in return or not. Although he thought of everyone around him as very young, he realized that physically, they were the same as him, or older. He couldn’t ignore the chance that he would grow to actually like, and not just lust after, someone much younger than him mentally. Well, that would be everyone. 

Not that William was expecting many women to throw themselves at him. He just wanted to be prepared for anything that did come up. Thinking about his previous life, there had been perhaps a few who were interested in him briefly, but he squandered the opportunity, due to being terrible at interacting with people. Likewise, he’d been unable to make any progress with those he liked first. Friendships with women had been even more lacking than the ones he’d had with men. On the friendship front, he could perhaps do a bit better here as well.

Thus, William made his secondary goal in this life to have friends, and not die alone. Perhaps he should rework the goal into something that didn’t involve dying, since it sounded sad that way. Thus, his secondary goal was to leave an impression on the world and its inhabitants, including many friends. Obviously, first was still becoming a wizard, and he seemed to be doing that rather well. Besides the fact that he couldn’t do magic.
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                William wasn’t sure if he was making a good choice or not. He thought he would be fine, but he wasn’t exactly sure. More importantly, as he’d previously noticed, his thought patterns hadn’t been exactly stable lately. Thus, he wasn’t sure if his current confidence was just overconfidence or stupidity.

Well, it was rather late to back out now. He was already standing in the arena. William clutched his staff nervously. It made him feel more secure, even though it was just a cheap staff. Quite honestly, it was worthless for a wizard. Its wood was no good for amplifying magic, and it didn’t have a gem or even any kind of stone for amplifying magic. Since it was made of oak, it was also more cumbersome than most staves a wizard would use. That said, William didn’t choose this staff because it was cheap. He chose it because, quite frankly, the advantages that it lacked weren’t relevant since he couldn’t do magic, and its disadvantage of weight was really just a tradeoff.

William understood that wizard staves weren’t used to hit people. That didn’t mean that they couldn’t be, though. Specifically, he remembered at least one movie series that had a white wizard who didn’t seem to mind using a sword and hitting people with a staff in his other hand. It had worked surprisingly well. That said, movie wizards were somewhat unreliable as a reference. 

Many thoughts passed through William’s head in a short time. While relevant, they weren’t important. He really needed to pay attention to the student across the arena from him. The one chanting a lightning bolt spell. Loudly. Not that it bothered William. It just made his job easier. William approached him, swiftly walking at a measured pace. His opponent continued his chant in a very consistent manner as well. When William was about a third of the way across the 30 meter arena, the lightning bolt spell finished and shot straight through him.

Well, where he had been. William tried to not let his anxiety show on his face. He’d known when the spell would complete, and had thus dodged with timing he had practiced before. However, he still couldn’t get over the fact that if he hadn’t dodged slightly before the spell went off, it would inevitably hit him. After all, lightning doesn’t move at a speed that people can react to. Unless they were no longer where it was targeted, as was the case with William.

Immediately, he sprinted forward. His opponent started on a fireball spell, this time aiming at William’s feet. That was actually a surprisingly good tactic. Even if William took a quick step to dodge, he’d still be somewhat affected. Of course, that was only relevant if the spell finished before William got next to him. In that case, his choice of spell would be poor, and he’d either have to take some damage himself, or redirect the fireball elsewhere.

An olympic level sprinter could cover 20 meters in about two seconds, maybe a fraction more with the acceleration times involved. Of course, the olympics didn’t exist in this world, and William wasn’t anywhere near that fast. William wasn’t sure exactly how fast he was, because there weren’t any stopwatches, or magical equivalents, in this world. However, less than four seconds was good enough, and he was at least much better than half the speed of an olympic athlete. 

Thus, William’s opponent wasn’t finished with his spell when William arrived in front of him, and drove his staff into his stomach. A heavy, oak staff. If it weren’t for the fact that William held back somewhat, the student could have been severely injured. Well, except for the magical wards. That lessened William’s attack to a level that wasn’t even that painful. At least, relatively. It was, however, plenty to disrupt his casting, both from the shock and the slight loss of breath.

William was really, really glad for the magical wards, because he didn’t particularly enjoy the look of magical feedback from up close. Not that magical feedback and proper damage from a spell were much different. In this case, it was only to the point of scorching the student’s face and clothes, and with proper treatment nobody would be able to tell within a week. 

His opponent, not quite incapacitated, looked around shocked for a moment, then immediately surrendered. Well, it wasn’t surprising that he was confused. After all, duels in the wizard arena rarely devolved into melee duels. Specifically, there was only one recorded instance, in which all the mana had been drained from the area by the opponents, and they disliked each other enough to start pummeling their opponents with their staves.

William was aware that the duels were supposed to be magical in nature. However, what was intended wasn’t necessarily a restriction. He’d checked very carefully, and while attacks with a staff were discouraged, they were explicitly allowed in the rules. Maybe not on purpose though, but the rules stated the following:

“Any form of attack that the wizard and his staff shall engender shall be allowed, so long as permanent harm is avoided.”

Theoretically, that meant that he could kick people too. Not that he would, because an attack with his staff was better. He also couldn’t cause any harm besides bruising, an occasional broken bone, or the effects of magical backlash. The last was a point he would bring up if there were any complaints. Technically, even if one were to experience great pain, a wizard could complete their spell with sufficient concentration. Thus, magical backlash was just a lack of skill. William also had other excuses, though they were actually quite legitimate.

He was declared the victor, though most of those watching were confused, and some of them looked annoyed. William was ready for any complaints that would be raised, now or in the future. He was sure there would be complaints.

Marius had been watching. He was not the most magically talented student in the school, but he was smart. He’d read the advice from the letters William had delivered. Since it had been useful, he’d implemented it. Then, he’d attempted to look for the mysterious professor who came up with the advice. However, nobody had the right expertise to give that advice. Perhaps there were some who could, but it wasn’t their specialty. Then, there was the fact that the letters always came from William. He’d managed to get an assignment of William’s from one of his teachers to look at, and the handwriting had matched. For a noble, Marius wasn’t very arrogant, but it still irked him to get advice from someone five years younger than himself. It was still solid advice, though. Today, he’d come to watch William see if he could implement his own advice. Though the match was very short, and he only saw William dodge one move, he was convinced. Somehow, this kid had figured out most of the weaknesses that wizards had, years before. Then, he’d taken them into account so well that he didn’t even have to use magic himself to defeat his opponent. Actually, he didn’t know that William couldn’t use magic. Everyone just assumed that he didn’t use it in public, for some reason.

Lila came up to talk to William. “That was pretty good, but if you’d tried it against me I would have just smacked you on the head with my staff when you charged straight on like that.”

William rubbed his head, remembering. “Yes, you already did that. That’s why I wouldn’t do that against you.”

Lila grinned. “That’s right! Remember which one of us is stronger!”

“Don’t forget which one of us taught the other almost everything she knows.”

“Weeelll… that’s true but… I woulda figured it out on my own… eventually.” Lila said somewhat disappointedly.

William agreed inside that she probably would have. Although he would figure things out before her, there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do, and she was clever enough to learn things on her own, just slightly slower than if William taught her. William couldn’t help being a little jealous. Mostly because he couldn’t make fireballs.
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                Over time, William came up with unofficial rankings for students in the duel arena. Everyone near the top was fifteen years old, or more, with two exceptions. In first place was Lila. She had become terrifyingly good, and never lost. She seemed to really enjoy dueling, as well. The other exception in the age category, to his own surprise, was William. Though he always lost against Lila, and Marius, who placed second, William could fairly confidently rank himself third. 

William honestly couldn’t say that he’d expected to be so good at dueling. However, he had a great feeling for timing, and could tell what spells were going to be cast, and where they would be aimed. He was also surprisingly fit. Sure, he’d worked at it, but he’d never been even the slightest bit good at physical activity in his previous life. Some of it was just lack of motivation, but William was also pretty sure he inherited good genes in this life, not that anybody knew about genes. 

William lost to Lila for several reasons. First, she could chant whatever she wanted, so he couldn’t guess ahead of time what her spell would be. She was also good at pretending to aim spells at different locations, but actually aim for where he was going to dodge. She was powerful enough that she could miss on purpose with a fireball and still damage him. William would probably never beat her, but he did learn a lot whenever they dueled, so he kept trying.

Marius was good all around, and his strategy was excellent. He also was pretty good with a staff… at least relative to everyone else. Thus, he managed to keep William from hitting him before he could get off a spell that William couldn’t dodge. He even managed to keep his concentration up even when William did manage to hit him. Well, he was still older than William, so he had that advantage.

William didn’t only lose to those two, but only rarely was defeated by anyone else. The exception to that was the person in fourth place. Geoff Ruxburg. The same one that had been bullying Lila. He hadn’t, and frankly couldn’t do that anymore. He’d kept his actions under control, but he was still an arrogant jerk. William wanted to say that he was almost as terrible wizard as he was a person, but that wasn’t true. He wasn’t a good wizard though. How, then, did he beat William about half the time? Money. No, he didn’t cheat or bribe. He might have if he thought he wouldn’t get caught, but he hadn’t. Instead, he won through virtue of items. He had a very expensive staff, topped with a ruby suited to amplify his favorite fire spells. His robes were enchanted to increase his defenses. He even had rings that helped him control mana more efficiently. Even with that, William still beat him more often than not. Technically. William was ahead by one duel, right now.

On the whole, the quality of duels had increased. They had to, with Lila and Marius participating. Even if they were arrogant or stubborn people, there wasn’t anyone at the Main Instruction Facility who was actually stupid. Thus, people learned to move and dodge, at least to some degree.

Though William’s participation was frowned upon based on the fact that he didn’t use magic, he spread the idea that it was to help people gain experience fighting against non-wizards, such as knights or monsters. Though fights against actual monsters would be very good for learning, it was very dangerous. Monsters didn’t stay in nice areas of weak and strong, and nobody could know what to expect if they went into the wildernesses.

Fortunately for normal citizens, monsters wouldn’t come near civilization often, and thus they were relatively safe. This was due to the efforts of patrolling knights, and a very small number of combat wizards. Monsters were also less aggressive when there wasn’t a Demon King, and there wouldn’t be another one for more than a century. The minimum time was one hundred and forty four (one “gross”) years after the death of the previous one. Twelve times twelve. It seemed that there were many good reasons to have a base twelve number system, but William still occasionally found himself thinking in base ten still. Either way, the last one had died five years before William was born, so it would be a long time. William was glad that his lifetime would be peaceful, at least relatively. Demons weren’t the only threat in the world.

-----

To further encourage the growth of students in the duels, a tournament was organized. William was excited, not only because he could have an official ranking, but also because of the prizes. There was a variety of enchanted equipment available as prizes, and those at the top would have the chance to pick the item they liked best. That is, the person in first place would get to choose one item first, then the person in second, continuing until the person in eighth place. There were more prizes available than there were people who would receive prizes, so even eighth place would have some choice. Anything unchosen would be available in a future tournament, apparently.

The items had fairly high market prices, but as they were made in the academy, it wasn’t too expensive for them. Though enchanted items were very expensive, it wasn’t actually a guaranteed that anyone would need or purchase them. They often were around for a long time before being sold, since they were expensive enough that even nobles wouldn’t usually buy them unless they had some use.

Among other things, there was a very nice wizard’s robe, with defensive enchantments. William liked how it looked. Of course, there was also a very nice staff. It wasn’t as nice as the cursed, crystal staff, but it had durability enhancements in addition to the diamond embedded in it that would slightly amplify all magic. There were a few other items that interested William, but not as much as those two. Thus, he had to aim to do better than just third place to be sure of getting one of them. William thought that maybe with a bit more willpower, he could get second or even first place.

That is, until Lila found out about it. Lila was still using a staff that, quite frankly, did almost nothing for her magic. The talk of prizes made Lila grin madly in a way that William found rather terrifying. Marius looked like he’d be interested in getting something too, but as a noble he already had some things. He wasn’t extremely fired up. Thus, William decided to aim for second place. If he was doing well enough in the tournament, he’d probably just surrender if he came up against Lila, just so that he could avoid the chance that he ended up injured enough to not participate in the next round.

William was glad the tournament wasn’t single elimination. Instead, each participant would fight in a number of matches against random opponents, and then those well ranked would fight matches against each other as well. This meant that someone who deserved second place wouldn’t get knocked out of the tournament in the first round, just because they fought the person who was the very best. Likewise, an average person couldn’t get second place by ending up against only easy opponents. Luck was significantly reduced as a factor.
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                The preliminary matches against random opponents went smoothly. William wasn’t matched up against any opponents that he had too much trouble against. Lila, of course, won all of her matches. Some of them through the opponents surrendering. Marius actually was matched up against her, and surrendered immediately. William would have made the same choice. It wasn’t required to win all of these preliminary matches. Thus, it was best to save your energy for fights you could win. Marius still won all of the rest of his matches, so he had no issues getting into the main tournament.

Geoff participated in the tournament too. Probably not that he needed or wanted any of the prizes, but because he liked prestige. He liked to win, to be on top. Of course, William could have told him that he wouldn’t actually be on top, because Lila was around, and that would be enough. What William had seen of her battle performance indicated that, if she had to face off against every single one of the thirty-two people in the main part of the tournament, without breaks, he thought she would probably still win. Of course, she would only have to fight five times, and not in direct succession. There was still the chance that William was overestimating her, because she was his friend, and very flashy. However, her perfect win rate so far couldn’t be too far off.

Thus, after several days of preliminary matches (there was only one arena after all), those with the best win rates were placed into a double-elimination tournament structure. Those who were unlucky enough to get matched against Lila… err, against a much stronger opponent near the beginning, would still be able to proceed in the tournament. Again, the point was to reduce how much luck affected proper placing. The reason for having thirty-two participants was that way, they would have to win two matches to get placed in the top eight and win a prize. Even with two wins, if you did not get any further, you would have to pick the prize last.

In William’s case, he was still actually quite lucky. Specifically, Lila was on the other end of the bracket, so he wouldn’t have to fight her until the final match, if he made it that far. Though, honestly, he wasn’t sure if he would fight her even then. Being second wouldn’t be so bad. He could still get one of his top picks. It’s not that he was afraid to fight Lila. Well, okay, he wasn’t that afraid. He just didn’t like getting hurt. While he knew that Lila wouldn’t seriously injure him, it still hurt. The wards had nothing to do with Lila not seriously injuring him. He was sure they couldn’t stop Lila if she wanted to. That might have been because he saw Lila practicing at night once, and she cracked the arena floor. It was a good thing that the floor was enchanted to be self repairing, though William expected they hadn’t thought it would get anything more than scratches.

The first two rounds passed uneventfully for William. He was happy that he would get a prize, but he couldn’t slack off. He wanted some of the better options, after all, so he had to get a higher rank. Plus, his next opponent was Geoff. He seemed to be in even more expensive equipment than normal. In addition, he’d actually managed to beat Marius in the second round. That showed he was serious. He even came up with a good strategy to fight Marius. William wasn’t sure if it would work a second time, but the fact that Geoff actually pulled it off was impressive. William wasn’t confident that he could win.

William could afford to lose once, however, he reserved that for going up against Lila. More importantly, he didn’t want to lose to Geoff. He just wasn’t sure what he could do, since they had been pretty evenly matched, but it seemed Geoff had actually been working on strategies, and not just buying fancy equipment. That was… good, in general, but bad for William. He would have to come up with something before tomorrow, or he would have a very tough fight. William wasn’t even sure what strategies Geoff had to counter him, so he couldn’t come up with any of his own. He’d already tried to reduce the weaknesses he knew about, but that didn’t mean there weren’t things he hadn’t noticed.

-----

William worried about the upcoming match so much that he couldn’t sleep. So, he wandered around the dorm. If only he had equipment to match Geoff’s… However, most of it wouldn’t be useful, and he didn’t have the time to get any. More importantly, he didn’t have the money and didn’t want to ask his parents to spend that much for something like this. Robes would be nice. In terms of staff, William actually wasn’t sure if anything would be better than his oaken one, since he couldn’t use magic. All he could do was hit people with it, so it just needed to be sturdy. No magical staff would have any of the kind of enchantments that would help using it as a melee weapon.

William sighed, and stared off into the distance. Well, there was that staff. The one that had beat its way out of an iron prison. His gaze fell onto the crystal staff in its display case. He couldn’t help but walking up to the glass and pressing his face up to it to get a better view. “If only it wasn’t cursed. I can’t afford to risk getting injured or killed just for this stupid tournament.” He sighed. “You… are cursed, aren’t you?” William didn’t know what he expected to get from talking to a staff, but since nobody was around to hear him, it wasn’t a problem.

He did know, however, that he didn’t expect it to glow. Specifically, it glowed blue for a few moments. That… had never happened before, as far as he knew. William looked around. Not that anybody would be up and around, but maybe someone was messing with him. He saw nobody. “You… did you just glow?”

After a moment, it glowed again. The same color, the same period of time. “Are you trying to tell me something?” William wasn’t sure. It glowed again, in the same manner. However, it could be happening naturally. William noticed it was a regular pattern, and possibly not in response to his questions. It might just be reacting to the sound in general, too. What could he do to determine if it actually understood? “Can you… glow a different color?”

William hadn’t actually expected that to work. After all, the staff was blue, so it glowing blue wasn’t actually anything special. It might be the only color it could glow… and it was probably just responding to sound, for some reason. The staff glowed blue. William started to think of other things he could try. Then, the color shifted to purple, then red. “You… understand me? If you can, glow blue. Blue will be yes, red will be no.”

Immediately, it glowed blue. William grinned. It was either a lucky coincidence, or it actually worked. “This may be a rude question, but are you cursed?” Then, the staff glowed. However, it kept switching between red and blue. “Do you mean… sort of? Purple can be ambiguous, or both yes and no.” It glowed purple. “Right, so… you’re partly cursed?” Purple again. “Is it your curse that makes you hit people?” Red. That… actually caused William to pause. The curse didn’t cause it to hit people. “You hit people because you wanted to?” Blue. “Is it because they were bad?” Purple. “... Did you just not like them?” Blue.

So, the staff hit people because it didn’t like them. Wonderful. “You can control your own actions, then?” The staff glowed blue, and also moved around on its pedestal. “Then… is your curse something else?” Blue. William wanted to know what it was, but he didn’t even have a good guess. He decided to satisfy some of his other curiosity. “Can you glow even more colors? Having more responses available would be nice.” Blue. Then, the staff’s glow moved through most colors William could think of. “That’s pretty awesome.” Since it wasn’t a question, there wasn’t a response. “Umm, it doesn’t bother you that I’m asking a lot of questions, does it?” Red. “That… could be interpreted a few ways, actually. Let me rephrase that. Is asking lots of questions okay?” Blue. “Good. It’s kind of hard to communicate with just yes or no answers.” Blue.

“It’s actually pretty cool to see what you can do, but I actually have something important to ask. See, there’s a duel I have to go to tomorrow, and I was wondering, can you help me?” William prepared to run away in case it decided to be upset, and bash his head. There was only glass between him and it. Fortunately, it just glowed blue. “You’ll help me? That’s great. Actually, though, even though I look like I’m a wizard, and technically am, I can’t use magic. So, mostly I’d be using you to hit people. Is that okay?” Blue. Well, William hadn’t really expected it to object to hitting people. 

“Umm, do you have a name?” After a few moments, the staff glowed red. “No name, huh. Do you want a name?” The staff turned blue. “Okay, I’m not very good with names, but I’ll come up with a few, and see if you like them.” William pondered for a moment, but couldn’t think of any good names. All he could think of was “Headbasher” and “Staff of Destruction” and other stupid things. Then he giggled to himself. Well, he could ask. “Do you like puns?” Blue. “Okay, let me try to explain this. The name I thought of is ‘Chris’.” He said Chris in English. “It’s a name from… another language I know. It sounds like the first part of crystal in that language, and since you are a crystal staff… I thought Chris might be a good name. Is that okay?” There was no response for a few seconds, then the staff rapidly flashed blue many times. “Does that mean you really like it?” Blue. “Then, from now on, your name is Chris! Though, I guess we can change it if you change your mind. So, how do we get you out of there, Chris?”

The answer was immediately apparently, as Chris smashed through the glass… on the opposite side from where William was. Then, he flipped end over end, moving around the display case, and stopped next to William. “Umm, is it alright to carry you?” Blue. Well, here was the moment of truth. Hopefully, the staff wouldn’t kill or maim him. Though, he supposed it could have done that at any point. He picked up the staff. William couldn’t sense magic, but he knew as soon as he picked up Chris that it was very magical. Not that he couldn’t tell that before, what with the glowing and moving around on its own. The staff… Chris, actually felt different than he had thought. The hexagonal shape seemed like it would dig into his hand, but it didn’t, and instead it seemed like it would just make it easier to keep his grip. It was quite nice.

            

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
                William wrapped Chris in cloth (after asking for his permission, since William still wasn’t sure that Chris was safe, and wouldn’t decide to bash him in the head). The cloth covered Chris so that people couldn’t see that it was the cursed staff that formerly resided in the dormitories. He wasn’t hiding it because he felt guilty, but because Chris was a trump card. In fact, William had idly talked to Professor Pierce about the crystal staff before, and the general consensus had been that if anyone could take it away and not have it cause trouble, everyone would breathe a sigh of relief. Just sitting there, it was a head bashing incident waiting to happen.

William grimaced for a minute. He hoped that Chris wouldn’t cause any problems. William thought that Chris felt trustworthy, but he didn’t have any evidence for that. He also wasn’t a particularly good judge of people, so he could easily be wrong. On the other hand, it was clear that Chris could have gotten out at any time to cause trouble, if he wanted to. Though, maybe he could get up to more trouble in the hands of a wielder? William was starting to regret his rash actions. He may have just made a very bad decision. On the other hand… Chris was a really awesome looking staff. William was almost starting to regret naming Chris something that sounded so normal… but he also thought it was a great pun, if one that only he would understand.

Shortly, William realized that he should stop pondering about whether his decisions had been bad, and pay attention to his surroundings. William turned to Lila who was sitting next to him at the arena. “Did I just get called up?” Lila nodded. William hurried towards the arena. He was very nervous. He wasn’t sure what tactics Geoff would use. What weaknesses of his own might he have missed? In addition, Chris (plus the cloth covering him) had a different weight than his previous staff. Would that mess him up? It was probably a bad idea to go into an important fight with a new weapon. Was he making a big mistake?

While all these thoughts and more were flying through William’s head, the call for the start of the match came. Chris tapped William on the head. Not hard, he mostly just leaned towards him. However, the feeling jerked William out of his confused thoughts, and into action. William started moving, since whatever else happened, he needed to be moving. What spell would Geoff cast first?

Geoff started casting, but William only heard distorted sound. Ah, so that was it. Geoff had something to confuse the sound of his voice. It was a good move. William had to say that Geoff really had learned quite a bit. That didn’t mean that William liked him anymore, though. Just respected his skill.

William thought hard. If he couldn’t hear the chant, what else could he use to figure out the spell? Eye movements? Geoff was following William’s movements. Based on past battles, he would probably use a fireball. That was Geoff’s area of specialty after all. William was confident that he could at least avoid most of the impact of the fireball, if he got the timing right. How long had Geoff been casting? William counted the time in his head as he moved toward him. He watched Geoff’s lips. The timing should be… Now!

William prepared to dodge in either direction. Geoff probably couldn’t change the trajectory it was going to go after it launched, unlike Lila. If he could, William would still likely avoid most of it. Geoff might even launch it directly towards William’s feet, or in front of him, so that he couldn’t continue forward. William was prepared for anything, or so he thought.

However, suddenly Chris shifted his position in William’s hands. William wasn’t used to his staff moving on its own, so he was slightly unprepared. However, he still held on with his hands, and the staff pointed at an angle in front of him. Then, there was a loud bang, and a flash of light. William had experienced this before. It was a lightning bolt! Specifically, one targeted at him. William could do nothing to avoid it. He would have had to dodge before it was launched.

It was unfortunate, but it looked like he would lose here. Though, the next moment, William realized that Chris hadn’t moved for no reason. The top part of the staff was directly in the path of the lightning. As it struck, the cloth that was tightly wrapped around was burned off of that area. However, instead of damaging the staff, the lightning bolt was deflected off course slightly. However, it still grazed William’s shoulder.

Geoff looked surprised. Frankly, though, he was only half as surprised as William. However, William quickly recovered. “Thanks, Chris,” he muttered, then started to sprint towards Geoff. Hopefully, he could take advantage of this opening. His shoulder wasn’t too bad, but he probably wouldn’t be able to put all of his strength into his swings. Still, he was confident that he could still continue, though he would have been defeated without Chris.

Upon seeing William sprint closer, Geoff rapidly started casting again. William shifted his grip on Chris. He thought that maybe the lightning bolt could have been completely blocked, except that his hands would have been in the way. Perhaps it couldn’t be done more than once though. Still, he changed his grip to allow Chris to move more freely if he needed to. He seemed to be able to react more quickly than William could.

Before William could reach Geoff, his spell was complete. However, there was no reason for William to block or dodge. This was because Geoff had cast a defensive spell. Flames rose up around him. William recognized the fire shield spell. Again, he had to admit that Geoff had made a very good choice. The shield could block magic attacks as well as physical. In addition, melee attacks would require one to get close to the flames, and thus likely get burnt. Though metal weapons would be alright, a wooden staff wouldn’t last long.

Except, Chris wasn’t made out of wood. He was strong enough to break through an iron door. He’d even deflected a lightning bolt. However, William wasn’t sure if that was something that could be done often. Could he also resist fire? It was even possible the lightning bolt had harmed Chris, but William hadn’t had the luxury to check. 

William managed to reach Geoff before he could get off another spell. Then, he swung his staff at Geoff. Chris could control his own movements. William decided that if he resisted the action, that he would let him. Chris should know what would hurt him and what wouldn’t. William would have liked to ask about such things, but he hadn’t had the luxury of time, especially not in battle.

The part of the staff that was still wrapped in a cloth swung in an arc toward the fire shield. However, instead of slowing down or resisting, it actually went faster once it got closer. There was a loud sound as staff struck shield. It bounced off, and the cloth caught fire. William quickly moved his grip to the parts of the staff that weren’t covered as the fire quickly consumed the cloth. He carefully touched the parts that had just had cloth burned off, but they were not even warm. He readjusted his grip.

The fire shield still looked stable, but maybe a touch weaker. Still, he thought he might be able to break it. Previously, William been running forward, so his stance hadn’t been good. William wasn’t sure if the stance he’d come up with was optimal, but it was definitely better than others he’d tried in practice against Lila and others. In addition, he hadn’t been prepared for Chris to accelerate. This time, he would have a more solid swing.

Geoff was casting another spell. William could see his lips moving, but the sounds were still incomprehensible. William didn’t think he’d be able to easily dodge at this range, so he had to do his best to break through the shield. William took a grip that wouldn’t put too much strain on his shoulder, and swung his staff with all his might. Chris again accelerated beyond what William could do alone, but this time he was prepared. Staff met shield, and a loud sound rang out. However, this time it was a shattering sound. 

Momentarily, William was worried. However, he could clearly see his attack had gone through the shield, and the flames dispersing. He didn’t hit Geoff, though, since the shield had extended about two feet away from him, and William had been concentrating on breaking the shield. He hadn’t even really expected it to work. Geoff’s look of surprise showed the same.

William took the chance to take another step forward, and thrust Chris into Geoff’s gut. Geoff partly dodged, but still took the hit. He lost his concentration, and fire flared around him. William prepared a follow up attack, just in case. A moment later, Geoff stood there mostly unharmed. He’d managed to control the backlash well enough to take minimal damage, with the rest absorbed by the defensive properties of his robes. However, he quickly surrendered, seeing William ready to strike again. 

William was glad to have won, though he knew he was somewhat lucky. He knew that, as much as he would have liked to say it was otherwise, he couldn’t have won without Chris. His equipment made all the difference. Then, he remembered how much expensive stuff that Geoff was wearing, and felt better about himself. He knew he would have to answer some questions about how he got Chris… the cursed, hexagonal crystal staff, to let him wield it. Well, he would deal with that when it came to it. The good news was that Chris hadn’t hit him in the head even once, so it seemed he would be fine in that regard.
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                After the match with Geoff, William took a few moments to have a combat debriefing with Chris. Though, since Chris couldn’t talk, it was mostly one sided. “Good job Chris. Especially blocking that lightning bolt. Are you okay?” William though Chris looked fine, but maybe he was injured under the surface. However, Chris responded with a blue “yes”. “Good. When we get some more time, I’ll have to ask how you can do that. For now, I guess I have to talk to my friends.” William had noticed Lila and Marius walking towards him.

Marius was the first to comment. “Isn’t that the cursed staff from the dormitory? How’d you get it to let you wield it? Or even… not beat you up.”

“Well, I’m not completely sure,” William responded. He had a pretty good idea, but he wasn’t actually sure yet. “I wouldn’t try holding him though, he’d probably beat you up. Would you?” William looked at Chris, who glowed blue. “Yeah, best to avoid touching Chris.”

“Chris? What a profound name,” Lila said. Well, his name did sound a bit special and mystical to those who were raised in this world. The naming system was rather different. Even William was actually not the completely correct way to pronounce his name, but it was close enough that he considered that to be his real name.

Lila and Marius spent a few minutes admiring Chris. William had to admit that he was pretty awesome. He was pretty lucky to have met the conditions to be accepted, though he thought that it might have just been treating Chris like a person and talking to him. He would ask later in private. Especially since he could only really get yes or no answers at this point.

Several teachers also came to look at Chris, but they didn’t come near, except for Professor Pierce, who grinned. “I can always expect interesting results from you, can’t I?”

William shrugged. He didn’t know what to say to that. “I just thought it was a waste that an amazing staff was gathering dust, especially when he’s only sort of cursed.”

“Sort of cursed?”

“I’m… not sure yet. Actually, I only tried because I didn’t want to lose.”

“Here is where, as your elder, I should tell you to not take such risks. However, since your gambles have all paid off so far, all I can say is, continue to do well.”

Internally, William also acknowledged that Professor Pierce wasn’t even technically his elder. He did have a lot more knowledge of this world and experience with magic, but William was still technically older. Which was strange, because Professor Pierce had grey hair, and William’s body was a teenager.

William’s other opponent for the day wasn’t anywhere near as much of a threat as Geoff. Now that William had Chris, it wasn’t even a problem at all. William reminded himself not to get overconfident, though. Tomorrow, he was going to be up against Lila. If he lost, he would fight against whoever of Geoff and Marius won their rematch. Since they were now both at one loss, they would fight again. If he won against Lila, she would fight in that match. Since she would likely win, she would then fight against William again. She would have to win twice, since two losses were required to knock someone out of the tournament. Likewise, if he lost now, he’d have to beat either Geoff or Marius and then beat Lila twice to obtain first place. The tournament structure was definitely more complicated than single elimination style, but it made it harder to get a low place from just bad luck.

-----

William wanted to defeat Lila today. He had a good chance, with Chris. Although he’d never been able to defeat her before, he had a chance this time. He didn’t know whether Lila had come up with any new tactics, though. Well, even if he lost, he would still place well in the tournament. However, even if not for the sake of picking rewards first, he wanted to win. Though he wasn’t too prideful in general, it was still somewhat embarrassing to keep losing to a teenage girl, even if she was undoubtedly the strongest among everyone of the same age. 

William faced Lila across the battlefield, and the match started. He advanced towards her cautiously. Even with Chris, he knew he couldn’t afford to be reckless. Her chant was complete gibberish. Unlike Geoff, she knew that the actual words didn’t matter, and thus she didn’t need a magical item to conceal her words. William made a mental note to try to figure out why there needed to be chanting but it didn’t matter what it was. It would be a good topic for research, once he got to the point where he would be doing that.

Lila’s spell finished when William was only about a third of the way across the field. She was talented at gathering mana, and since she didn’t have to finish a specific chant, she could finish spells quickly. William dodged out of the way as soon as he thought the spell was finished, in case it was a lightning bolt. He would likely still get grazed even if it was.

However, this spell was not a lightning bolt. Instead, it was a fireball. If that had been it, William would have been fine. He even thought he could avoid those tricky curving fireballs that Lila could do, that would change trajectory. However, this was… two fireballs? They were a bit smaller, individually, but that didn’t make it better. William couldn’t avoid them both, and they also both changed trajectories. They exploded on both sides of him, but it wasn’t enough to make him give up yet. It was rather painful, but neither of them had actually connected directly. 

William sprinted towards Lila, hoping to reach her before her next spell completed. It seemed she had needed to concentrate on the two fireballs, and hadn’t had the chance to start the next spell until they exploded. This gave William a slight opportunity. However, just before he reached her, a wall of earth appeared. That wasn’t a big problem, since William could just go around it. It’s not like it was blocking any spells he was casting.

He should have known that she wouldn’t use a useless spell. Before William could move around it, it started moving towards him rapidly. He wasn’t far from it, so he couldn’t dodge. It collided with him, although Chris tilted forward to blunt the impact. Thus, William only blacked out for a few seconds. However, it was pretty clear that he had been defeated, in just two spells. Well, if the match had gone on much longer, William would probably have gotten to Lila, and she might have lost. William decided to gracefully surrender.

After William got his relatively light wounds treated, he went to see the other match. Next up was the rematch between Geoff and Marius. William wanted Marius to win, but he thought he would rather fight Geoff again, since he was pretty sure he would also win a second time. Marius would be trickier. However, he still wanted Marius to win more, since he liked him. He sat down to watch the match, with Lila. There was no reason they couldn’t cheer on their friend together just because she had crushed him in a duel a few minutes ago.
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                The rematch between Geoff and Marius was quite different from their previous match. Normally, Marius fought defensively, countering his opponent’s spells. However, since Geoff had equipment that distorted his voice, he couldn’t use his usual tactics. The earlier match had surprised him, and thus he had lost. This time, Marius took the initiative to attack. He started chanting a lightning bolt. However, Geoff was faster, thanks to yet more items assisting him.

Instead of a fireball or lightning bolt, he launched a wind blade. It was a few meters wide, and aimed toward the middle of Marius’ body. It required much more speed to dodge out of the area than a fireball, but had a wider area than a lightning bolt. It wasn’t as powerful as either, but it would have no problems against Marius who had not put up any magical defenses yet. In addition, Geoff hadn’t used it in a duel before, so it was unexpected. Marius couldn’t possibly dodge either to the left or right in time, even if he had already been moving. However, he wasn’t second ranking (by William’s estimation) for no reason. He took the only remaining method to dodge.

Marius fell to the ground beneath it. This of course meant that his mobility was limited and he would have trouble dodging subsequent spells. On a battlefield, this would place him in a very weak position. However, this was a duel, and he only had a single opponent. He would have time to get up and into a better position before Geoff could finish another spell. In addition, Marius hadn’t stopped his own casting. From the ground, he fired a lightning bolt toward Geoff.

An attack from a lightning bolt couldn’t be called fast. Fast was something that could be dodged. The only way to not get hit by a lightning bolt was to block, or to move out of the way as it was being cast, such that the targeting was off. Geoff had started to move to one side, but he was not fast enough to throw off Marius’ targeting. Thus, he was struck directly, the lightning bolt piercing through him. Its power was restrained to a safe, or at least non-lethal level by the barriers around the arena, but it was more than enough to knock him out, and would require some time to heal.

Thus, after a single exchange of spells, the match was over. This wasn’t too uncommon, since many of the student wizards hadn’t gotten it through their head that avoiding attacks was not just a thing that knights did. Among those William considered top tier, of course, everyone had learned to dodge. Even Geoff had tried to avoid the attack, but failed. This was perhaps due to surprise at Marius avoiding his attack, or overconfidence. Either way, Marius had won.

This meant that Marius would be William’s opponent. Was a new staff enough to beat Marius? William had yet to defeat Marius in a duel. However, William hadn’t just sat around all day when he wasn’t watching or participating in matches. He had worked with Chris to synchronize their movements. While William couldn’t say it was perfect, or even great, he still felt that he wouldn’t be as surprised when Chris tried to block something, and would at least not hold him back.

Chris seemed confident that he could block anything. Based on the story of him breaking out of an iron room, and the fact that he’d deflected a lightning bolt without even a smudge on his surface, William was inclined to believe him. However, even if he blocked a fireball directed at William, it could still burn his vulnerable hands, and much of it would continue past Chris and still hit William. Thus, it was still best for William to avoid all the attacks he could. 

-----

Marius and William faced each other across the arena. William was again aware of the fact that he had never beaten Marius in a duel. Marius was five years older than him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t also very good. Marius was quite good with using a staff as a weapon, or to defend himself. William, meanwhile, could still not use magic. Of course, even if William lost, he had already done pretty well. He could stand losing to Lila, but his pride as a man wouldn’t allow him to just give up against Marius. Though, William wasn’t sure why his pride as a man would let him lose to a girl either. Of course, he was also aware that his body was only two-thirds a man’s age at this point.

Chris tapped him on the head to inform him that the match was about to start. He seemed to have already noticed that William got lost in his thoughts quite easily. William ran straight toward Marius. There was no point in taking his time, and he wouldn’t keep his straight line movement for long. Marius was already great at following movements, there was no reason to give it to him easily. However, William needed to get closer. No matter the distance, it was hard to dodge a spell when you didn’t know what it was.

It was not that Marius had the ability to chant whatever he wished, like Lila (though William was considering telling him about it), nor that he had something that made his words sound different like Geoff. Instead, it was a very basic method that was still quite effective. The arena was thirty meters across, therefore, he just wasn’t loud. Though chants were necessary, they did not have to be done at the top of one’s lungs. There was a certain minimum that was necessary for some reason (William reminded himself to try to figure that out), but beyond that being louder was just unnecessary noise.

Marius knew this, and he knew that William could dodge his spells easily, thus he chanted at the right level, around a normal talking voice. Normally, chants were done loudly and with a powerful voice. It was partly tradition, it seemed, but from talks with Lila William had determined that it was also somewhat instinctual.

Chris tapped William again. Right, he was already in the middle of this duel. He was just close enough to make out a few words of Marius’ chant. Not good, a lightning bolt. He wasn’t confident with Chris deflecting it. Thus, he had to dodge. That said, Marius had consistently still hit William even when William had dodged with the right timing. This time, he needed something more. Fortunately, Chris could provide that.

At the moment when Marius finished chanting, William dodged at an angle. In addition, he thrust Chris out to the left. Normally, this would do nothing but throw off his balance. However, Chris could move on his own, likely through some kind of magic, and pushed against William. This gave him a little bit of an extra boost, and he managed to get out of the way of the lightning bolt. William still stumbled a bit at the odd maneuver, but then he gained his balance and continued towards Marius. 

Marius managed to complete a fireball before William reached him, but instead of aiming at William, aimed at his feet. William dodged quickly, but the fireball exploded in a larger area than expected. It only slightly scorched William, so it seemed a bit weaker, but it still slightly injured him. William reached Marius, and their staves crossed.

Marius put all his effort to deflect William’s attacks, and his skill could be seen. Though he would inevitable lose in pure staffwork, he managed to cast a wind blade spell. However, William took a page out of Marius’ book and threw himself to the ground. A disadvantageous move, and one anticipated by Marius. However, he didn’t anticipate William sweeping out his leg to trip him. In addition, William only went part of the way to the ground, holding himself up with Chris planted in a vertical position. It was very awkward, but Marius went to the ground. William got himself balanced again then brought Chris crashing down towards Marius body. Though, he slowed his attack and only lightly touched Marius’ ribcage. Fortunately, Chris caught on and allowed himself to be stopped.

Marius surrendered, obviously aware that he had been defeated. “That was excellent. Your movements were very… unexpected. I admit defeat. Of course, that doesn’t mean I won’t beat you next time.”

William was well aware that Marius probably would defeat him in a rematch. He never let the same thing defeat him twice. Except Lila, but even she usually had to come up with some new techniques to keep defeating Marius. As William thought of this he looked at Chris in his hands, then over at Lila. William wouldn’t be able to beat her without coming up with something new. He even had some ideas, however he couldn’t try them out. He knew they wouldn’t work yet, and if Lila saw them then she could counter them even if he got them right the next time. Thus, he decided to surrender and take second place. He reasoned that it wasn’t admitting defeat, it was just putting the duel off for another time. Or something.
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                William was nervous again, though he wasn’t doing anything dangerous or even painful. It was just that he had forgotten something about the awards ceremony. The reason he had tried so hard in the tournament was to get second place, and thus second pick from the items. That was because there were only really two things he had wanted. Everything else was only really useful if he had the ability to cast magic. After all, rings that help with controlling mana were great, but only if he could control mana in the first place. Likewise, everything else enhanced magical control or power in some way, except for one pair of defensive robes, and a very sturdy looking staff. The staff was for amplifying earth magic, and thus was tougher than other staffs would be, which was the only appeal to William.

Except, he no longer cared about the staff. After all, Chris was the best staff William could ask for… as long as the curse didn’t do anything to him. He still needed to figure that out. Maybe he did need another staff. However, he didn’t want another staff. Chris was awesome. Regardless, that wasn’t the problem at the current time. The problem was that he no longer needed the staff, thus there was only one thing he wanted. Lila was going to choose before him, and was currently in the room. If she chose the robe, he would be out of luck. He hadn’t thought about it before. He could have asked her to pick something else. If she chose the robe, though, he didn’t want to ask her to trade for something else, because it would be what she wanted most, and she had won. Plus, she didn’t have anything good, since she couldn’t afford to buy anything.

In a few minutes, William learned he was worried for nothing. Lila came out with a staff topped with a ruby. The wood was made out of a red wood, presumably able to enhance fire magic like the ruby. After seeing it, William wasn’t sure why he had even thought she would take anything else. She was able to cast defensive spells if she needed to, but having even more control of offensive spells suited her more. In addition, the staff would help with other types of magic than fire, just not as much.

Next, it was William’s turn to enter the selection area. The choices were arrayed across various tables. There were a few teachers watching, partly as a precaution, but they could also explain the abilities of the items. William already knew what he wanted though. His eyes settled on the robe. It was white, but had green runes down the sleeves, as well as two trails down the back of the robe. William confirmed its abilities with one of the teachers. It protected the wearer from attacks, both magical and physical. In addition, it had some self repair abilities. However, it could only protect from a certain amount of damage before it ran out of energy, and needed to recharge, which it would do by absorbing mana from the surroundings. Though it was a robe, it still looked easy to move in, which was also important.

After William, Marius chose a ring that helped with magic control. It wasn’t as powerful as a staff, but Marius explained that accessories such as rings were harder to make, and thus more expensive, even with less effect. Thus, it was worth more than any staff. This meant that he could buy a staff of similar quality to the ones offered as prizes for much less than the price of the ring. He had been saving up money to do such for some time. Although he was a noble like Geoff, his family was either poorer, or just less wasteful with the money. William thought it was a little bit of both, but more of the second. William didn’t wait around to see what anyone else chose.

-----

William was outside with Chris. He had been trying to get specific information from him, but was finding it difficult. Not that Chris wasn’t willing to answer questions, but since he had only a limited choice of answers, he couldn’t communicate well. However, William had finally come up with an idea. Chris could move on his own. William had asked if he could write, and after a few questions, he determined that Chris knew his letters. At first, Chris had said that he couldn’t write, but William determined that it was because he didn’t have hands, which was a reasonable reason to not be able to write. However, nothing was stopping Chris from scrawling answers in the dirt.

William started with the most pertinent question. “Earlier, you responded to my question about being cursed with something like ‘partly’. Is there any dangers I have to watch out for?”

Chris started writing on the ground. “No. People just called me cursed because I refused to let them use me and beat them up. It’s not like holding me will make you go crazy, or drain your life force, or cause you to grown an extra arm, or go bald early.” William wasn’t sure why Chris needed to give so many examples, but he thought maybe Chris just liked being able to express himself again. “Anyway, the curse is different. Basically, I’m a staff.”

“Right, so the curse is…?”

“Umm, that I’m a staff. Probably. I was a human, I think? I don’t really remember though. Anyway, then I was a staff.”

William felt that there was a lot of story skipped over. “Err, can you be un-cursed?”

“Probably not. Honestly, I don’t care, it’s been so long. I think I like being a staff just fine.”

“Umm, don’t you get bored? You were just waiting around for… a long time.”

“Bored?” Chris stopped to think for a while. “Nope. Not really.”

“Right… so, you’re okay with just being a staff now?”

“Yeah. I’ve been a staff way longer than I was a human. Though it was a little bit lonely not being able to talk to anybody.”

“... A little bit?”

“Well, I didn’t particularly like that being around people all that much. Besides, I got to see a few people around here and it was kind of fun to watch. Though, there have been less people around for the last bit. A few years? Or maybe less, I don’t keep much track of time.”

“... How long have you been a staff?”

“No idea. Pretty long though. Not that I’ve done much. Though that’s changed recently. I hadn’t found anyone worth of wielding me before.”

“Can I ask what makes me worthy?”

Chris rolled across the ground to smooth out the patch he was writing on, then shook the dust off. He then started writing again. “Well, you talked to me. Then I felt, yeah, this person will be fine.”

“... That’s it?”

“You’d be surprised how few people actually tried to talk to me without commanding me to do something. Even those few that did, I didn’t feel like answering. Until you.”

William sighed to himself. It seemed it was just a stupid coincidence that he was able to, or rather allowed to, wield Chris. “Well, I think you’re pretty awesome, can I still keep using you as a staff? It doesn’t bother you.”

“I am a staff, so it would be a shame not to. Don’t worry about asking me to do things, if I don’t want to, you’ll know.”

William nodded to himself. Chris certainly had been able to show his displeasure with people in the past, and wasn’t shy about it. William was just glad that the curse wasn’t a problem, though personally William thought he would have wanted to become a human again.
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                William had experienced a previous life. He didn’t particularly have any more happy memories than sad memories, and he’d seen about the same amount of people he would consider good as bad. Even though he hadn’t seen particularly more good in the world, he still liked to consider himself an optimist. Even if it wasn’t always true. In his current situation, he also tried to be optimistic.

Though, aside from being optimistic, he should also probably pay attention. Well, William felt he got the gist of what was being said. He’d been called by a teacher, and told to come to a meeting room. Of course he had gone. Inside, he found a collection of teachers, sitting behind a long table in an imposing manner, like an inquisition. The words the most imposing one in the center was now speaking summarized the whole situation. “Thus, now that the staff is no longer cursed, we feel that it should be taken care of by older, more responsible members of the Ostana Wizard’s Guild.”

Basically, they wanted Chris because he was awesome. William had memorized the faces and names of the teachers arrayed here. He had heard good things about none of them. However, they did have more authority than him, so he decided that he would take the easiest route. It could end poorly for him, but he decided to continue being optimistic. “Of course I would gladly give the staff to older and wiser people. I would like to inform those present, however, that the staff is indeed still cursed. However, I will respect the judgement of those present in the room, and leave it for you.”

Then, William whispered to Chris. “Do whatever you want. As always. Though, I’d like you to not follow me immediately if that’s what you want to do, because then they might think I just made it so that you would follow me.” William stood Chris upright. Normally, it would be a very precarious position, but Chris was capable of balancing himself. He’d done so in the display case as well.

William left the room with one last sentence. “Ah, one warning, I actually cannot control the staff, so I’m not sure what it will do.” William didn’t even have to lie about that. Then, he left the room, to absolve himself of responsibility. Also, to go find some teachers who were responsible and not greedy. Like Professor Phineas Pierce. Even Professor Farman, though he still didn’t “like” William, treated him quite well. He still gave William hard assignments though, but wasn’t unfair in his grading. William had no idea what was going on in the room. He didn’t know, but he was optimistic.

-----

Inside the room, the most imposing, and arrogant wizard spoke. “It seems he has some idea of what is proper. Though he still needs more respect for his betters, we did not say he could leave.” This arrogant man was Geoff’s uncle, Ashfield Lockridge. “I trust that no one has problems with me claiming the staff?” The remaining four nodded. After all, Ashfield Lockridge had quite a bit of influence. The others were here at his request, to repay favors or to be owed favors. 

Ashfield walked toward the center of the room where the crystalline staff stood. As he reached out his hand to grasp it, it fell away from his reach and clattered on the ground.  He bent over to pick it up, but as he did so, one end suddenly came off the floor and hit his jaw. Ashfield Lockridge was knocked over onto his backside. The crystal staff had clattered back to its position of laying on the ground, and was no longer moving.

The four others in the room stood up at this, startled. “What happened? Is something wrong?” Meanwhile, Ashfield was more embarrassed than injured. Though, he was a bit dizzy, his chin wasn’t broken. He had just been unprepared for the staff to move. He thought maybe it had just bounced off the floor. Though he had heard rumors of the staff moving in the past, he thought they were exaggerated. Besides, that was because of the curse, and since that young William fellow had used the staff, the curse must be gone. At least, this is what he thought.

“Nothing’s wrong. The floor was just unexpectedly slippery.” Ashfield was an older man, though calling him elderly would have been too far. However, he had the typical fitness level of a wizard. That is, enough to walk around and occasionally go up and down the stairs of a tower, though not too many times in a day. He tried to hide his embarrassment with an impressive display. After a few seconds of chanting, a wind started blowing, wrapping around the staff, bringing it toward Ashfield. However, instead of going into his hand, the end hit his face. His nose, specifically. There was a loud crack, and Ashfield fell flat on his back.

The others could easily tell that something was wrong more than a bit of slippery floor, and rushed over to Ashfield to help him up. Blood was streaming from his nose, and it was obviously broken. While they were asking what was happening, one of them was careless with where they walked, and stepped onto the crystal staff, which then rolled out from under his foot. He, too, fell onto his back. However, he couldn’t be blamed too much for his carelessness, since the staff hadn’t been under his foot when he started to step. 

-----

William walked down the hallway. Following him were both of the professors he had gone seeking, as well as a few others. They chatted casually as they walked. Though, casual chats for Wizards were somewhat out of the ordinary. This particular discussion was about gravity magic. Though a pressure similar to gravity could be created, it was just a force pressing downward. Actual gravity magic could not, or at least had not been done. William suspected that this was because it would require increasing the mass of the whole planet. After all, that was where gravity came from, mass. Practically, though, since similar effects could already be created, it didn’t matter.

Shortly after they passed by the room William had been in earlier, five people staggered out of the door, in various stages of disarray. William turned to look, then spoke. “Oh my, what happened? Are you alright?”

Ashfield had a look of rage on his face. “Are we alright? You know what happened, you brat! You’ll be punished for this!” Inwardly, William smiled. He didn’t actually know what happened. At least, not exactly. However, he was optimistic. Seeing their disheveled states, he a feeling his optimism had been reasonable.

“Me? I have done nothing. I have been with these professors since you required me to leave my staff in your hands.” Some of the professors with William got looks of surprise on their face. William thought they were pretty good actors.

“That’s it! Your staff is what did this to us! You made it attack us!”

“My staff? You mean the one you required me to leave with you? The one you insisted wasn’t cursed, and I warned you that it still was? The one known as the Skull Splitting Staff, the Crystal Calamity, and ‘That damnable staff’? I don’t see what its actions should have to do with me.”

Professor Pierce spoke up next. “What is this I hear about you taking William’s staff? There was no such decision made by the council. Such shameful behavior from a professor.”

“What?” William pretended to be startled. “You mean, they just wanted to take my staff? How terrible!” At this moment, the door, which had been barely hanging onto its hinges, suddenly crashed to the floor, revealing the room inside. In the center, a crystal staff lay on the floor. Around the room there were signs of fireballs and other magic. William changed what he was going to say next. “Whoa. I didn’t know professors were allowed to use magic indoors. Even breaking the windows! Impressive.”

Ashfield yelled at William, “It was your staff that caused us to do that! I’ll-”

Professor Farman interrupted him. “Quiet. Using magic indoors is a very serious offense. In addition, you should know that staff has not caused one bit of trouble in William’s hands. You’d better be prepared to face your crimes at the next meeting. Now, be off. I’ll have no threatening of a student.”

Ashfield glared, but turned and walked, well limped anyway, away.

“He’ll get off just fine, won’t he?” William asked after he was gone.

“Probably.” Professor Pierce replied. “However, we’ll make sure he can’t blame anything on you. He’ll definitely have his hands full just defending his actions. Though, he’ll at least pay a big fine, at least several times the cost of the damages there.”

William sighed. He’d have to watch that family. He wasn’t sure if Geoff was involved with this or not. Although he was a jerk, he hadn’t done anything but being a jerk lately. William had thought maybe he had somewhat reformed from his bullying ways. Perhaps he had, but William would still watch him. It didn’t seem a coincidence, but there wasn’t anything Geoff had actually done this time, so William decided to let it go. Though, he didn’t plan go easy on the bruising or possible broken bones in any future duels.
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                William was glad for the timing he had come to this world. It was very convenient for him. Specifically, since he had been reborn here shortly after the Demon King had been defeated, he didn’t have to worry about that. Instead, he was in an age of peace. Though from what he had seen, that might not last forever. Based on the history he had studied, wars between nations happened more often when there hadn’t been a Demon King lately. After a few dozen years of peace, countries might go to war with each other. This almost made the Demon King a good thing. However, all appearances of the Demon King caused much more death than any of the wars between nations. So, even though the nations were united temporarily when one appeared, it still cost more lives than constantly fighting each other. 

In summary, peace was likely to last for some time longer. This allowed William to just live in this new world, and not fight for survival. Though, that didn’t mean that training in combat magic was useless. It was important so that future generations could be strong. After all, the Demon King always returned.

-----

Over the course of time, William finally came to be a man. At least, by the technical definition of the age of his body. In summary, he was eighteen years old. Although there were no technical age requirements for any of the classes offered at the Ostana Wizard’s Guild, the general age at which one graduated and went from being a student to a full fledged wizard was at this age. William had completed all the required courses two years before, though he didn’t think it was that impressive of a feat, since he’d previously gone through university. That was a higher level of education, except for the fact that it didn’t involve magic. Still, William had been able to apply what he already knew to continue to stay ahead of his age range.

The last two years, he had been taking some higher level classes, which mostly went over theoretical aspects of magic. As they were highly complicated, William would consider them an equivalent to university courses. He couldn’t say they were practical, since they wouldn’t help with daily life, or even combat. Instead, they were classes with titles such as “The Origin of Mana” and “Knowledge of the Soul”. Though they were called that, there wasn’t actually much information to be had. Instead, they had various theories that were consistent with observed data. William still enjoyed the classes, as he was interested in the topics. Sadly, there was nothing about reincarnation, which he had a personal interest in, since he had experienced it.

In addition to classes, he worked on improving himself, continuing to exercise and practice combat with Chris. Though some aspects of Chris were still a mystery, even to Chris himself, William had learned a few things. As previously observed, Chris was unbreakable. At least, in a practical sense. Nothing had caused even the slightest amount of damage to him, even when William tried. Chris could also change size somewhat. He’d discovered that after he realized that Chris had been to big for him, at least when he was younger. However, it was only a short change, from approximately anywhere within five to seven feat. In addition, it wasn’t a quick change, taking a few minutes per inch in length. That somewhat ruined some of the cool ideas William had, but it was still good information to learn.

However, he still had the fortune to come up with a secret technique. Though he said that, nobody else would consider it something special upon seeing it. Still, he was certain it would work as a trump card against Lila in their upcoming duel. Probably. He still hadn’t won a duel with her yet, but he would. That was his current goal. He and Chris had been practicing for almost a year on the new technique. William was disappointed it had taken him so long to think of it, since the potential could be seen from the very first combat with Chris. Chris had blocked a lightning bolt. Well, deflected it, but the point stood. Eventually, William realized the potential behind that. He just hoped he could pull it off in real combat, though it was actually mostly on Chris.

Well, whether he could win or not, he had to think about his actual future. Personally, he wanted to be a researcher. Studying magic, the soul, mana, and possibly reincarnation. Whether or not he could actually make any advancement would remain to be seen. Especially on the topic of reincarnation, since if people couldn’t remember their previous life, which he expected was normal, then it would be very hard to find anyone else reincarnated. Even if there were some who remembered, it would be difficult to find them, and also very hard to determine if they were genuine. Still, he had an idea to try. Though, he would have to have a bit more status, not to mention actually having a job as a researcher first. Though, in the worst case, he would make money as a merchant or something, and research on the side. Thinking of coming up with something unknown to magic, actually having some kind of accomplishment, was an exciting thought.

Though, in terms of something unknown, perhaps the fact that the words in a chant didn’t have to be specific was a great discovery. He even knew what the factors were, now. However, he didn’t feel like he wanted everyone to have the ability to do that. He had taught Marius, and Lila already knew. Other than that, he would be willing to teach others if something critical came up, but for some reason he felt that it was something that shouldn’t be made known widely. Maybe he was overthinking things, but Lila and Marius had also felt that it should be a secret. Therefore, they would only teach it to those they could trust completely. At the very least, William didn’t want Geoff to find out. That may have just been prejudice speaking though.
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                William faced off against Lila across the 30 meter arena. It was, effectively, a private duel, with only Marius and Professor Pierce watching, in case someone was seriously injured, though this was unlikely with the barriers in place. However, extra precautions never hurt. William certainly didn’t mind, since it would probably be him, if anybody, who got injured.

If the duel hadn’t been mostly private, William would likely not use the trump card that he had developed. There were various reasons he didn’t want people to know, but the easiest one was he wanted to be able to use it as a surprise again, against someone else. Though, it certainly wasn’t worthless without the surprise element.

The match started, and William instantly started moving. He was much faster, with his body fully developed. Though, at this distance, it was really only a matter of parts of a second. However, this wasn’t good enough to get to Lila before she finished a spell. After all, she had gotten faster at casting spells. She was only restrained by the speed at which she could gather mana, since she was the one who had helped William learn about chanting. She didn’t have to chant anything specific, and didn’t have to actually finish preset phrases. William had learned just a little bit more about how and why chanting worked, but he hadn’t told her yet, since it was just technical information, and wouldn’t really improve her performance.

Soon, Lila finished her first spell. More of those seeking fireballs. Three, this time. He was rather familiar with how much they could do, so he would be able to dodge them fairly well. As he started running to the side, he did something nobody expected. He started chanting. In addition to that, there was a faint humming sound.

Lila didn’t look bothered at all. She knew William couldn’t use magic. She continued with her next spell, finishing it as William was still dodging the third fireball. She thought it was slightly odd that he hadn’t deflected that one with his staff, as he often would, but she decided not to worry about it too much. Most of the time, any changes he did were just to play mind games with her. She launched more fireballs this time, though much smaller than even the previous ones. She didn’t need to beat him with this, just reduce his mobility.

William inwardly grinned. He just needed to dodge this attack, and the next one, and he would have an opportunity. Not that it would be easy. The six fireballs came at him from different directions, and he had to dodge and weave around them. Though he was successful in not getting hit, he had to slow down his movement to avoid them all. There was still a small amount of collateral damage from their explosions, but nothing that his robe couldn’t handle, since he avoided getting hit. However, now William was almost not moving. He needed to be fast to avoid the next spell. He had fallen to this tactic before, and maybe he would again. However, even if that happened, he thought he could still tie.

The next spell should be a lightning bolt. Powerful and hard to dodge unless he was already moving, and even then if his direction could be predicted, he would still be hit. However, William really wanted to win, so he put everything he could into moving. It only took a few steps to get up to speed, but he probably still wasn’t fast enough. He reached further into himself, trying to see if he could just get a little bit more speed. At first, he thought his body had reached its limit, but then he felt just a little bit more energy, and he dashed forward faster than he ever had before.

His timing had been very good, though partly by luck. However, he had correctly predicted the lightning bolt, and it went just behind him. Close enough that he could feel his hair stand on end. If he hadn’t gotten just a tiny bit faster, he wouldn’t have gotten off unscathed. However, he did, somehow. He still wasn’t close to Lila though. She had gotten quite good at making it hard for him to approach.

Then, he stopped. He was still about half the distance of the arena away. At the same time, he stopped chanting, and held Chris out before him. Immediately, the low humming ceased, and something that nobody but he was expecting happened. A lightning bolt shot at Lila. 

Lila was completely unprepared for that result. Certainly, she could deal with a lightning bolt or two with a defensive spell. If it were someone predictable, she could even dodge it. However, she wasn’t prepared for magic to come from William. In addition, it was a fairly powerful one. It struck through her lower stomach, and she dropped to the ground. 

William ran over, and stood above her. After a few moments, her eyes blinked a few times. Then, she felt where she had been it. It wasn’t particularly bad, since there was a barrier and William had no intent to really hurt her much. However, she looked more stunned than injured. “I... lost?” Lila had never lost to William before. Only Marius had managed to defeat her, on occasion. She sat up. “I lost. Though, since when can you actually do magic?”

“Well,” said William, “that’s a bit complicated.”

-----

William had always desired to be able to use magic. He’d put a lot of effort into being able to use it. However, with his current resources, the answer he’d found was quite simple. He couldn’t. He was unable to sense mana, and thus couldn’t control it. As far as he could tell, nobody had ever gained such an ability later in their life, though it might often go unawakened. However, he knew that he didn’t have the right… soul, probably, to use magic.

That said, Chris could sense magic. William hadn’t immediately made the connection from the blocked lightning bolt, but he’d learned that Chris, though he had good reflexes, wasn’t anywhere near fast enough to block a lightning bolt after it was completed. Quite simply, he had just sensed the path that it was going to go beforehand. It was something Lila could do as well, or anyone with the ability to sense mana and sufficient practice, and concentration. A lightning bolt needed a concentration of mana in the path it was going to go, otherwise it would just head for the ground. It was real electricity after all, and would follow the path of least resistance.

After William realized Chris could sense mana, he was disappointed, because Chris couldn’t speak. Thus, he was still not able to use magic, since the chants were an important part. Why? That was the question that William had wondered. Then, he’d come up with a theory. Chris was quite willing to help him test it. After quite a bit of work, he had his result.

Chanting didn’t matter what was said. However, it did still require continuous chanting for the duration of casting a spell. Why? In simplest terms, based on William’s discovery, the sound was key. Specifically, the sound waves. As they moved through the air, they excited the mana, making it easier to control- from almost impossible to do anything, to simple. Chris had helped him confirm this. This was why it needed continuous chanting, and a certain volume. Otherwise, it was not enough to cause the mana to flow freely, and if the chanting stopped, it became uncontrollable, and the concentrated mana would behave as it normally would. However, since it was concentrated and had begun to be made into a certain form, it would violently move apart, causing the phenomenon of backlash.

Theoretically, this meant that William could chant and Chris could control the mana to cast a spell. However, that didn’t work very well. William had mostly done the chanting as an excuse. Though Chris couldn’t talk, that didn’t mean he couldn’t make sound waves. After all, sound waves were just vibrations in the air. Thus, the part that took the longest to train had come. Chris had learned to vibrate at the correct frequency to make sound. Though, it took a lot of concentration, so his speed of gathering and forming mana was rather slow. That was why Lila had been able to use several spells in the time of Chris’ one.
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                Since William had reached eighteen years old with his body matured, his staffwork had grown significantly better. He would no longer come even close to losing to either Lila or Marius in pure staff technique. William would have been happy if this was because he was a genius, but he knew the real answer was something different. Quite frankly, he had more experience. Even if the others spent the same amount of time training battle techniques, he obviously spent more time improving his body and staff abilities. He couldn’t use magic, after all. Chris could, but that was something different.

Of course, there was a problem with Chris. It wasn’t that he wasn’t a good staff. He was even a good friend. It was just that, as a staff, he was too good. With Chris supporting him, William could often win a duel against Lila. However, he found himself slightly slacking off. He wouldn’t dodge spells that he could parry with Chris. He wasn’t as fast to react as he could be, because he wasn’t worried. It didn’t take too long for William to notice his dependence. Thus, he always spent some of his training time without Chris. He even entered some real duels that way. He could certainly tell that his overall performance was worse that way, but his personal performance was better, as long as he didn’t get complacent.

One very tangible benefit took a while for William to recognize. This was because the effects were infrequent. However, he noticed that when pushed to his very limits, he could sometimes go beyond them. Not in the way he expected from an athlete or adrenaline. Instead of just running a little faster or further than he thought he could achieve, he would attain a burst of speed that was almost twice as fast, or strike noticeably harder than normal.

This phenomenon wasn’t unique to William, though wizards rarely experienced it. Instead, it was something that knights experienced. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any explanation for it, or methods to trigger it consciously. William was disappointed, because he would have liked to be able to control that strength. Though, he would have preferred to be able to use magic. It was somewhat of an embarrassment to be more similar to knight, yet still call himself a wizard. Though, his knowledge was at least on par with the rest of the wizards.

-----

No matter his abilities in combat, William’s heart was that of a wizard. This meant that anything he found interesting, he put thought and research into. His favorite topic, how magic worked, was hardest to gain insight into. Even though Chris was very helpful, and would do whatever William asked, he was frankly bad at explanations. Lila… did almost everything by instinct. She wasn’t a great candidate for figuring out how things worked. 

Marius was the best option, except he was busy. Aside from his wizardly studies and other such activities, he was also a noble. Thus, he had family affairs to take care of from time to time. If that wasn’t enough, William was pretty sure he had a girlfriend. Not just an arranged relationship, but one he actually liked. Thus, Marius was busy. 

William didn’t really know anyone else that wasn’t really old. In fact, there weren’t even very many middle-aged teachers. Just young students and old teachers. Consequence of the last Demon King. Most of the generation of wizards before William had been killed. The Demon King phenomenon also interested William, but it was very hard to get information on. As far as he could tell, it couldn’t, or at least didn’t, happen more often than 100(base twelve) years. Other than that, information was sparse.

What William did learn about the Demon King was that the Demon King himself was very strong, and he also had many strong demon followers. Every appearance was a major disaster for the world. Even with all of the nations gathering together to fight, losses were still high. In fact, from the information William had found, losses were worse every time. He wasn’t sure if this was because the general population was going up, or the wars were killing a larger percentage of the people.

There was also some indication that the Demon King reincarnated. At least, from what William could glean, it wasn’t that a new Demon King was born. It seemed to be the same one, getting stronger every time. There wasn’t much else about reincarnation, though there were a few references to other cases, they may have just been stories. Indeed, William wasn’t even sure if the information he’d found about the Demon King reincarnating was correct, or just the prevailing belief. Unfortunately, he couldn’t just go ask demons about it. Though they might know, it wouldn’t do him any good since he would be dead, even if magical beasts or monsters (not that there was necessarily a difference between the two) didn’t kill him on the way to demon territory.

William had his own idea on how to research reincarnation. At least, something that might work. However, he didn’t have the resources to implement his plan just yet. He would have to attain an official position as a researcher, which would still take some time. Then, he would have to get his research topics approved. He would have to put time into topics he didn’t find interesting, of course, but securing funding was more important than only doing what he wanted. It wasn’t like he could just go slay dragons for their treasure hoards and suddenly become rich.

Not that there weren’t some dragons. He just didn’t have confidence in beating them. They really needed a small army, at minimum, to combat them. Even if he could survive fighting one, if he couldn’t kill it, it would be a big problem. The dragon would be angry, and would cause trouble in a large area around where it lived. Needless to say, entering the territory of any dragons was a crime, because there could be consequences beyond just what could happen to the one person. In addition, though dragon corpses were highly valuable, they didn’t collect gold coins or anything. Frankly, it was ridiculous to think they could even pick up tiny coins.
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                Professor Farman and William had come to an understanding. Professor Farman remained grumpy and strict, and William continued to secretly be his favorite student. Though, that wouldn’t really be true any longer, since William would no longer be a student. Instead, he would be a research assistant. Although Professor Farman taught classes, most of the higher level faculty also were researchers to some degree or other.

The main focus of Professor Farman’s study was magical theory. Although, calling it a focus was rather incorrect. In essence, it was a study of natural law, and what could be done by a wizard to manipulate the world. With proper understanding and enough mana, in theory, anything could be done. Mana, however, was often a key issue in those things that were deemed “impossible”. For example, although one could theoretically create edible food out of mana, there wasn’t enough mana around to make anything. Even if the mana were present, controlling large amounts was incredibly hard. Indeed, to make any mass, it would take a very large amount of mana. 

If mass-energy equivalence was the same, assuming the world worked in basically the same manner as where he came from, making something from nothing was basically impossible. Put simply, even a 1 kg rock contains almost 1500 times as much energy as the nuclear bomb, “Little Boy”, which was dropped on Hiroshima. Thus, making a 1 kg rock of of energy would take slightly more energy, accounting for losses in the conversion process. How, then, did people cast water spells, or create earth walls? Quite simply, they moved the matter, instead of creating it. Thus, it was harder to “create” water in a desert.

How much easier was it to move matter than create it? It would be about 100 billion times easier to move the same 1 kg of rock from the other side of the planet than to create it. Still not a trivial amount of energy, but it was not necessary to move anything that far. Though, this did put a bit of a damper on any plans to teleport things long distances. Though, William still wasn’t sure exactly how wizards used mana to accomplish these things. To really understand that was going to take quite a bit more learning, if it was even known precisely.

-----

It was around this time that William implemented the first stage in his plan to find other reincarnated people. Though he called it the first stage, he didn’t actually have a second stage in mind. His plan was quite simple, but by no means guaranteed to produce any results. William’s parents, being merchants, would be key. He created some flyers, which he his parents would have delivered to all the largest cities. Then, the flyers would be hung somewhere people would see it. What did the flyers say? Quite simply, “If you can read this, contact William Stevenson” and his location in Ostana. 

How would that help? Simply, it was written in English. Unfortunately, the plan still had many holes. It cost money to have the flyers delivered, and more to have them hung up. William couldn’t even guarantee that the people in the other cities would put them somewhere they would be seen, or even put them up at all. He also would pay to have some instructions translated into local languages that asked for people who recognized (and had firsthand knowledge of) the script to contact him, for a reward. This would allow him to find reincarnated people who didn’t speak English, but were also from Earth. Unfortunately, William had no way to know if there were even other people from Earth who had reincarnated here, and that they would see and respond to his request. However, he didn’t know of any way to determine the genuineness of a reincarnated person unless they were from his universe.

The process would be long, and expensive. At least, on a research assistant’s pay. William would be sending out flyers over the course of a few years, and then there would be travel times. Thus, he wasn’t expecting much in the way of results for quite a while, unless he got lucky. It was also possible that even if there were a large amount of reincarnated people with memories, they might not be from William’s universe. After all, if there were a very large amounts of places to draw from, then it was less likely that many would come from Earth. William also didn’t know if people would keep their memories at all, or if he was one of a few lucky exceptions.

However, William was still willing to put effort into something that might produce no results, because he knew he would regret not trying. And, if it did work, it would be a great accomplishment- at least to him. He wasn’t sure if he could get, or even wanted, any kind of public recognition of his study on reincarnation. While he may be comfortable telling his parents and those close to him about being reincarnated, he wasn’t planning to make it public knowledge.

As for the other thing William was most interested in studying, the soul, he had absolutely no idea how to study it. How could he study something that couldn’t be seen or felt? Well, he didn’t know for sure that nobody could do something like that here, but he also had no indication that there was anybody who could, either. In addition to studying the soul, William wanted to look into possible other ways to use magic. Were there other ways to sense mana? Were there ways he could control it, or something similar, without the usual senses? So far, the answer had been no, but that was what he could find with the resources available to a student. Perhaps he would find something in the future. If not, well, he had a second life and the chance to live in a world with magic. That was more than he was expecting.
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                William scratched his chin. It was itching because a beard was growing in. In his previous life, he had tried a few times to grow a beard, but it never looked good. Since his genetics were completely different here, he thought he’d try again. Though he’d grown hair on his face before, it wasn’t something he would have called a beard. Now that he was technically an adult, again, and mostly done with his physical maturation, he had a good chance to grow a beard. Why would he even think so hard about growing a beard? Obviously, it was because wizards had beards. Well, not all of the wizards, here. However, whenever William thought wizard, he thought of some very particular things, and one of those was a long, grey beard. Obviously his wouldn’t be grey yet, but that would come with time.

A large amount of time, probably. He wasn’t sure what the actual average lifespan was here, since they didn’t keep careful track of such statistics, but it didn’t seem to be too much different, even with less medical knowledge. Of course, that was due to the availability of healing magic. It wasn’t extremely common, but small amount of healing magic combined with the decent medical knowledge still allowed people to live fairly long, healthy lives. Except, unfortunately, poor people. Although they were less likely to be able to afford good healthcare than in his first world, there was somewhat of a bigger gap here. William would have liked to help with the healthcare standards here, but just because he came from a world with more advanced medicine didn’t mean he knew how it worked.

Although they didn’t know in detail about bacteria and other microscopic organisms, they knew enough to somewhat prevent the spread of disease. William was glad that this world had pretty good levels of sanitation. He wouldn’t have liked to live in a completely medieval type world, if the only addition was magic. It was fun to think about living in a castle until you realized they were pretty terrible as a home, being drafty and uncomfortable. 

-----

Another thing that made William recognize he was now an adult, besides having just a job and being able to grow a beard, was another aspect of his employment he hadn’t been expecting. Sometimes, when he was busy with something important, Professor Farman had William teach a class or two. Although he had always considered the people around him in classes children, being on the teaching side, he really felt it. Even though he was only a few years older than most of them in body, it was a critical few years.

At first, when William came to teach as a replacement for Professor Farman, the students were excited. After all, any classes where the exceedingly strict Professor wasn’t there had to be better. William had recently been in their position, so certainly he would be merciful to them. That was what they thought. However, they soon discovered they were wrong. William not only held them up to the same standards Professor Farman required of them, he even held some of them to the same standards that had been required of himself. 

It was not that he was ever unfair. However, those who had talent couldn’t get away with doing just as well as the rest of the class, they had to do better. Though a few of the students were self-motivated, a higher percentage of the students were nobles, who generally did not have to work hard for anything. William, however, wouldn’t let those who could be better, fail to achieve that. After some time, Professor Farman sometimes had William teach even when he wasn’t at a critical point in research. His reasoning… “Well, sometimes I just want students to appreciate that I’m there.”

William was also considering teaching a class on staffwork. However, he realized that he really didn’t know much about it. Sure, he could fight with a staff. He could certainly beat any of the other wizards in a match. Unfortunately, his technique was still very sloppy. Training with the knights helped him overcome some of his glaring weaknesses, but they didn’t have any techniques for fighting with a staff. For knights, a sword or spear was much more useful. William asked one of his friends among the knights, Gerald Vaughan, if there was anyone who did train in staff techniques. 

“Well, not around here. However, I heard there’s a country off to the west that does. The stories tell of some impressive feats from their warriors. However, they train in many weapons besides the staff. I can’t say if their staff techniques in particular are any good.”

William decided he would check the markets for anyone who traded to the west. The chances that they would have any information with them was very low, but maybe he could find someone who was making a trip that way in the near future. Then, maybe, they could pick up a book or something for him. While he thought about it, he realized that it would be more difficult than he thought. Even if he got a book… well, he couldn’t even determine if it was genuine. Sure, he could test the techniques, and if they were good, he would know. Except, he wouldn’t be able to read it. Learning another language for the sake of a side project… actually appealed to William. However, he was very busy. Maybe he could get something translated.

Even if he didn’t, it wasn’t too important. Though he liked winning duels, it wasn’t like William wanted to spend his entire life fighting. He would rather live peacefully. At least, as much as he could. It wasn’t like magic’s potential was limited to war or fighting. Just that violence was the easiest thing to do with large amounts of power. It was much harder to contain power to levels that were useful in more general situations. 

Though he himself might not need to be ready for war, he realized that this world did need to be ready. Not this generation, and maybe not the next, but eventually, the Demon King would come back. That was an inevitable part of this world that William was still trying to get used to. Even though he hadn’t been personally affected by the Demon King at all, William couldn’t help thinking about it from time to time, since it was a part of this world. 

            

    
        Chapter 29

    
    
    
    
                When William was twenty years old, he was extremely used to calculating that age as twelve and eight, instead of two tens. Though, no matter how he calculated it, the importance of what happened was the same. William received, somewhat unexpectedly, the first response to the flyers he had created. He wasn’t even very hopeful that there would be anyone else reincarnated from Earth.

Of course, it could also be someone trying to cheat there way to a reward. There had been a few of those in the past, but William had confirmed they really didn’t know anything. This time, however, he had a good feeling. The person who showed up was a well dressed merchant. William would have called his features “Asian”, though there was no Asia here. However, there was a country called Liaoyang to the west, and people from around there tended to have features similar to what William thought of as Asian. 

William invited the man into his office. Though he called it an office, it was little more than a room with a desk and two chairs. After some greetings, William got to the main point. “Now then, since you are here, I’ll need to verify your information. [Do you speak English?]”

The man looked confused briefly, then started thinking. “Umm… [Not… very… well.] English… wasn’t my first language.”

“That accent… is it… Indian?”

“That’s right, and even though I was alright before, I haven’t spoken English in, well, twenty-two years.”

“That’s understandable. Now, if I could just get a final confirmation…” William pulled out a globe. He’d had someone make the globe itself, then painted a… roughly accurate drawing of Earth on it. “If you could point to where you were from?”

The man rotated the globe and pointed straight to India. “Here, approximately.”

“Good, I just wanted to make sure... “ William rotated the globe, and pointed at the west coast of the United States. “I was from California… before… well, I died.”

William confirmed some things with the man, Zhan Shengrui, that he was curious about. It turns out that William had actually died earlier than Zhan Shengrui by a few months, but was reincarnated here about two years later. William also acquired one of the globes to test for magical potential. Unlike William, his potential was pretty bad. Which, sadly, made it better. It also allowed William to cross one thing off his list of reasons why he might not have magical potential.

Zhan Shengrui was a merchant, basically, because he had memories and prior education, which allowed him to get a step up. He felt it suited him better than any other choices he could make, and he had the talent to make a living. Unlike William, though, he seemed to have some gaps in his memory. William wasn’t sure if it was related to how he died (a car crash) or something else. However, at least he now had two data points. That was much more than he’d had before.

After paying the reward money (even if he had mostly come to satisfy his own curiosity, the man was, after all, a merchant) William arranged a dinner with his parents. After all, merchants could always use contacts in different countries, and Zhan Shengrui would be travelling many places, so perhaps they could both benefit. He also asked him to look into a book, manual, or some such on staff techniques. Having someone who could directly obtain it would be better than hoping to find something through barely-known merchants.

Over the weeks that Zhan Shengrui stayed in town, they met several times. After all, there weren’t many chanced to meet with other reincarnated people, and they both had questions for each other. Zhan Shengrui promised to visit again, when future trips brought him to Ostana.

-----

William was currently watching Lila in a duel. He sighed. The sighing wasn’t just because the duel was rather one sided and boring. There were other reasons involved as well. Lately, his parents had been hinting that he should get married, or at least look in that direction. William didn’t have any particular objections to the idea itself. Lila was quite attractive, as well as some other girls he knew. However, even though he had now lived a second life all the way into early adulthood, he still felt much older.

If he had to marry someone, he wanted her to be at at least a somewhat similar maturity level. This made things very awkward for him. If they were around his physical age, they were generally going to be less mature. On the other hand, if they had the emotional maturity he wanted, they would probably be at least twice as old as him physically. William couldn’t do anything about the fact that both situations felt weird. 

In the particular case of Lila, he liked her, but not in such a way to want to marry her. Besides the fact that she was still rather childish, she really just felt like a little sister. Though, she was technically slightly older.

Though he wouldn’t object a relationship with someone if he came across a good opportunity, he personally had different priorities. Soon (relatively, anyway), he would be able to access some of the formerly restricted sections of the library. William almost couldn’t wait. It wasn’t a process that could be rushed, however. It required a minimum of three years teaching or research experience. It also required showing a certain amount of responsibility. 

Some of the books were restricted because they were delicate and hard to reproduce. There were also many that were restricted because the knowledge could end up with someone hurting himself or others. Some… were just in those sections because they required more experience to be safe, or even useful. Those could be lent out by someone with access, though it was very rarely done. William thought what he wanted was likely in the latter category, but it was easiest if he had the access himself. In addition, he wanted to keep at least a few things secret, even from those he trusted like Professor Pierce, because it wouldn’t benefit them to know but could cause problems for William if the information got out.
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                William finally had access to whatever books he wanted. Though he thought of it as “finally”, he was one of the youngest to ever receive access to the restricted library. Mostly, this was because he had finished his schooling and attained “real” wizard status earlier than others would have. Currently, he was trying to figure out what books he actually wanted.

Information about reincarnation. Information about souls. Information about alternate types of magic, if such existed. Specifically, some kind of magic that didn’t require him to be able to sense or manipulate mana. William wasn’t sure where to look, exactly, so he first made a brief overview of what there was. He stayed away from the section that contained potentially dangerous information. Though he was likely responsible enough to use the information well, he thought he could get what he needed elsewhere.

There were a surprisingly large number of histories in the restricted library. After briefly scanning them, William determined that was mostly because they contained doubtful or speculative information. There were some, however, that seemed to contain reliable information, but were still not available in the main library. While William was generally for freedom of information, he understood the reason to keep some things secret. Though this information was just history, as William read it, he understood some reasons the information wasn’t public.

-----

There were a pair of volumes that covered the same period of time. The books were not finished, however. Each had more pages blank, and upon a quick scan, William could tell that different sections had been written at different times, by different people.

The first sections of both were written by Marcel Orr, the first archmage. Archmage was the position of the head of the Ostana wizard’s guild. Currently, the position was empty. However, Marcel Orr had been the first, and had thought the writing of these books important. The first book was a comprehensive history of the guild, beginning with its founding some 1200 years before. After Marcel Orr, it appeared that each archmage had continued writing the history. They included any advancements in magic that they thought were important, and any other events that affected the guild or the country as a whole. There were often mentions of a numerical reference book, which William had not yet seen, and the second book he had found.

The second book was a record on the Demon King. There had, in fact, been a wizard’s guild in Ostana before the founding of the current one. However, it was treated as a separate entity, precisely because the previous one had been completely destroyed. It was more than just the buildings of the guild, but much of the city. This was because the incarnation of the Demon King at the time had managed to invade that far, only to be barely defeated. Marcel Orr and a few others were the only survivors among the wizards, and they decided that it was better to found a “new” guild.

The history of the guild had much information that was important, but it wasn’t what William was interested in. The history of the Demon King, however, confirmed some things for certain. It was very specific that there was only one Demon King, and each appearance was an incarnation. Though he’d mostly gathered that information already, this was much more in depth. It contained specific details, such as when each of the signs of the Demon King’s return had happened, and when they were defeated. It even included details on the battles. It was upon reading these that William discovered some sections that were not written by the archmages. After all, they could not write a summary of the battle and events afterward if they were dead.

Of the six Demon King incarnations in the past 1200 years, four had killed the current archmage in battle, or the archmage had died of wounds shortly after. William took note that there could have been eight Demon Kings, if the minimum known reincarnation time had always occurred. Upon further research, he determined they always reincarnated between the first and second 144 year cycle since their death. There was one instance where the Demon King did not appear for slightly more than 300 years since the previous time, but adding in the time it took for them to reach maturity, it still fit within the right timeframe. The Demon King reincarnated as a baby, as far as had been able to be determined. Obviously, no humans had been around for his birth, and information from the Demon’s country was hard to obtain.

The Demon King’s history also mentioned the third book, the numerical reference. This bothered William, so he set out to find it. Upon finding it, he looked through it. It kept track of how many wizards were in each generation. It recorded various statistics, such as the percentage of the population that were able to become wizards, as well as the total population. It also included casualty numbers. The total number of participants on both sides of the battles seemed to be growing. The population total had grown as well, though, so this was fine. However, the casualties had increased not just in number, but percentage, three incarnations before.

William looked up information about that time, and discovered something unsettling. That was the time that the Demon King had learned how to use some kind of soul magic. There weren’t many details in the record, but it seemed to be useful for destroying souls (which was very effective for killing people) as well as using souls as some kind of power source. After this point, the casualties had understandably gone up. However, William discovered something more disturbing. Casualties had gone up… and the percentage of wizards in each generation had gone down. The actual number of wizards had still increased, but a smaller portion of the population had the ability. Though William thought it could have been a coincidence, similar drops happened after all three battles since then.

William was taken aback. He needed to talk to somebody about this. In addition to those he would normally consult on such matters, there was one name he found but hadn’t known that he needed to talk to. In addition, there was one person he saw every day that he had to talk to about some things that hadn’t come up, but were very important.
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                William had two people to talk to, based on what he learned from the history books, but he would need to find where the one he didn’t know stayed, first. He would put that off until later. After all, he could talk to the one he saw every day quite easily. In fact, he didn’t even need to go anywhere to find him. Chris was practically always with him.

William thought about being tactful,  but it was Chris he was talking to. It was easier to just get to the point. “Chris, you were brought into the Ostana Wizard’s guild shortly after the defeat of the incarnation of the Demon King five times ago, correct?”

“Dunno. Maybe.”

“Maybe? What do you mean?”

“I know I was brought here after the defeat of some incarnation of the Demon King. I didn’t really keep track of the ones after that, so I don’t know if he was five ago.”

“Right. Well, the records I found indicate it was this one. Unless there was another crystal staff similar to you.”

“Oh man I hope not,” Chris scrawled on the ground, “I tried to teach a lesson to the guy who did this to me. Well, I killed him. Maybe someone else knew how to do this, but I doubt it. It seemed… very difficult. I don’t mind being a staff now, but I was super angry at the time. I feel like I had a grudge with that guy before.”

“You killed him? Hmm… Just asking but… was it the Demon King?” William had read that the Demon King of that time died mysteriously. The armies raised against him found him dead upon entering his fortress. Sadly, that didn’t mean there weren’t still large losses fighting against his army, but some lives were likely saved by not having to engage the Demon King himself.

“Was it the Demon King? I’m certainly not strong enough to do that on my own… You’ve seen my capabilities, after all. Though, he was really drained of energy afterwards. Now that you bring it up, it might have been. It was some demon. My memories are most confused around then, since I was just transformed into a staff.”

William had surmised something similar. The records on Chris’ “reclamation” mentioned that he was cursed, partly because of his reaction to people trying to control him, but also because he was found in the Demon King’s fortress. With the mysterious death of the Demon King, it was either a huge coincidence in which some unknown thing or person killed the Demon King, or Chris did it. However, the description of the corpse that was found as “pummeled to death” was very indicative of it being Chris. “How strong was he at that time?”

“Then? Well, I only vaguely remember he was very powerful before turning me into a staff, but afterwards he was barely able to stand. Fortunately, he was paranoid or something and didn’t allow anyone else into the room during the process, so I could beat him. Though, even with him barely able to move at all, it was hard to kill him. His body was tough.”

Demons were known to have strong bodies as well as the ability to use magic. It wasn’t known whether this was true of all demons, or just the ones that had been fought against by various armies. There was never any desire to enter the demon’s lands, so there had been no contact with any “civilians” if such existed among demons. William was glad to have some clarification on Chris’ history.

-----

The other person William needed to talk to was one of the few wizards who returned from the fight with the last Demon King. William only knew he existed because he had been the one to add the latest update to the record books, summarizing the battle and casualties. Ariston Ilias was his name, but William knew no more than that. Actually, he didn’t even know if he was still alive. Hopefully, he had just retired, and not died. It had been almost thirty years. William decided to ask Professor Pierce about him.

“Ariston Ilias, huh? Where did you learn that name?”

William told him about the record books. 

“Good. It’s important that someone in the younger generation knows about them. There are some contingencies to make sure they are not forgotten, or so I’ve heard, but it is best that someone shows interest. Especially a bright young man like yourself. Learn anything interesting?”

“Interesting? Yes. Even more so, disturbing. That was part of the reason I want to find Ariston Ilias.”

“Yes, records of wars are always troubling. Even more so when there are so many casualties.”

“It gets worse, actually. Did you know…” William told him what he had learned about the casualties. The numbers and percentages had gone up, and less wizards were being born.

“That… was something I did not know. I had not scrutinized the numbers so closely… I will need to talk to some people about this. In the meantime, I do know where you can find Ariston. He lives outside the city, now. He’s retired, and has become very reclusive. He may not wish to talk to you, but I can write a letter of introduction. At least, that will give you some chance of him actually speaking to you. Whether he will answer your questions, or will even know what you want… well, that’s something different.”

“Thank you, Professor.” Fortunately, he did not live far outside the city, so William could visit him the next day, though it would be an all-day trip. William hoped it would be worth it.

            

    
        Chapter 32

    
    
    
    
                Ariston Ilias’ home was a bit bigger than William had expected, but mostly because he was expecting a hut. That was what he imagined a reclusive wizard living in. Instead, it was just a relatively small house. William would have described it as “cozy”.

William knocked on the door.

“Coming!” William heard from beyond the door. “Who is it?” came the question as the door opened creakily. An old man stood there, but he seemed relatively healthy. At least his back was straight, and his eyes seemed good. Those very same eyes looked over William, taking in his mage robes, as well as Chris. “I don’t teach combat magic.” His eyes moved over to Chris and half-frowned.

“Don’t worry, that’s not what I’m here for. However, I was hoping to ask you about the records.”

“The records?” Ariston shook his head. “Did they change the time requirements?”

“Not as far as I know. I graduated five years ago, actually.” William didn’t want to sound arrogant or anything, but it was the truth.

Ariston scratched his chin. Sadly, there was no beard there. Well, William was slightly disappointed anyway. “Then, did Professor Farman die?”

“No, he’s still alive. At least, he was yesterday.”

“Ohh? Really?” He looked over William again. William was glad the robe concealed his more-than-wizardly muscles.”Then you… must be pretty good. Or older than you look. Well, come inside so we can talk.”

William was older than he looked, but not in the way Ariston meant. He followed him inside to a small dining table that only had two chairs. One of them was dusty. “I found out about you from the records. You were the one who updated them last. I understand if you don’t want to talk about it, but…”

“I don’t.” Ariston grimaced. “But I should. There aren’t going to be many more people asking.” Ariston paused for a few moments. “What can I tell you, then?”

“Well, I noticed some things when reading the records, especially the numbers. There wasn’t any mention of the trends I noticed, so I wasn’t sure if it wasn’t known, or just wasn’t written down.”

“What things?”

“Well, there are less wizards. Not total, but... there are about a quarter less wizards based on the population than there were one thousand years ago. Well, the numbers remained the same until three incarnations of the Demon King prior.”

“That many less? Maybe it’s just this generation?” Ariston didn’t look like he actually thought that was the problem, just that he hoped it was.

William shook his head. “Since the Demon King learned some form of soul magic, the numbers have been gradually decreasing. They slightly recover each generation, then become much worse again after the Demon King appears.”

Ariston leaned back in his chair and breathed out a long breath. “Really. Well, if anyone else noticed… they didn’t write it down, and they didn’t tell me. That seems like something someone should have written down. I read everything to be passed on to the next Archmage, but there wasn’t any indication of anything like that.”

William sighed. “It’s honestly not looking good for the future. Fighting off the Demon King has worked in the past, but this is just going to get worse. I’m not sure if it’s having an effect on the knights or anyone else, though.”

“It might also be good to check with people from Liaoyang. Though they are far, the Demon King’s appearance affects them as well. They send their warriors to fight as well.”  Liaoyang was the country to the west, where Zhan Shengrui was from. “Other countries as well, if it can be done. Maybe the kingdom has records, if we can access them. I’m not the only one you’ve told, am I?”

“No, I told one of the professors I trust as well, he was going to consult with some others.”

“Good. This isn’t something that can be done by one person. Especially not one so young as you, since people might not listen, even if they should. I suppose I may be needed to pull up some old contacts… assuming they are not too old, anyway.” Ariston half laughed at his terrible “joke”. “Although I would like to stay here and enjoy my retirement in peace, I suppose the future of… the world, possibly, is worth it.”

-----

Even though there was a potential major problem in the future, it wasn’t something that required rushing preparations. Indeed, it would be generations before anything would happen. Except, something had to be done now, to figure out what preparations needed to be made. William wasn’t sure what he could do, or even the wizards, to help the future. Optimally, of course, they would kill the Demon King and stop his reincarnations. However, that would require… well, William didn’t know what. That was the whole problem.

They could bind the Demon King, or seal him away, but William thought that was a disaster waiting to happen. Plus, it would be even harder than just killing him, and there was already enough issue with that. The other option that William could think of…

Well, to fight fire with fire. More specifically, to fight destroying souls with destroying souls. If they could figure out the soul magic that the Demon King used, it might be able to be used to destroy him, likely preventing future reincarnations. Assuming they could figure out how it works, and use it, without killing themselves. William didn’t doubt there was a high difficulty associated with soul magic. Ethically… well, William was fine using it on just the Demon King. Not that he would be there to do that.
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                While the matter of the Demon King was important, indeed probably the most important thing for the world, it wasn’t exactly urgent. In fact, it wasn’t even something that could be sped up by trying to deal with it earlier. Thus, after some initial planning by William and some professors he trusted, he had no need to do anything further right away. That was good for William, because if he had to think about the possible end of the world (or at least of the humans) all the time, he thought he would go crazy. He definitely wasn’t comfortable with being even partly responsible for the future of the world. In his previous life, he was pretty sure he hadn’t been involved in any world-altering events, even circumstantially. Here, though it would only be affecting future generations, he would have such a part.

Fortunately, he had time to relax. One way he did that was by visiting his parents. They were his only family in this world, and they were very relaxing to be around. Mostly, anyway.

“William, dear, are you sure there aren’t any girls you’re interested in?” William’s mother asked. She brought it up almost every time they met.

“I’ve already told you, mom. I don’t think it’s gonna happen.”

William’s mother sighed and looked at his father. “I told you we should have had another.”

“After William?” His father grinned. “I don’t think we’d know how to handle a normal kid. He was both too easy and not easy enough.”

After that, the conversation naturally moved on to trading and other things. William was glad for the chance to think about “mundane” things. Things not involving the Demon King, and not even magic. William did a pretty good job of pretending to not care that he couldn’t use magic himself, especially since most people thought he could use magic now. However, it still bothered him, with the ability to use magic seeming to sit just out of his reach.


-----

Over the course of time, William received more people responding to his flyers about English. It wasn’t always one every year, but some there were more. Sometimes, there were fraudsters who really didn’t know anything. They may have known quite a bit about languages, and would have been relatively convincing, except they didn’t actually know what William was looking for. The English was just a gateway to studying reincarnation.

However, the arrival of anyone else who knew English (or knew of it), and there were indeed several, allowed William to know something for sure. Though it was only a few people out of millions, or hundreds of millions, it seemed there were still a surprisingly “large” number of people reincarnated from Earth. With memories intact, of course. It wouldn’t be possible to discern otherwise. 

With the appearance of a few more people, William discovered a few things, and was able to surmise some possibilities. First, none of those who arrived to meet William had been born before the latest Demon King war. William thought this indicated that it may have been related to the destruction of souls, but it had some possibility to instead have a connection to another event that happened at the same time, though William knew of nothing.. William wished he had some way to find other reincarnated people, from other worlds, but he couldn’t think of any way to discern truth from lies in those cases.

He also knew there weren’t too many people who were reincarnated with memories, at least compared to total population. Otherwise, he imagined that there would be a larger change to society as a whole. This implied that not many people reincarnated from other worlds, or most lost their memories upon reincarnation, or both. 


-----

William learned that the knights, at least, also kept detailed records. Not that he had access to the information, but he was easily enough able to learn that they had it. Which was good. He didn’t really expect them to just open up their records to any young wizard who came along and asked about it, so he was willing to be patient. He was working with Professor Pierce to organize information that would be helpful in persuading them to share the information. William hoped that the next Archmage would be able to put it to good use. He also hoped that one would be selected, since there hadn’t been one for quite some time now. Well, it was better than choosing someone unqualified.

As for the warriors from Liaoyang, they were very secretive. However, Zhan Shengrui knew they definitely would keep such information. At least, individual factions would, but it wasn’t likely that comprehensive records existed. William wasn’t even sure where he would start there. He also was putting together lists of others that participated in the Demon King wars. It was such an important event that every nation contributed, but William wasn’t sure if they knew how important it really was. Generally, he assumed they knew it was an issue that could lead the the extinction of the humans, but he doubted they knew that it was also, somewhat, a neverending war of attrition. Unless, of course, it was just the wizards that were affected, but William seriously doubted it.


-----

William still hadn’t given up on meditation. He had yet to sense even a speck of mana, though he wasn’t really sure what it would be like to do so. He wanted to give up, but he felt like he was making some kind of progress. The frustrating thing was, he didn’t feel like he was making any progress toward magic. This confusing feeling of progress and lack of progress was even more frustrating. William wasn’t even sure if he wasn’t just tricking himself into thinking something at all was happening.
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                William’s career wasn’t the only one to advance. Marius went along a similarly scholarly path, though he had somewhat less time to devote to it. He had matters to attend to as a noble, as well as family to spend time with. William found it somewhat odd to be of the age where his peers had children, again. Even though Marius was older, William himself was still of the age where it would be reasonable and expected to have children. William’s only immediate interest in the topic was whether or not wizards produced children with the potential to be a wizard.

However, the potential to be a decent wizard was rare enough that it was hard to gather proper statistics. All that was known for sure is that the children of a wizard (or two wizards) didn’t always have the potential to be a wizard themself. There had, of course, been a number of cases where the children had equal or greater magical potential, but there were mostly cases where they had lesser potential as well. Even if the probability was five or ten times as high, which was really just speculation, there were not enough records to check to determine the truth. There would have to have been hundreds, preferably thousands of births. While there had indeed been thousands of children born from wizards, most did not have specific records. William added a note to keep track of such statistics in the future.

Lila, meanwhile, went into “field research”. This involved much more time spent away from the academy, doing various things. Occasionally, she would fight or capture some magical beasts, either things that people needed for research, or to remove them from populated areas. There weren’t enough magical beasts that attacked populated areas for them to be a problem, but it would be extremely dangerous to try to exterminate them. Thus, they were mostly left alone, as long as they didn’t bother anyone. There were also safer jobs, such as finding and gathering rare herbs. Even Lila, who enjoyed fighting, didn’t want to risk her life every day, but she did enjoy traveling.


-----

William also broadened his areas of study. He wanted to have at least a fundamental, working understanding of every magical area. Among these was alchemy, though it really wasn’t particularly magical. It was basically medicine, though some of the ingredients were magical, and wizards were the majority of those who studied it. However, it was not like even alchemy could create miracle drugs. There wasn’t a single thing that could be used to cure all disease, or all poisons. Even those things made to a specific end often had some side effects, big or small. Thus, it was medicine.

Some things required the injection of mana to functions properly, and for those William called upon Chris’ help. Fortunately, Chris didn’t need to understand the mixtures to fulfill that role. It was not that Chris was stupid, but he wasn’t interested in learning many things. Even if he had been interested, it was not like he had hands to mix herbs, or do anything of the sort.

William also ended up fulfilling the role of combat magic teacher, though it certainly wasn’t a full time position. Nobody, with the possible exception of Lila and Marius, had more expertise in the subject than him. William was somewhat disappointed in that, but that was the way things were. Lila was not always available, and not suited to teaching, so she rarely contributed. Marius did provide some guidance as well, and was generally preferred to William. This was likely because William required students to do physical exercises, though nothing excessive. Just enough that they could run or sprint if they needed to. It also helped with lung capacity, which was helpful for continued spellcasting, which the students reluctantly admitted that they needed.

William himself hadn’t fought any magical beasts himself, however, so occasionally he would catch Lila when she was around and get information from her. She may not have been able to explain things in a manner general students would understand, but William was able to extract useful information from her descriptions of fights. The most important thing was that, unlike in a duel, real fights could contain the element of surprise on either side. This meant a wizard performed best when they were alert, or had allies who could scout, or both. Knights were a necessity for fighting magical beasts as well, since some beasts could run fast enough that they would overwhelm a wizard before they could even finish chanting a spell. 

Not that wizards needed to chant anything in particular, but William kept that secret fairly closely. He had only told Lila and Marius, and they could keep a secret. Even Lila, who was somewhat irresponsible, kept the secret. In real combat situations, she would cut short the typical chants once she was done gathering magic power. Even if others noticed a discrepancy, they would likely contribute it to her status as a natural wizard, capable of amazing feats. 

It was possible that it would be an important matter for fighting against the Demon King, but that was also another reason it should be kept secret. The Demon King, and many demons with him, used magic. If they had such an ability at their disposal, it would make them even more dangerous. If it really became necessary to use, it was fairly quick to learn. At least, if the learner had a flexible mind. If they didn’t, they probably couldn’t learn it at all anyway. In addition, William would leave the information for the next Archmage, and those following, to keep, whoever they would be. If they decided that it should be widely known, that would be their choice.
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                William had almost forgotten that he’d asked Zhan Shengrui to procure a manual containing staff techniques. In fact, it would be more fair to say that he had forgotten. It had been so long since he’d asked for it, and he had other things on his mind. Then, it had to be translated. This came in the form of an additional set of papers corresponding to each page. There were also pictures showing the forms, since words were mostly insignificant.

Zhan Shengrui explained, “This is a very basic set of techniques. Anything more is much more expensive, and generally considered secret. All the factions are very secretive with their techniques. This, however, is so common that nobody would even bother trying to keep it secret. As for what is considered high class… Well, I don’t think it would be worth the price just for the sake of curiosity.”

William thanked him for his help, and paid him. Then, he started flipping through the manual. Even with pictures and translations, it was somewhat hard to get a firm grasp on what they were trying to convey. There were many subtleties that couldn’t be conveyed without actually seeing it. Still, it gave William some insights into methods he hadn’t considered. After all, he had just been making up what seemed to work for him. The fact that he was best as staff techniques among the wizards was because the others were all even worse. With these, William thought he might be able to better hold his own sparring against a knight. At least, the more junior ones.

In fact, William was looking forward to showing his friend Gerald how much better he could be. Not that William would be able to do much of anything to him, but Gerald knew how to hold back, which occasionally made William feel like he could win. Of course, this was only on the condition that William didn’t use Chris, and magic. When they sparred, William would use a normal staff, and Gerald used blunted weapons. The knights had several arenas that had been set up by the wizards to allow for safer sparring. They were somewhat easier to set up, since they only protected from physical attack. Thus, William would never use magic there, though he could if he and Gerald were at the academy. Chris… well, as a weapon, he was exceptional. William was pretty sure he could do serious damage when wielding Chris even with the restrictive wards. 

In fact, that was something Chris had figured out how to do on his own. He’d felt somewhat disappointed at being unable to move as he wanted to when in the restrictive wards. So, somehow, Chris had figured out how to ignore the restrictions on his actions in such wards. When William asked him about it, he couldn’t really explain how. He seemed to know, but was unable to explain precisely. He also didn’t completely ignore the restrictions. In his words, “I just do things that aren’t restricted. Fast attacks and magic are restricted, but not my… inner magic? I think it’s because I’m a magic weapon. Probably.”

Not that William would let him use whatever those abilities were in a duel. Even people knowing he could injure people in such circumstances would be bad, and he didn’t have anyone he wanted to do that to. Even Geoff. Though, only barely on that part. He was still a somewhat unpleasant person, but it had come to the point that he and William just avoided each other now, instead of getting into more conflicts. 


-----

When William was twenty five years old, he went out to fight his first magical beasts. Not for fun, of course. There just happened to be a larger amount of them approaching human territory than normal. Not enough to be worth mobilizing an army, but enough to warrant the squads of knights requesting more wizards to assist them. After all, even Lila had limits to what she could do. Though William thought some of that was because she didn’t want to burn down the forests that were the most common place to encounter magical beasts. Maybe that was just his imagination though.

William joined a squad that also included Gerald, which he was happy about. In addition to Gerald, there were eleven other members, for a total of twelve. It was a good sized group, not too many or too few, and it was also a nice round number, with a base twelve number system. William still sometimes found himself thinking in base ten, even though he had a long time to get used to the change. With William, the group was thirteen people, but there were no stigmas associated with the number here, and William didn’t believe in number luck so it wouldn’t have bothered him anyway.

Marius also joined a squad, since he was also rather capable at combat magic. William thought his joining was also somewhat political, though he knew Marius cared about saving lives as well. However, having a noble willing to go out and risk his life could be good for their image. Not that it was particularly dangerous, though there were sometimes casualties. Magical beasts were taken seriously enough that more soldiers were sent than the estimated requirements. Of course, no combat situation was ever safe, even if you had the advantage.

William was somewhat nervous about approaching his first life or death combat situation, though he had some idea what to do. Lila had told him about her experiences and provided him with some idea of what to expect. In addition, the knights were the only ones who should be approaching melee combat, which was more dangerous. William’s job was to use magic while they were far away, and if there weren’t too many, it was even possible to take them out without the knights having to engage in combat at all. There was no reason for them to risk their lives unnecessarily. 

The one thing that William ended up thinking about most on the trip, though, was that he hated riding horses. It was uncomfortable. It would have been even worse if he’d had to wear his robes. He knew the horse wasn’t to blame, and was sure it was also uncomfortable for the horse to be ridden, but he still found himself getting angry at the horse inside. Fortunately, after days of travel, they finally made it where they needed to be.
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                William was nervous for his first real fight. Though he’d been in plenty of arena matches, they were of course designed to be safe. Yet, the very reason that he was here was because it was unsafe. He wasn’t exactly afraid though. He had a good enough understanding of combat that he was pretty sure that he would be fine. However, since he had experienced an entire lifetime of peace, where there weren’t even any such monsters or magical beasts to be fought, he wasn’t exactly used to the idea.

Fortunately, he wasn’t going to go up against an entirely unknown enemy. The first group of enemies were dire wolves, the scouts said. While giant wolves were certainly dangerous, they weren’t exactly foreign to William. Plus, unlike the arena, he didn’t have to wait for the opponent to be ready. When the scouts reported again that they were close to the pack they were hunting, William prepared himself, and Chris too of course.

The forested area wasn’t extremely dense with trees, so it wasn’t too hard to spot the wolves from a distance. This of course worked both ways, as it was also rather hard to hide a squad of knights on horses. The wolves turned toward the knights, and were obviously not afraid as they began moving closer.

Since the trees weren’t too dense, William had a good chance to do his job. Namely, to pick off as many enemies as he could before they got to the knights. Once they were engaged with the knights, it would be harder to safely use magic. William started out with a lightning bolt, though in reality it was Chris who did the actual magic. William just pointed Chris at a wolf and chanted. 

A bolt of lightning flashed through the air, hitting the wolf at the head of the pack. However, this bolt wasn’t large enough to cause any real damage to such a large wolf. These wolves were as tall as a horse, which with the build of a wolf made them much larger in actuality than a horse. Even a real bolt of lightning wouldn’t be able to defeat them in a single blow.

Except, the wolf fell, and the bolt had pierced through it to one behind it, which also fell. Though it didn’t look like much, William wasn’t really about the spectacle. In fact, the destructive power of lightning could vary significantly. Sometimes, it would be strong enough to destroy a building, or at least a large part of it, and sometimes it would strike a person and not kill them. In the case of humans, what usually killed them was not the burns from the lightning. Instead, it was the shock to their heart, which would stop it. 

Here, William used the same principle. Fortunately, the spell worked properly the first time it had been used for real. William hadn’t used this even in the arena, because it would either be useless, or lethal. Neither of those were what he wanted. This “version” of the spell was intended to strike only the heart. Thus, William had Chris work on the penetrating power and accuracy of the bolt, instead of the size or total destructive force. It didn’t look impressive, leaving only a small burn mark on the chest of the wolf, but it was quite effective.

Normally, electricity would choose the path of least resistance. This meant an uncontrolled bolt would usually just directly hit the ground. However, wizards could control the bolt to go where they willed, though straight or mostly straight lines were easiest to accomplish. It wasn’t too much of a stretch to continue this control inside of a target, though it was indeed a bit harder. Controlling mana through any solid object was more difficult. This was why wizards didn’t (or couldn’t, generally) originate spells inside of things. Even the lightning bolt application was only possible because it would create a path at the same time as it followed it.

Immediately after the lightning bolt struck, the wolves picked up speed. They knew danger when they sensed it, but they were also fairly confident they could overcome it. William didn’t have time to cast more than another pair of lightning bolts, taking out another three wolves between the two. Then, the remaining five wolves reached the knights counter-charge, who took them on in pairs. Of course, William did not plan to just watch, but he also couldn’t carelessly cast spells where he might hit the knights.

The reinforced lances of Gerald and the other knight with him pierced into the wolf they were fighting, severely injuring it. They easily finished it off. The same happened with other groups, but not entirely. One wolf’s thick fur managed to deflect some less well aimed lances, and it clawed and bit at the knights there. One of them managed to block with their shield, while the other was hit by a claw and knocked back. Even some of the injured wolves managed to get in some attacks.

However, the battle was over very quickly. William hadn’t expected battles to be quite so short and deadly. In less than a minute, before he had time to find another good target for a spell, the knights had finished off the wolves, those who had quickly defeated their helping the others. The knights were all living, though not uninjured. Three had injuries of some sort, the one who took the claw attack had the worst. The claws of the wolf had been sharp enough to somewhat crush and somewhat slash his armor, leaving him in a bad state. William was glad the knights knew how to apply first aid, because he certainly didn’t know more than what an educated guess would do.

William almost felt bad that he didn’t take out more of the wolves, and just hid behind the knights. However, Gerald came up to him and congratulated him. “Good shooting there, it made it much easier for my squad to fight that pack.”

William realized that it was indeed his job to hide behind the knights, though hiding may not have been the most flattering word. Though he didn’t want to think too arrogantly about himself, there weren’t that many wizards to be had, so his safety was important. That is, Chris was important, and William held Chris. After remembering that, he definitely wouldn’t get arrogant. At least William had taught Chris how to do magic, and he was the only one he really listened to. He had that going for him. Hopefully, they would continue to perform well against the rest of the beasts, as well as the different kinds. After all, one “small” pack of wolves was not exactly worth recruiting more wizards for.
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                William’s group encountered some more dire wolves, though they weren’t a significant threat. William’s spells were more timely after some real practice, and the knights certainly weren’t insignificant. In fact, William realized that they all seemed to be going beyong the physical limits of humans. At least, the limits of his previous world. Here, he’d found that such limits were somewhat different. William wasn’t sure exactly how, but it was obvious once he saw Gerald block the paw of one of the dire wolves. He barely even got pushed back, unlike what would be expected from “normal” people. The expectation William had for people getting hit by such an attack was a broken arm behind the shield, and then a broken everything else and probably death. Instead, Gerald just got a slightly strained look and was pushed slightly back.

This gave William confidence in the squad’s abilities to fight more dangerous magical beasts. Especially since he wasn’t entirely confident in his own abilities. Though Chris was getting better at his speeds for casting magic, he still wasn’t able to make particularly fast or powerful spells. This wasn’t because he wasn’t any good at it, but because he also had to concentrate on vibrating enough to create some sound waves. Splitting his concentration made both tasks less than half as efficient.

As for his staff fighting skills, well, William just hoped he never had to use them against any kind of magical beast. He didn’t exactly have much in the way of armor, and he wasn’t sure if he could swing Chris hard enough to hurt some of the things he had heard of, even if they let him. On the other hand, Chris was an exceptionally good staff, so it might work. William would rather not find out if he could help it. 

-----

After some more battles with dire wolves, they stopped being found in the surrounding area. After meeting with the other squads, it was determined that they had been eradicated, or at least reduced in numbers enough to make them leave the area. However, there was another area a few days away that had other magical beasts that were threatening the safety of the surrounding areas. Thus, after resting and resupplying, they moved on.

The scouting reports said that the enemies were fewer in numbers than the dire wolves, but that didn’t mean they were less dangerous. The enemies were chimeras, strange creatures with various strange abilities. Generally, they were like someone had smashed a dragon, lion, and a ram together, leaving all three heads. The body was mostly that of a lion, but with the scales of a dragon providing protection. The ram… well, it just added more danger as another thing to watch out for.

Unfortunately, William was pretty sure that lightning wouldn’t do him any good. If he could fire a very powerful bolt, then it may do some good, but his weaker bolts wouldn’t do much good against the scales. If they couldn’t penetrate inside, they couldn’t stop the heart. Even if it could otherwise work, some chimeras were especially resistance to such attacks, due to their partial nature as a dragon. Fortunately, they really weren’t as strong as a real dragon, but that didn’t mean they could be underestimated.

One of their most dangerous features was that they also had draconic wings. They would have been dangerous enough if they couldn’t fly, but adding flight to the mix made them dangerous predators. Fortunately the knights had come prepared with bows and spears. This would allow them to attack it in the air, and if it came down for sweeping attacks the spears would give them a bit more reach. 

The group was fortunate, or unfortunate, to come upon one on their first day in the area. The terrain was mountainous and rocky, and they had been forced to leave behind their mounts, though they would have not maneuvered well against an aerial opponent anyway. William was quite glad to get off his horse, since his thighs were hurting significantly. He also felt more comfortable on his feet in a fight.

Fortunately, they spotted the chimera far away, so they had some time to prepare. However, it was most certainly moving toward them. They had only enough time to reach an area with a cliff going up before it got close. Fortunately, with the cliff, it couldn’t attack them from every angle, limiting its options.

However, before it reached them at all, William had Chris attack with a lightning bolt. Instead of going for precision, it was just as powerful as it could be made. William might have preferred a fireball, but he wasn’t confident in hitting a moving target, especially one who could move in three dimensions, with such an attack. The lightning, however, just required him to properly aim where it currently was. 

After the crack of thunder and the flash, the chimera charged. It seemed to be relatively unscathed, but not entirely unharmed. At least, a patch of its scales was blackened where it got hit directly. The chimera dived, starting directly toward William, but it instead curved around once it realized it would hit the cliff behind him. It got close enough for the knights to fire several arrows at it, some of which hit, but didn’t seem to penetrate the scales.

Then, the chimera came back around, flying parallel to the cliff face. The dragon head started roaring. that wasn’t quite enough for William to be sure something dangerous was coming, but Chris also provided a warning using several quick flashes of color. The general idea was “Magic attack coming, dodge”. This meant it was the kind of thing that Chris couldn’t block, which meant it was probably some kind of area breath. William only had enough time to shout a warning to the nearby knights before preparing to protect himself. “Area breath attack incoming, get ready to dodge!”
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                William warned the knights to dodge the incoming attack from the dragon head. Of course, he also prepared to dodge, though he wasn’t sure exactly what kind of attack it would be. Fire? Lightning? He knew there were several different possibilities, but he didn’t know what this particular chimera was capable of. If only their scales were conveniently color coded… but they weren’t. This one happened to have red scales, which would have let him know it breathed a cone of fire, but none of the literature he’d found, nor the experience that Lila had showed any sort of pattern.

Because he knew this, William was ready for any kind of elemental attack, and perhaps because of that, he was slow in avoiding the attack. He moved a quick hop to the side, anticipating a lightning bolt. He would be able to continue his motion if he needed to dodge a fireball, or something else. However, what he saw next wasn’t any of those things. Instead, it was nothing.

Not that the chimera stopped attacking. Indeed, it had definitely breathed out… something. A wind attack? William understood that it took a significantly larger amount of energy to make wind dangerous than pretty much anything else. “Wind blades” weren’t really something that could be done, at least not with any reasonable amount of mana. William pondered this, while the knights listened to him and dodged. 

A soft wind blew over William, though he felt that it was aimed more toward where he had been previously standing. Nonetheless, instantly his eyes started hurting, and he smelled something terrible and pungent. He realized something was wrong, and continued to leave the area he was standing in. As he moved out of the area, his lungs suddenly started burning. Poison! It didn’t have to appear as a stereotypical cloud of purple or green, after all. Many toxic gases were colorless.

William didn’t really have the time to think of the complexities of that, however. He still had to fight the chimera. As he started to talk, he coughed painfully. “Next up is…” he coughed again, “stone spears.” He said that not only to inform the knights of his spell, but also Chris. They had a pretty good method of determining when and where a spell would be fired, based on how William held Chris, but the spell they were using had to be planned out. William was going to fire stone spears in the hope of breaking some of the scales. He would have to hit a moving target, but the chimera would hopefully have to take some more time before its next breath attack, during which it would have to attack with tooth and claw.

As William started to chant, he went into a coughing fit. For any wizard, that would spell the end of their casting. However, since he was only doing it as a cover anyway, it didn’t matter. It did, however, make it hard to focus on what was happening. He tried to keep the timing correct as he watched the knights engage the chimera. It clawed at them, as the dragon and lion head bit at them. The goat head actually rammed into one knight, who barely blocked with his shield, but was thrown back. The knights got in some hits with their spears, but the chimera flew past before they could get into a good formation. 

“Four…” *cough* “three” *cough* *cough* “two… one.” The chimera was flying back around, straight toward the group. He thought he saw it look at him, as if laughing at his inability to cast magic anymore. This time, it was the one surprised when some of the rocks on the ground formed into vaguely spearlike shapes and flew toward it. Arrows couldn’t really hurt the chimera because of its scales. It was quite tough, but not invincible. Its wings, for example, were less well armored. It was there that William aimed his attack. The chimera wasn’t ready to react to more magic, and one of the wings was injured. This was enough to force it to land, though it was little more than a crash.

The knights took the opportunity to surround it. William would have helped but he was occupied with coughing. He felt like his lungs would be forced out at this rate. In addition to his lungs, his throat, mouth, nose, and eyes all burned. If only he could get the poison out… He didn’t know what he could do about that though. So, he just coughed. Not that he could stop doing that, but hopefully it would force out whatever it was that was causing the problems. 

William vaguely saw the knights come back from fighting the chimera, and start walking up to him. He coughed, a huge wracking cough, and out came… blood. It landed on the ground. That was probably bad, however William felt somewhat better. He wiped his mouth and squinted his pained eyes at the knights. “How… how is everyone?”

Gerald gave William an incredulous look. He said something, but William couldn’t hear him. Oh, his ears hurt too. No wonder. 

One of the knights who had some knowledge treating wounds came up to William. William pointed to his ear to let him know he couldn’t hear, but his finger came away a bit bloody. William felt his face with his other hand, and it also had blood on it. That was weird. Didn’t he just cough up some blood? Where did the rest come from?

William sat on the ground heavily. He didn’t feel good. He remembered to tell Chris to create some wind in the area, to get rid of any lingering toxins that might be nearby. He was pretty sure whatever it was had mostly dispersed anyway, since he wasn’t feeling any worse. In fact, he felt pretty good, comparatively. The knights looked worried though, as the knights… George, maybe, looked over William, showing him to open his mouth so he could look inside. He also looked at William’s eyes and ears, wiping up blood with a bandage of some sort. William just sat there focusing on staying conscious, and getting his equilibrium back.

After about fifteen minutes, William realized he could hear again. He said so. “I think I’m probably going to be alright. I feel… better. Less bad, anyway.”

“Better?” Gerald came up close to William and staring intensely at him. “Really?”

“Well, I’m not going to say I’m fine, but I’m not just toughing it out. I’m really quite weak when it comes to pain.” He looked at the bloody bandages. That… probably looked like more blood than it actually was. Probably. As George finished what he thought he could do for William, he moved on to the knight with the broken arm, the one who had blocked the ram’s attack. Then, William passed out.

            

    
        Chapter 39

    
    
    
    
                When William awoke, he saw Lila standing nearby, though somewhat blurrily. His eyes were somewhat… sore, may have been the right words. His ears also hurt still, and his mouth, throat, and lungs felt worse than the rest of him. However, it was only to the point of “feeling bad”. He had experienced death once, and this didn’t feel like he was heading in that direction. Plus, he could sit up just fine.

Lila turned to look at the noise from him sitting up. “You’re awake? Are you okay? How are you feeling?”

“Hmm… pretty much all of my head and chest hurt. I also feel pretty weak.”

“That’s… still pretty good. You did lose quite a bit of blood.” Lila asked him some more questions about how he was feeling. His hearing was fine, even though he’d had trouble immediately after the battle. His sight was still slightly blurry, but it seemed to be clearing since he woke.

“So… How long have I been out? Is the monster extermination still going?”

“It’s already over. Otherwise we wouldn’t have met up like this. Well, it’s not like you missed anything. The battle with the chimera  was yesterday. Fortunately, there weren’t too many monsters in this region. However, Marius’ group also ran into a chimera with that poisonous breath. Fortunately he wasn’t in the area of the attack, but some of the knights… well, they aren’t looking good. You… probably should have been much worse. Do you have any idea how you’re… relatively fine?”

William had pretty much one explanation for anything exceptional he did. “Where’s Chris? Err, my staff?” He looked around and saw Chris on the ground beside him. “Umm, this probably protected me.”

Lila smiled. “I’m glad you have it then. I should go check on everyone else, okay?” She walked off.

“So, Chris, how did you protect me?” William took Chris to an area with no one else nearby, so that he could write on the ground.

“Me? I didn’t do anything.”

“So I somehow managed to be… mostly fine from a poison that almost killed some knights? That doesn’t make much sense. I haven’t seen any signs of that kind of exceptional toughness until now.”

“Well, it’s because you were like… you coughed out the poison and stuff, yeah?”

“That was blood.”

“I know it was blood, but it took the poison with it. From your ears and eyes, too. All the poison pushed out with it.”

William did remember that he had felt a lot better after coughing up the blood. “So, do you have any idea how that happened?”

“Well, you… hmm… I don’t really have the right words to explain it. You just pushed it out.”

“I pushed it out, or it just got pushed out?”

“You did, I think. It’s like when you go really fast sometimes. Fwoosh.”

“Oh. I didn’t really feel that at the time, but I guess I was slightly distracted by trying to cough up my lungs. I wish I could do that kind of stuff on purpose.”

-----

As they were traveling back to Ostana, William saw some of the knights that had been poisoned. They certainly seemed to be much worse off than he was. Their conditions didn’t seem to be getting any worse, but they also weren’t getting better. If they didn’t have very robust constitutions, it was likely they would have already died. However, if they could remain stable until they arrived, they would have a good chance to recover.

William was comparatively much better off, even though he’d actually been more or less directly in the poison. Was he only alive because of that mysterious phenomenon? He didn’t like the fact that his life depended on luck. Still, he was glad that he got to continue his second chance at life. 

To prepare for possible events in the future, William came up with a few ways to counter the poison attacks. If he knew when they were coming, it might be possible to burn the poison away before it struck. This might have the drawback of turning it into fire that was still flying at him, but at least fire was something that could be somewhat defended against. A wind spell could also be used to push it away, or deflect it. After all, there hadn’t really been much momentum behind it. Likewise, if one were prepared, a number of shielding spells could ward the poison off. Unfortunately, Chris couldn’t really shield William with magic and also cast offensive spells. Still, if William were to encounter another chimera, he would probably need to stay on the defensive until determining what type of breath it had. 

The monster subduing expedition had been quite successful, even with the wounded, and a few dead, knights. Unfortunately, it couldn’t be expected that any kind of battles would allow all of the members of one side to return unscathed. Still, without the help of wizards, the knights would have been much worse off. Not that it made William more comfortable with death, and he hadn’t even personally witnessed any of it.

-----

Upon returning, William got back to his usual routine of teaching, researching, and worrying about events that wouldn’t happen in his lifetime. The last one he fortunately didn’t do all the time, but it still bothered him. There really needed to be some kind of prepared efforts or the Demon King might succeed in the next attempt… or the one after… with each reincarnation being more dangerous, and with proportionately less wizards.

The only thing William could think of to counter it was soul magic, but unfortunately, it couldn’t even be tested. William couldn’t practice it. Neither could Chris, but for different reasons. Chris could use magic but still couldn’t do it. Chris’ specific problem was, there wasn’t enough information on how to do it. He wasn’t the type that could fumble around and figure out how to do things. William didn’t have enough information to give Chris good instructions. In fact, it could be that the only ones who knew how to use soul magic were the demon king, and whoever he learned it from. That was not an encouraging thought.

Lila… might be able to figure it out. William really didn’t want her to try it, though. It was one thing to kill monsters, demons, or even humans if it came to it. However, William felt that it was much worse to destroy the soul of something… even monsters.
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                William and Gerald were sparring, as they often did. After he got the book on staff techniques, William had improved significantly. His staff was almost a blur as it danced around, attacking Gerald from every side. Gerald, however, was parrying or blocking every blow, and starting to add in attacks of his own. Eventually, the momentum of the battle shifted in his favor, and William started to get pushed back. Then, the staff was knocked out of William’s hand, and Gerald’s sword swung up to his neck, where it stopped.

William was breathing hard. “I guess… I’ll probably never beat you.”

Gerald was also breathing harder than normal, but obviously hadn’t been pressed too hard. “That’s true, however… You don’t spend all day training staff techniques, while I train most of the time. If you spent all your time training your body and gave up being a wizard, I wouldn’t necessarily agree. Or, if you use that fancy staff of yours.”

“I don’t think winning because I have a magic weapon is much to be proud of though.”

“Tch. It’s so unfair, a magic weapon and a cute girlfriend.”

“...Lila? She’s not my girlfriend, you know.”

“What? Why not?!”

“It’s just… Besides the fact that I think of her more like a sister, it wouldn’t go well. For reasons that I can’t really put into words.” More specifically, reasons he wasn’t going to put into words. What was he, like a century old now?

“Wait then… is she single?”

“...As far as I know. Why, you interested?”

Gerald looked somewhat embarrassed. “...Yeah. Do you think she might be able to like a guy like me?”

William shrugged. “I can’t claim to know how any woman thinks… but I doubt you’ll get anywhere with Lila unless you’re straightforward about it. Worst case scenario, she knocks you through a wall and you wake up in the hospital a week later.”

“She… she could do that?”

“With magic? Yeah.” William didn’t mention that she wouldn’t unless he was a huge jerk, which Gerald wasn’t. He just thought it was funny.

“Hmm… okay.” Gerald got a determined look on his face. 

“Of course, you’ll have to wait until she comes back from her next excursion, which could be… pretty much any time.” William once again thought about his own future in that department. Finding someone could be… nice, he guessed, but William tried not to think about it too much. That was becoming easier now that his hormones had settled down somewhat. William wasn’t planning to avoid marriage, specifically, but he wasn’t going to actively seek it out. Perhaps, some day he would find someone who was his type. Not that he knew what his type was, but he was pretty sure he’d know when he met them. Probably.

-----

Chris indicated to William he had something to say, so he was brought somewhere to write. “I figured out how to do the swoosh thing you do! It’s like, you pull out the energy, and then bam!” He accentuated this point by slamming into the ground, hard. Though, hard wasn’t the best way to describe it. Chris could only move so fast on his own, and while he could hit relatively hard, his main selling point was endurance. When he’d been locked up in a room with made of iron, it had apparently taken him months, if not years, to get out. It was just that the iron gave out before him. In this case, however, Chris hit the ground hard. William could feel it, and see that Chris sunk in. Though dirt wasn’t particularly tough, it was hard to bury a blunt object very deep in it. Chris was pretty far in. And… he seemed to be stuck.

After William helped him out, he had many questions. “I could definitely tell that you did something. Can you explain?”

“I just take the energy from inside, and go swoosh or fwoosh, yeah?” The swoosh and fwoosh were actually just him spinning around.

“Do you mean mana?”

“I certainly have mana, but I think… it’s not mana?”

That wasn’t very helpful. It was a good thing Chris wasn’t the one who was the teacher. “How do you use this… energy?”

“You just take the energy from inside, and move it around. Like…” Chris spun vertically for a few flips. “You do that too, I think.”

“I do that?” William thought about it. Chris obviously had some idea of what was going on. William had experienced occasional bursts of speed, and sometimes hit harder than he otherwise thought was possible. Apparently, he had even expelled poison from his body. His first reaction to these things was “that’s impossible”. Of course, he was in a world with magic. He wasn’t completely sure what was possible. If there was magic… why not other things. Inner energy?

William concentrated, and looked inside himself. He didn’t feel anything for a long time. Maybe there were too many distractions out here. William returned to his room, where he usually meditated, trying to sense mana. This time, he was looking inside instead of outside. Nothing happened, for almost an hour. Then, he thought he felt some kind of energy. On the other hand, it was a rather vague feeling, and he could easily be tricking himself into feeling something because he wanted it. The best test was if he could do something with it.

Presumably, when he had his bursts of speed, he was using that energy. William returned to outside, and tried to get back that feeling. This time, it came more easily, though it was still faint. He tried to gather energy to his legs. Right away, he could tell it was working. William dashed across the field for about forty yards, and then he almost collapsed. His legs weren’t tired, but he ran out of that energy. It had been used up in only a few seconds. That said, he had been fast. More importantly, it had been on purpose.

After this, William couldn’t sense even a trace of energy for the entire day. In the morning of the next day… he felt he was about ten percent recovered. Well, it seemed he couldn’t do too much with this energy, but it was something. He could also think of better ways to use it than just running in a straight line. Of course, it wasn’t something that was much use in an academic setting. It still made William feel special though.
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                William exercised the inner energy, at least the best he knew how. By using it. Over a few weeks, it felt like he had a little bit more, and was more efficient at using it. Still, it wouldn’t be any good except for in short bursts. What was it? William wasn’t sure about that, but he was sure that his world had a seriously lack of detailed information on things. He wasn’t sure if anyone had the pieces of information he wanted, but if they did, it wasn’t available to him. 

In addition to his physical training, which he felt was useful to keep up for various reasons, William also continued his academic studies. There were many things to learn, though the practical applications weren’t always apparent. His forays into alchemy let him come across some magical herbs, with effects that couldn’t be compared to normal medicine. Yet, they were very rare. More importantly, they were rarely solely beneficial. Most of them were poisonous to some degree or another, and this couldn’t be removed without also ruining the desired effects, such as fixing scar tissue. There was nothing truly miraculous, though. It wasn’t like with the right herbs you could make a potion that would just close up your wounds on the spot. Even healing magic mostly just promoted natural healing, putting the body in a state that it would recover from things it possibly wouldn’t have before.

As for his studies of soul magic, he felt ashamed to even call it study. It was more just vague guesses. It was bothering him enough that he even brought it up to Lila once. He hadn’t particularly been planning to tell her about it, and the reason he wanted it. However, once it was brought up, he couldn’t just tell half-truths. Lila would know, and wouldn’t appreciate him hiding it from her… longer. As it was, she was somewhat upset. Just somewhat, though. “I’ll have you know I’m not still an immature kid. Even if I’m reckless sometimes, I’m not going to just go to try and defeat the demon king on my own. Not that one’s around.”

“Yeah… sorry. It’s just hard to know who I should tell about these things. I’ll try to trust you more in the future.” In fact, he’d somewhat noticed her increased maturity. Not that she wasn’t still childish sometime, but she acted her age when it was important. Still, William felt like he’d made a mistake in letting her find out.

-----

Lila was known to go out on missions spontaneously, disappearing for months at a time. Thus, when he didn’t see her for six months, he wasn’t particularly worried. Then, he started inquiring. She wasn’t on any monster hunting missions or anything now. She was just gone. He didn’t want to think that she was going to do something stupid, but that was what he felt. Still, she had just declared her maturity, so maybe he would have to trust in her. It didn’t stop him from worrying though. Why didn’t she say something?

That said… William couldn’t imagine her dying. Getting into dangerous situations? Yes. Doing foolish things that caused even more danger? Absolutely. Dying? No. He imagined her blasting all the danger with fireballs, and then beating it over the head with her staff for good measure. It wasn’t entirely unfounded confidence either. However, he could also imagine her getting hurt, and he didn’t like that thought.

He kind of wanted to go after her, but didn’t. There were many reasons for this. He didn’t know where she was. She was also long gone, so he didn’t have any confidence in catching up even if he knew where she was and was going to. Lastly, he would probably just make it into two people missing, instead of being able to help in anyway. Thus, he decided he would have to be patient. No matter how little he liked it, especially once she had been gone for a year.

-----

William was working on his connections as well. Though he didn’t particularly like people, as a general thing, he knew they had information of all kinds. The things he wanted most in every area of his life at this time were information. He kept up contact with Zhan Shengrui, so that he could hopefully find information on what plans, if any, Liaoyang had for dealing with the Demon King. He also kept up his contact with the knights, and started to reach out to other schools of wizards, though they were all smaller than the Ostana Wizard’s Guild.

He didn’t have any way to contact the rulers or the military of other countries, but it also wouldn’t have done much good to do directly. He certainly didn’t have the status to do that at this time anyway.

William also had a few contacts, met through his parents, among the merchants of Ostana. In addition, through Marius, he knew a few nobles. Specifically, some of the better ones, if not necessarily more rich and powerful. Just, more deserving of their status… more noble, based on the actual meaning of the word.

Even just maintaining relationships with these various groups got him unexpected information. Even if the information should have been expected, sometimes he surprised himself with his ignorance. He idly brought up the subject of inner power with Zhan Shengrui, not intending to get anything from him. However, Zhan Shengrui actually had some information, though not necessarily something great for William.

“That, actually… it’s something that the warriors of Liaoyang use. Unfortunately beyond that… it’s a very well kept secret. The various sects all keep their methods secret. Even if you had a large quantity of money, I doubt I could get you a proper cultivation method.”

William realized once again that he was pretty terrible at magic. Sure, he understood that he had zero magical talent, but the fact that he accidentally- though not without effort- stumbled across the beginning steps of another combat method said something. Not that William was a genius at inner energy, either. He knew that, because the knights used it subconsciously too. He just happened to have a little bit of conscious control, but he could tell that it wasn’t very effective. Still, William could use Chris to more than make up for his various weaknesses, so it wasn’t like he was weak.

Beyond that, he once again realized how little information was available to the public. If the humans shared their various methods, maybe they would all be much stronger, and easily defeated the Demon King. Then again, maybe the Demon King would learn what they could do, and become even stronger. Maybe… maybe he was already doing that. That was a possibility that scared William, especially because he knew it was at least a little bit true. How true… well, he would have to go over the records to confirm his suspicions, but what he currently remembered didn’t indicate he was going to be happy about the results.
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                William looked at the list of herbs in his hands. There were quite a variety of herbs listed, ranging from cheap herbs to rare and expensive. The list even contained some that were illegal, for good reason, based on what William had learned about them. The only common trait that they shared was their ability to be used for a certain effect, or be made into potions that had the effect he was seeking. William was, however, aware that most of them were only rumored to possess the properties he desired. That is, an increase in the ability to do magic.

He set out organizing the list, removing some items. First, he sorted out the ones that were related to gathering mana. He didn’t need those at this point, since he still couldn’t sense mana anyway. Then he separated the illegal ones out. He didn’t like the thought of any of the side effects that they had, and he knew at least that part of what he’d learned about them was correct. Finally, he ended up with a short list of herbs that could be used in various ways to increase the ability to sense mana. However, William was under the impression that they would likely only work if one had the ability to begin with. An ability William was fairly certain was tied to the soul. That said, for soul magic to work, it had to be able to bridge the gap between the physical world and the soul. Therefore, it was possible that some herbs could affect the soul. Not likely, though.

-----

It took William over a year to gather all of the various things he wanted. He experimented with them as he gathered the right sets of ingredients to make various potions. The results were less than exciting. To Williams, the potions did nothing but give their side effects, though he could resist those well enough. Mostly, they just made him feel vaguely queasy. On students, (volunteers, and only using standard formulas as approved by one of the professors of alchemy), the effects were quite short lived, though it did seem that most of the formulas did, in fact, work.

William tried various new combinations of the various herbs, but all it did was increase the side effects more, to the point that he felt it necessary to use inner energy to remove the toxins he was adding into his body. He wasn’t sure if there would have been any positive effects of these experiments, but he wasn’t going to give them to anyone else, since they seemed rather unhealthy.

At this point, William found it hard to pretend that he wasn’t still really interested in being able to use magic. He even considered the illegal herbs again. Most of them were illegal because of the various side effects, which were often much worse than the benefits. This was to protect student wizards, and even older adults, from getting themselves killed. William was, however, much more confident in his physical abilities and health than most wizards.

Still, he was conscious of the laws. It wouldn’t do to break them, given his position. However, there was still a way. William went on several trips to gather such herbs, outside the borders of any country. He would use them on the spot, as well. This at least somewhat assuaged his guilty conscience. William thought he was probably being pretty stupid, even given his relative safety.

His thoughts were confirmed, when one of the herbs he collected, a black plant with thorns that even emitted a dark mist, almost killed him. William was very certain that it would have certainly killed anyone who did not have an antidote or other help immediately at hand, or the ability to control inner energy. Even as it was, William barely made it back to Ostana. His body was weakened by the poisons, and he’d suffered attacks from some magical beasts. Normally, they would have been fairly easy for him to defeat. He only barely managed to hold on because Chris was still perfectly capable of using magic.

The final result of all his experiments… William was definitely unable to sense mana, no matter what kind of stimulants and methods he used. This basically just confirmed what he already knew, and cost him some of his health and a large amount of time. He couldn’t help it, though, since he was obsessed with magic. Learning how it worked was all well and good, but making it work would be so much better. He couldn’t perform experiments without someone to help him, and someone qualified. Students could help with some things, but he really needed someone who was excellent at controlling magic.

That was obviously not himself. However, he had to admit, the reason he put so much effort into trying that, was because his usual help was gone. His friend, something like a little sister… Lila was gone. She had been gone for years, now, with no sign. William felt like it was his fault. After all, her disappearance had been shortly after he talked to her about the Demon King and soul magic. Perhaps some of the reason he sought out more and more dangerous things was a feeling of guilt at her disappearance.

As time went on, it seemed less and less likely that she would return. William was concerned about her, and not just because she was his friend. She also represented hope for the future of wizards, and William felt if there were more people of her level, the Demon King would not be such a danger. He didn’t know what kinds of consequences her death might have on the future.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to find out. After she had been gone for five years, she returned. She showed up in his laboratory, and handed him a scroll. He almost didn’t recognize her. Her face was scarred, and she was thinner. She looked tired, but she also radiated confidence. William barely had time to ask how she was.

“I’m fine. You need to read that. I need to go… rest, for a while.” William was just left behind, shocked. However, he followed her as she went out, worried that she might wander off again, until he saw her enter her room. Well, at least she would be around for a night. William looked at the scroll. What did it say… and where had she gotten it? William opened it up to look.
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                The scroll simply read “For the teacher: Come to Crescent Grass Valley at the new moon of the eight month, and you shall gain the information you desire.” It also had some more specific details on location. It was otherwise an extremely cryptic message. Since Lila had obtained it, she should at least believe it would have a good chance of being beneficial. William calculated the time it would take to get there, and he would have a few days to prepare before he had to leave.

First, though, he would talk to Lila to try to figure out where she had been, and what she had to say about the message. He had to wait until the next day for that, though, since she was so exhausted that she didn’t come out of her room. Once she came out, he started asking. “So, where have you been, Lila?”

“Hmm.” She frowned, “Well, it’s a secret.”

Not the most helpful of answers. “Is there anything you can tell me about this message?”

“I didn’t read it, but that person… well, they weren’t willing to tell me anything. However, they asked some questions, and said they would talk to my teacher… to you. They didn’t say why it had to be you.”

William sighed. “Why did you disappear without telling anyone? I can tell wherever you went, it was dangerous.”

Lila frowned again. “Because you would have tried to stop me. It was dangerous, yes, but so what? William, I know you’re right. Humans might be wiped out if nothing is done.”

“... I could have gone with you.”

“Could you have, though?”

“I can fight, you know. I even beat you in duels.”

“You can fight, yes. I know you can’t maintain an illusion all the time though. You have responsibilities here, being a teacher and organizing things.” Lila slightly smiled. “Me? I’m the type that can run off and do stupid things. I know that.”

“Is… ‘that person’ trustworthy?”

Lila shrugged. “Maybe. It’s hard to tell. However, they definitely know things you need to know. I can’t say any reasons for it, but… I think they probably are. It’s worth the risk, and… I’d almost rather risk myself than you.”

“Almost?”

“Almost.” Lila actually grinned this time.

“... Should I bring anyone with me?”

Lila shook her head. “I don’t think they’d like that. If they actually have bad intentions… well, I don’t think it would help.”

“Even if it was you?”

Lila looked around evasively. “Umm… I think… I probably shouldn’t be there.” William thought she looked… scared. That didn’t make William more comfortable.

-----

William found himself staring at a grassy, dark field. Traveling by himself (well, just with Chris) for a couple weeks was extremely boring. However, it did give William time to think. Though, that didn’t really make him feel more positively about this. However, as far as he could tell, it wasn’t a trap. Which just meant it wasn’t a trap, or it was a trap he wouldn’t be able to get out of. If asked if he was afraid of death, William would have said no. However, he still didn’t want to die at this age. After all, he was still young… again.

In addition to an ambush, William also didn’t see whoever it was he was supposed to meet. Everything was dark, especially since it was the new moon, but William could actually see relatively well. His night vision was actually quite good, for some reason. Maybe it was just his eyes in this life, or something else. He hadn’t really thought about it before, so he couldn’t compare different stages of his life.

“Well, Chris, here we go.” William walked out into the field, stopping next to a particular rock, which was easy to recognize. After waiting for a few minutes, a cloaked figure walked out. As they approached, Chris started glowing red. That meant, “enemy”. However, William didn’t need his warning. This person… was a demon.

William hadn’t seen a demon in person before, but it was pretty easy to tell. He probably wasn’t supposed to be able to see, because of the cloak, but he could. This person… this woman, had horns. It was dark so William couldn’t be sure, but he thought her skin might be reddish. This could certainly be a dangerous situation. However, if it was just one, he knew he shouldn’t run, or he would become vulnerable. Likewise, if it was an ambush, he was probably already surrounded, and thus also shouldn’t run. Should he attack? Well, William wasn’t sure what the right answer was, but he didn’t. Instead, he waited.

The demoness stopped about 5 meters away. “You are… Lila’s teacher?”

William nodded, and the demoness frowned.

“You are… young.”

William shrugged. “I’m older than I look.” Which was true… but not exactly in the way he made it sound.

“Well, you have the letter, so I suppose I will have to believe you.”

William indeed had the letter with him, but hadn’t taken it out. Somehow, she could sense it. Wonderful.

“Now then…” The demoness pointed her hand off to the right, toward the landmark boulder, and started chanting. “O, pyromancy I call upon thee, grant me thine strength and obliterate my opponents with a mighty conflagration!”

William knew he could reach her before she finished chanting. Chris was pulling him in that direction. However, William didn’t move. Not that he wasn’t ready to act if necessary, however… he felt that he didn’t need to move. Instead, he waited for the chant to finish.

Then, William saw something that he wasn’t expecting. Instead of a fireball, a lightning bolt shot out, through the boulder. That didn’t bode well at all. Demons already knew that chants were meaningless. His face fell. Then, the demoness spoke. “You don’t seem surprised. At least, not that this could be done. I suppose it could be you.”

“What could be me?”

“The teacher… and the inquisitive one. Ah, don’t worry,” She grinned, showing off sharp teeth, though William probably still wasn’t supposed to be able to see that, “My sources tell me that the Demon King doesn’t know how to subvert chants.”

William thought to himself, “He doesn’t know… but are you you going to tell him?” However, he decided to say nothing, since in theory he wasn’t supposed to know his contact was a demon. Unless she was not a contact, and just a very leisurely assassin. Instead, he just said, “Good. I have come to believe you know something about soul magic?”

“Hmm. Don’t enjoy chatting about magic, do you? Well, I do know what you seek.”

“Actually, I very much enjoy chatting about magic. However, generally I don’t do so with hooded figures. So, what can you tell me?”

“Very well then. I promise this is what you need, though it may not be exactly what you are seeking. What you want is details on soul magic. I am unable to provide that. However, I do have this.” She pulled out a scroll, much like the one with her initial message, since William was certain it was from her. Then, she tossed it over to him. “Go on. Read it. I’m sure it will be… enlightening.”

William unrolled it. It wasn’t long. All that was written was “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” Though that was all that was written, there was more to it. The words almost leaped off the page, into his head. William clearly felt it. He looked down at the scroll, and the words still remained. However, in his head, they were something more. All that William knew what that it was definitely not magic. After all, if it were the chant for a magic spell… well, it had already been shown that both parties here knew that was useless. There should have been a description of how to imagine the soul shattering, and details on how it worked. Instead, William only had a vague sense of something in his head.

The demoness laughed slightly. “Well, it doesn’t actually matter if you read it, I suppose. Someone generations down the road will need it, though. Maybe you can figure out what kind of person that someone is. What you do with it is up to you. Now then, I may get in contact with you in the future, if reason comes up. Until then…” She turned around.

“Wait.” William wasn’t sure why he stopped her. It seemed like he should probably have just let the demoness go. She was definitely dangerous, after all, even if she wasn’t hostile. “Why… are you helping out against the Demon King?”

“Why?” She laughed. “Because everyone hates the Demon King.” Then, she walked off.

William knew that wasn’t true. Even she didn’t sound like she believed that, if William was reading her tone right. However, he did believe that she hated the Demon King. That gave William some confidence.
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                William watched the demoness walk away, and sighed. It was a sigh of relief, but also… something William didn’t understand at first. Then, he figured it out. “Chris, I’m cursed.”

At this point Chris started flipping around even more than he had been. During the whole encounter, he hadn’t wanted to stay still. “What? Cursed how? What do I need to do?”

William sighed again. “No, it’s nothing like that, don’t worry. It’s just… I thought I had it figured out. There wasn’t any woman who made me really interested. I’m still not sure if I have a ‘type’, but if I do… she was it.”

“What? No no! She’s a bad woman!”

“I know, she’s a demon. That’s why I said I was cursed. There wasn’t anybody I wanted, but now that I find one I might want, it’s a stupid idea to even consider.”

“No no no! I’ve seen her before! When I was made!”

“... Ah. That’s… probably bad.”

“It’s bad! Really bad! What is that scroll? Show me!”

“Umm, if it actually did something bad to me, won’t it hurt you to?”

“I’m invincible!” Chris exclaimed.

“...Only if it’s trying to break you or kill you, right? It put something in my head.”

“... I’m invincible. I should be fine, probably.”

“Chris…”

“I’ll be fine! Really! Show it to me so I can see if it’s a trap!”

William wasn’t sure it was a good idea. However, even if she was a very bad woman, and had been somehow involved in Chris’ creation… he still felt like she hadn’t been trying to hurt him, and definitely had intentions that weren’t helpful toward the Demon King. Though, if she had been around since Chris was made, she would have had a lot of time to practice deceit. Assuming demons lived that long. The data he had said they lived a long time, possibly forever, so it seemed likely. “This may be a very, very bad idea,” William said as he unrolled the scroll for Chris to look at.

William wasn’t sure what he expected to happen. He held the scroll open, and Chris “looked” at it. Words flew off the page into Chris. Then, Chris started spinning circles on the ground. This behavior didn’t bother William, since it was basically Chris’ way of going “hmmmmmmm…”

“So?”

“...It’s not bad. I’m not really sure what it is though.”

William nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I thought. Do you think we should show it to other people?”

“Only those people we can trust.”

William nodded. “If she was telling the truth… one of them will have to pass it down to their descendants… So far, only Marius fits that bill. Hopefully, someone will figure it out by the next… cycle.”

-----

William pondered the situation he found himself in. The best hope he had found for defeating the Demon King… and it was from a demon. In addition, he had basically no idea how it would help. If it wasn’t a trap that neither he nor Chris could figure out. This scroll did something, but as far as William could tell, it just injected some knowledge-that-was-not-knowledge into his head. In short, William was confused. However, William was going to hope that Lila had successfully found someone that truly would help. Speaking of Lila… they would have to talk once he got back.

-----

It was obvious that Lila was attempting to avoid William. She would spot him at a distance, then suddenly turn and go down another hallway. Although she had many strong suits, subtlety was not one of them. Another one that was missing was running speed. Thus, after several occasions of her avoiding him, William decided not to let her walk away. He dashed down the hallway, stopping in front of her where she couldn’t pretend to have not seen him. “Oh! Err… Hi, William.”

“We need to talk.”

“Oh, well, I’m sure we will, but I’m very busy right now and…” Lila was also not good at lying, especially since her eyes completely avoided looking at him.

“That’s fine, I’m sure we can talk about where you were out in this hallway, as you head to… wherever it is.” William glared, to make his point.

“Umm…” Lila looked around for an escape route, but finding none. Especially since William could run faster than her normally, and at almost ridiculous speeds for short bursts. “Okay. We’ll talk.”

After they moved to an area where they could talk freely, William started, “Now, since you’re obviously an adult now and thus have the right to make your own decisions, I would have no right to yell at you for your decisions.” William paused to take a deep breath. “WHY THE HELL DID YOU GO TO THE DEMON COUNTRY ALONE?!” The force of his shouting almost knocked Lila off of her feet. Once she regained her balance, she just stood there shocked. She hadn’t heard William yell before, at least not in any serious manner.

“Well…” Lila’s eyes grew determined, “it was necessary, wasn’t it? After all, the Demon King is a problem that has to be dealt with. Yes, I could die, but it was a necessary risk.”

William understood that, but it didn’t stop him from being upset. “You could have died.” William nodded. “However, did you consider that something worse could have happened? Consider the very reason the Demon King is a problem. Might there not be other demons who can destroy the soul, or worse yet, harness it to make themselves stronger? You might not realize this, but you are very important to the future of the wizards here.” Chris started moving, and William tried to read what he was scrawling on the floor, though it was a bit hard without anything to actually write in, since he had to just follow the motions. After consulting with Chris in a whisper to figure it out, William shuddered. “Lila… they could have used you to make some sort of object that the Demon King could use to increase his power on his next reincarnation.” William sighed. “Well, it’s already done, isn’t it? Just… please, don’t do anything like that again.”

“That’s fine. However, you’re also not allowed to go do anything reckless in the future. You would, if you thought it would help.” William couldn’t deny that. Lila tilted her head questioningly, “So, was it worth it? I barely managed to get anything…”

“Well… I met with someone. The value of their help is somewhat hard to determine at this point.” William pulled out the scroll he had received. “Read this.”

“Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” Lila tilted her head. “Is that right? I don’t think it particularly means much.”

William was confused. Lila had the most potential for magic he had ever seen, but unlike with himself and Chris, the words just laid flat on the paper. William shook his head, “I don’t particularly understand it either, but it’s probably important. I just don’t know how, yet.”
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                William still had very little idea of what it was that the scroll did. He was certain it wasn’t a bad thing, otherwise he never would have showed it to Lila. However, the demoness who gave it to him was rather suspect. William hadn’t personally felt any ill intent from her, but Chris’ memory of her from before certainly didn’t shed a positive light on her. That said, as many of Chris’ earlier memories, it wasn’t particularly clear on anything. All that was really certain is that she was around when Chris became a staff, and not how involved she was.

He took out the scroll and read it again. “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” It was a frustratingly helpful collection of phrases. It wasn’t instructions of any kind. William didn’t experience the vision of the words flying off the page again. Instead, it was as if it were perfectly normal text. Since it was related to soul magic, William had expected it to have some effect for Lila. However, instead there was no reaction. Upon further consideration, though, it shouldn’t be connected to magic if it reacted to William. Unless he met certain other requirements, and would be able to do something if he could do anything with magic. In that case, it was even more frustrating.

Chris… he could do magic, and the symbols had also flown off of the scroll and into him. Communication with Chris was hard. Besides the fact that he was a staff, William expected that he probably wasn’t a clear communicator before that, either. Alternatively, it could be a side effect. Either way, it was hard to talk to Chris about it. In fact, William had some ideas that he couldn’t even begin to put into words. Except that the “soul magic” he had obtained was not magic. Chris actually agreed with that assessment. However, it was definitely mysterious and like magic.

To support his theory, William showed the scroll to Marius. It was something that should be done eventually anyway, because he intended Marius’ family to be the keepers of this until the generation when the Demon King finally showed up again. Unfortunately but expectedly, Marius’ reaction was similar to Lila’s. He saw rather unremarkable writing, and triggered no reaction.

There was only one other person that William wanted to test it on, because there weren’t many he could trust. Though he trusted his parents and Professor Pierce, as well as a few others among the older wizards, he didn’t think it would be relevant or helpful even if they did trigger an effect. The only problem was, William was having trouble finding him. Specifically, he was looking for Gerald, but he wasn’t at the knight’s training ground. When he asked the other knights where he was, they looked around as if they were somehow embarrassed. “Well, he’s probably…” one of the knights looked at another. The second nodded in some kind of affirmation. “He’s probably at the wizard’s guild.”

William wasn’t sure why he would be there. If he had been looking for William, he would have already found him. However, upon arriving back, he quickly found Gerald. However, in the same place, he also found Lila. She was glaring at Gerald. “Stop following me around like a lost puppy! I already told you I’m not interested.”

Gerald stood there stoically, and shook his head. “Not until you hear me out.”

“Ugh, just give up already. In fact, why don’t you talk to this instead. Fireball.” Normally, of course, a wizard couldn’t cast a spell with a single word. That wasn’t even really a chant. However, Lila was exceptionally good at gathering mana… and she had learned from William how things actually worked. A fireball the size of Gerald’s torso appeared, exploding over him and knocking him off his feet. Lila turned around and walked away.

William walked over to Gerald’s smoking body and poked him. The response he got was a groan. He looked up at William and said, “I don’t think she likes me.”

“Really?” William looked over Gerald, but aside from some singed hair and clothing, he was pretty much alright. Besides the soot covering his face. “Well, she definitely doesn’t hate you.”

“She threw a fireball at me.”

“Big deal, she’s thrown bigger ones at me.”

“...You duel her in the arena, though.”

“...Outside the arena.” William looked down at Gerald’s confused face, and pulled out the scroll. “Read this for me, would ya?”

Gerald’s eyes flitted across the paper. Then, as if they were somewhat stuck, the letters slowly dragged themselves off, and floated toward Gerald, entering into him. “What… what kind of magic was that?”

William pondered. “Well… what I can tell you is that it isn’t magic.”

Gerald tilted his head questioningly. “It’s not?” Gerald shook his head back and forth, and stood up. He looked down at himself, and although the situation wasn’t pretty, confirmed that he was relatively unharmed. “You’re sure she doesn’t hate me?”

“I can’t say I understand anything about women in general, or even how Lila’s feelings work, but I can say for sure she doesn’t hate you. She might dislike you, though. How long has…” William vaguely waved his hand around, “whatever that was, been going on?”

“Hmm, a few days, but this is the first time she threw a fireball at me.”

To William, this said she definitely didn’t dislike him too much, if it took her a few days to get annoyed at him. Though, he couldn’t say much more than that. “Well, good luck, I guess.”

-----

In the coming days, it wasn’t rare to see a fireball thrown at Gerald in the mage’s guild. Using magic in the halls was technically forbidden, however Lila never destroyed any property that was around. Attacking people with magic was significantly more disallowed, but the victim in question never seemed to get really hurt, and voiced no complaints. More importantly, there wasn’t anyone, with the possible exception of William and Marius, who could actually enforce any kind of rules on Lila. Thus, it just became something that everyone knew about, but nobody really talked about. It just became accepted as one of those things that happened around Lila sometimes.
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                William found it unfortunate that even in a world of magic, human lifespans were about the same. He didn’t care about it for himself, since he’d already been given the privilege of a second life. Though, if he could live two or three times as long, he might survive until the next incarnation of the Demon King, which would be nice. However, the main reason William cared about these things was because of people like Phineas Pierce. Those in his generation were quite knowledgeable, and though they had shared much of it, they still had much more to tell. It would be a loss to the world, in addition to the personal loss of a friend William would feel.

Of course, William didn’t just start thinking about this out of nowhere. Lately, it had become quite obvious how old Professor Pierce was. After all, he’d been somewhat old when he and William met, but twenty-five more years was weighing down on him. William had been trying to get the most out of the time available, though. He spent time learning every subject available to him. Likewise, he also taught as much as he could. Some of the knowledge William felt was similar to various kinds of upper level mathematics. It was correct, but had little practical use… yet, anyway. William didn’t think that would always be the case, though.

The only thing that William was uncomfortable with being public knowledge was the knowledge that chants, at least the specific words, didn’t matter. According to the demoness, the Demon King didn’t know that. However, if it became public knowledge here, William had no doubt that he would certainly find out. That could affect many variables. For one, casting speed basically had a specific minimum limit based on the chant. No matter how fast one could actually gather mana, there was a limit to how fast someone could speak. If they believed that they actually had to speak specific words clearly, then their spell could fail if they were too hasty. If someone like the Demon King, who William presumed would be very good at controlling mana, didn’t have to spend the time to complete a whole chant, they could react to situations much more quickly. Although the power wouldn’t be as much as could be gathered in a longer period of time, versatility was dangerous. Plus, if the Demon King stuck to specific chants, it would be easier to counter him.

It was always possible that the Demon King or someone around him would come up with the method, but considering that they hadn’t yet done so meant it wasn’t likely. Unless, of course, the demoness had been lying to William. He didn’t think that was true, but he wasn’t so confident in his ability to read people that he could say she definitely wasn’t lying. However, he was sure she was against the Demon King, and so providing information that was false, at least if it would hinder defeating the Demon King, wouldn’t be in her interests. That was what William decided, so she had probably told the truth, and almost definitely told things that would be most beneficial to defeating the Demon King. That said, it wasn’t like there had been a lengthy discussion. Hopefully, William could meet with her again to discuss the Demon King’s weaknesses. Though, that might as well be left to someone in a later generation.

Pretty much everything William was doing had some relation to the Demon King, because since he knew about the future issues, such as the declining percentage of wizards born, William felt responsible. Thus, he had been working on his contacts, including those in Liaoyang and other countries, working to find those who felt the same way as him. Those who would work toward the future, even though the absolute earliest anything would happen was a hundred years away. Of course, there were a few in Ostana as well, such as Lila, Gerald, and Marius. William couldn’t say he had managed to get those connections on his own, of course. Various people had helped him. Many of those he was in contact with, William had never met. Instead, his parents Marius, Zhan Shengrui, and a few others were very instrumental in the process. Some of those others were also reincarnated individuals.

The search for reincarnated individuals had brought in many more people than William had expected, though it still wasn’t a large amount. However, they kept showing up, maybe one or two a year. This was just people who spoke English. Theoretically, there were many more. However, they were all in a certain age range. Specifically, all had been born after the last Demon King War. This somewhat helped a theory William had. Obviously, reincarnation was real, having personally experienced it, so he could hypothesize some things, and make some observations. 

The first observation was that, among reincarnated individuals he’d, William seemed to have retained the most of his memories. Many of them were a little or a lot fuzzy, but still capable of recognizing and somewhat speaking English, at the very least. 

Since they had all been born after the Demon King war, it would be strange to believe it was unrelated. Thus, William came up with his theory, although it was basically completely untestable. Since the Demon King had destroyed many souls, some had needed to come from another world (or worlds) instead of being naturally born in this world. This could be because there were a fixed number of souls, but William thought it was more likely something else. After all, if there were a fixed number of souls, no populations anywhere could increase. Though, certainly, it was possible that it might be fixed over a large scale, with a certain number having always existed, William thought another explanation was more likely. At least, it was an explanation he preferred. 

Worlds probably had a certain amount of souls they could produce over time. This was enough to keep up with any kind of population growth, since deaths would also occur allowing souls to be reincarnated. Normally, they would likely stay within the same world, and their memories would also be lost. Even if they swapped between worlds, the lost memories would be the standard. However, in a case of emergency, such as the Demon King destroying a few million souls, it was likely that souls had to be transferred more forcefully, thus not forgetting all of their memories. That was the explanation William had come up with, though he had no way to verify this. Certainly, nothing he was willing or capable of doing, anyway. 
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                William had been dealing with people too much lately. He wasn’t good with people to begin with, and dealing with stubborn people was worse. Though there were some reasonable people who understood the threat the Demon King would pose next cycle, there were also those who didn’t. They were the type who wouldn’t plan for the future because it wouldn’t affect them or their immediate descendants. They refused to believe the evidence William provided, and William thought they were stubborn and stupid. It was possible that stupid wasn’t true, but they weren’t doing a good job of showing that to William.

These various people were both near and far. Some were nobles from Ostana, and even the city of Canta, and some were from other countries. What bothered William the most was that he wasn’t even asking for anything from them other than that they think ahead to a few generations down the road. At least a few of them realized that it was reasonable to at least pretend to take his advice. Perhaps even some of these actually would.

There were also wizards who fell in this same box. Geoff, and those like him. They didn’t understand, even though William had shown them convincing numbers, such as the percentage of wizards compared to the population. The total numbers were still going up, so they weren’t worried. Some of them probably understood, but didn’t understand why they should contribute to the effort to solve the problem, why they should expend any of their own resources on it. William just wanted to hit them.

He didn’t, though. William had been working on his position in the guild, and hitting people wouldn’t do that any good. Of course, if he was in a duel, he would completely trounce people, but he couldn’t just hit people because he didn’t like them or they were idiots. That was Lila’s domain, but William also wasn’t going to directly or indirectly have Lila hit people… or fireball them. That wouldn’t be helpful.

It got to the point that William was actually happy when a dragon started attacking villages and cities. Not for the destruction it caused. That still very much bothered William, but he had an excuse to leave the guild for a while. More importantly, he might get to hit something. The general policy with dragons was to leave them alone, as long as they didn’t attack any people. Even occasional farm animals being eaten wasn’t worth provoking possible wrath for. Dragons were dangerous. However, if they were already killing people, they had to be defeated as soon as possible.

Obviously, the best choice would have been to bring Lila with him, but William couldn’t find her. She’d left behind a message that she would be gone for a few weeks, but the problem couldn’t be put off that long. Thus, William gathered some knights, as well as a few of those younger wizards, about half a generation below him, that were talented at magical combat. There was an official bounty from the country, and although it wouldn’t be particularly amazing once split among a large number of people, it wasn’t insignificant either. Thus, there were those who were interested in the money, and those who wanted to protect people, as well as those who were somewhat of both. The danger of the dragon was not yet high enough that it required an army, so everyone who went with William (and Gerald, who lead the knights) were volunteers. Paid volunteers, of course.

William was just glad to get away from politics for a while. That, and it was a good opportunity to practice magic in groups. Specifically, they had to learn how far apart wizards needed to be to avoid issues from overlapping incantations, and wrestling over control of the same mana. Obviously, it was a bad idea to experiment against a dragon, but that was what the other magical beasts were for. Dragons generally lived deep in what would be considered monstrous beast territory, north of Ostana, in the large area between Ostana and demon territory. There were plenty of chances to fight magical beasts along the way.

As he entered his 30’s, William had expected his physical ability to start to decline. Not much, but a little bit. However, he hadn’t felt the effects of that yet. It was certainly harder to improve his body more, but he’d already reached a level that was impossible on Earth. He still wasn’t as physically impressive as the knights, but he was, at the very least, impressive for a wizard. Those other wizards he brought with him had all learned how to wield their staves as weapons in an emergency, but at best they could hold off a regular sized wolf. William, however, could fight on the frontlines… or at least just barely behind the knights. In addition, he also attacked with magic… though nobody else knew Chris was the one doing that. There were some rumors that he was crazy, though, since he talked to his staff, but that wasn’t the only reason some people thought he was crazy. However, he was also respected by many.

William smiled as he faced off against a not particularly imaginatively named steelfur bear. This type of magical beast was an exceptionally large bear, with somewhat metallic fur. Obviously, it was quite tough. However, William wasn’t intimidated in front of it at all. Maybe that was because he had gone crazy from dealing with people too much lately and not getting outside, but it was also true he didn’t have to be too afraid. A paw swiped at William, containing enough force to injure a knight even in their armor. William didn’t have armor of course, but he did have mobility. He ducked under the paw, which he felt moved rather slowly. Of course, he knew this was just because his reflexes had been heightened. It wasn’t that the paw was slow, just slow enough. As he ducked under, he spun Chris around, striking at the back of its outstretched limb. There was a loud thump. It wasn’t particularly injured, but it didn’t get off unscathed either.

Although steelfur bears were very hard to cut, they were much less resistant against bludgeoning damage, since the fur could at most absorb some of the impact. In addition, with William and Chris working together, they could penetrate through defenses with inner energy. It didn’t always work, but it was consistent enough to count on. As William dodged around the bear, the knights and other wizards fought other bears as well as different magical beasts. The monsters in this area were quite agitated, moving around in groups they normally wouldn’t. Such things could be expected after a dragon became active.

William moved around, getting hits in where he could. However, the bear was very tough, and refused to go down. Meanwhile, not all of William’s dodges were perfect. He sustained a few scratches from claws and teeth, and was bleeding significant but not yet life-threatening amounts. His attacks just weren’t quite effective enough. After a large swipe by the bear, William leaped up on its back. Obviously, it moved to throw him off immediately, but it was not fast enough to stop him from getting in a single strike to its head. A loud sound rang out. William would have loved it if the bear instantly collapsed, but instead it moved violently, throwing him off into the side of a tree.

The bear turned toward William to attack him while he was stunned, but it couldn’t move properly. After all, it had a serious concussion. Although William wasn’t at the level he could destroy its brain with one attack, any damage to the brain was significant. After that point, the battle turned back into William’s favor, and he eventually defeated it at about the same time the other magical beasts were defeated, though he helped clean up a few that were fleeing. More specifically, he had Chris shoot them with lightning bolts. William was feeling a lot better after the battle, until he remembered his injuries and had to treat them.
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                William’s group advanced toward the lair of the dragon. They entered a small valley where the entrance to its cave was said to be. Generally, upon discovering the existence of a dragon, efforts would be made to find their lair, if only to make sure that people avoided the area. However, it was also useful if, or usually when the dragons decided to attack people. 

As they moved along their way, William’s group encountered more agitated magical beasts. Fortunately, there weren’t too many, so they advanced safely, though not without injury. As they approached the cave, magical beasts showed up less and less. This wasn’t unexpected, since they would generally avoid the territory of a dragon. However, there were other signs in the area that made William think something strange was going on.

William wasn’t an accomplished tracker. In fact, if you asked him to track anything smaller than a bear, he would find it impossible, and could probably only track a bear that was exceptionally heavy. However, he noticed the signs in this area, because he wasn’t blind. They started coming across magical beast corpses. This wasn’t completely unheard of, because they often fought each other. However, these were clearly slain by magic. Fire, specifically. Dragon’s breath was, in fact, magic.

It was only as the group advanced further that William thought the cause might be something else. He started seeing more burned areas and small craters. He’d seen such marks, and they were caused by fireball spells. As they moved along, he saw traces of other magic being used. Lightning bolts, earth walls, tornadoes… It was becoming less and less likely that a dragon caused all this. 

Finally, they came upon a great battlefield where some of the previous traces appeared again. William wasn’t the type who could say which marks happened first. Unlike great movie detectives, he couldn’t play out the entire scene- someone stood here, then dodged to the right, firing off a lightning bolt. Then they cast an earth wall to block a claw- the left claw of the dragon! They blinked while standing here. 

Frankly, it was ridiculous to even imagine that kind of detail. However, he could find a few traces. He couldn’t say when in the battle things occurred, but he recognized some things. There were scorch marks around a parabola pattern, indicating a fire breath had been blocked by something, likely a water shield. At least, that’s what William would have tried. An earth wall would have worked, but would have left traces behind that William didn’t see. There were also traces of boulders having crashed into the ground, and places that they had been moved from. However, besides scorch marks, there were relatively few signs of magic on the ground. In addition, there were no tracks indicating a dragon had been nearby. 

That didn’t mean there wasn’t a dragon involved in the battle. Instead, William assumed that the dragon was flying. That was much more advantageous. Presumably, all the magical attacks from its opponent had been launched toward the sky, thus not leaving any marks. Except for the boulders, of course, which had to inevitably come back down. Though he wasn’t a great detective, William knew the battle had happened recently. He couldn’t say whether it was minutes or hours, but at most a day or two. That was because the area was still warm, though presumably it had been scorching hot and burning at some point.

The group split up to search for traces of the dragon, or possibly its opponent. However, they remained within shouting distance, because nobody was sure whether the dragon had won or lost. William hoped it had lost, or at least been injured, because even though it would be nice to brag about having fought a dragon, that could only be said if he were still alive. Even if he was more likely to live than others, he also didn’t want the others to die for the sake of something stupid like glory. William was here because the dragon was attacking humans, and if that could be stopped, he would be content.

It was only about ten minutes before someone found the dragon. Though, they had first found the trail it left as it crashed to the ground. Everyone gathered together (though ready to split up to avoid a breath attack) before approaching the body to make sure it was dead. Upon getting closer, nobody doubted it. There was blood soaked into the ground, partly dried. That put the time estimate up a bit. Upon further investigation, the reason for the blood was obvious. Although there were several wounds on the dragon, it had an astonishingly large one on its chest. There was a hole that went in, near to the heart. The hole seemed to rather cleanly pierce through the scales and flesh beneath, as if it were cut with… well, a magic sword, maybe. William couldn’t think of what else would make that kind of cut.

However, that wound didn’t seem to be what killed the dragon. Instead, it was probably made to remove the “Dragon Heart”. It wasn’t the actual heart of the dragon, which was obviously still there. Instead, a Dragon Heart was a magical crystal that grew inside dragons. This was what allowed them to use magic, and thus their breath weapons. Presumably, this one would have had a fire-type Dragon Heart. 

Although some of the knights were disappointed that they didn’t get to fight the dragon, they were also relieved, since they saw the destruction in the area. Plus, they would likely still be able to claim the bounty on the dragon. They searched the dragon’s cave, but as expected there was nothing interesting. Unlike the stories told to children, dragons didn’t gather large piles of gold coins. After all, how would they even pick them up? All the cave had were various skeletons of creatures that had presumably been dragged there and eaten.

However, the dragon’s body itself was actually valuable. Scales, teeth, even bones were worth something. The scales were very tough, so they could be made into armor. Though, they were obviously not impenetrable. William looked at the smooth edges on the hole in its chest. Those must have been made after it was dead, or at least immobile. It was so smooth that William thought it would have needed to be cut by a laser, if he were in his world. Or… a water jet. William looked closely, then nodded. Well, at least he knew where Lila had been.
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                Although the end goal of the journey had been usurped, William could definitely say it wasn’t pointless. Both the knights and wizards in the group had experienced battles (or more battles, since some had before) with magical beasts. William hoped that some of the experience would be passed down to later generations. There were records, of course, and William was even writing his own “Compendium on Magical Combat”, but teaching from actual experience was more effective. Hopefully, enough of the future generations would keep up their training.

Though, William also didn’t want other wizardly pursuits to be excluded. After all, if the Ostana Wizard’s guild just became a war machine, it wouldn’t be good either. He just didn’t want them to become complacent, only making money and nothing else. How did wizards make money? Mostly, through the creation of useful devices. Things such as light sources that didn’t need oil, enchanting clothes to be able to resist attacks, and various other things. Things only nobles could afford, but having a few noble customers was worth a lot more than a myriad of commoners. William hoped that some effort would be put toward making life better for people in general, but it probably wouldn’t be, except by coincidence. William would have been perfectly happy to have the wizards no longer throw fireballs at all, except that this world wasn’t the kind where that could be accomplished. There were always dangers around… especially the threat of the Demon King.

-----

William thought about many things on the journey back. He felt like he didn’t have enough time to do everything he wanted, even though he really had an entire lifetime. It slightly helped that the journey back was longer, due to the wagon carrying the dragon being slower. Once they returned, there were celebrations of various sorts, and William heard a lot of people telling the story of how they killed the dragon. Which, of course, wasn’t really true. However, even if the group had been the ones to personally slay the dragon, these same people would have only barely contributed. In short, they were the type that told stories.

The first thing William did was go look for Lila. It was still tangentially possible that that it had been someone else who had actually killed the dragon after all. Once he saw her, though, he reconfirmed that it had definitely been her. She was injured. Not badly, since she was walking around and smiling, but William saw some wounds on her face and hands, and her hair had obviously been somewhat burned. That actually made William feel better, since he knew at least she had some trouble fighting a dragon. As for the reason she was smiling, well, it was probably her new staff. It had a very wonderful gem on the top. A Dragon’s Heart, to be exact.

“People are telling the story of how we defeated the dragon,” William said.

Lila turned to face him. “Oh? Congratulations!” She continued smiling at him.

“Yeah, it looked like there was a very impressive battle, before we got there. My question is… why did you go alone?”

Lila pointed to the top of her staff and raised an eyebrow. “For this. I also wanted the reward money, but I couldn’t bring the dragon back… well, there are already too many wild stories about me anyway.”

“You couldn’t have waited to join a hunting party?”

“Then I wouldn’t have gotten the Heart!”

“You’re famous enough you could have taken that as your part of the reward, even if it’s much more than a normal share. You… just wanted to see if you could fight a dragon alone, didn’t you?”

“...Yeah.”

William sighed. “Well, next time… please don’t go alone. At least bring me, or …” William wasn’t sure if he should say Gerald, “... someone else for backup.”

Lila nodded. “Well, maybe that would have been good… I did at least check out how big it was first. It was just a medium sized dragon!” Of course, that still made it bigger than some houses.

William decided that Lila wasn’t going to stop worrying him any time soon. He wasn’t sure what he could do about that. At this point, William noticed Gerald arriving, and excused himself. He didn’t stay around to listen in on the conversation, but he did notice the conspicuous lack of a flash from a fireball. Was that progress? William wasn’t sure.

-----

Over the next years, the funerals William was dreading started becoming a reality. They included such people as Phineas Pierce, Professor Farman, and even Arison Ilias. This made William uncomfortable unaware that he was becoming the older generation. Certainly, there were some in the older generation, but there was still a large gap where many of those who fought the last Demon King had been. At forty years old, William felt old. However, this was only mentally. His body felt fine. In fact, he still looked young. Not like he was twenty or anything, but probably late twenties. As for his mental oldness… he was actually much older than he felt anyway, but it was strange to be at the age where the children of people in the same generation could be considered adults.

William had many things on his plate, and it seemed like there were always more instead of less, even after he resolved things. Maybe it was because he cared too much about the future. Yet, everything was becoming routine as well. Until one day, he received a scroll. He immediately recognized the handwriting… after he compared it to another scroll he had kept around. This one similarly was short and to the point, containing a time and place to meet. William hoped it was good news, or at least useful news. He still wasn’t even sure what he’d gained the first time, except a sense of mystery. However, he knew he couldn’t pass up the chance to meet with the demoness again. He knew that at the very least she had information he wanted, though he wasn’t sure if he would get it.
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                William showed up at the meeting location, a different one this time. It was actually quite a nice place, with a stream flowing nearby. It was strange to think it had been about ten years since he met the demoness. The previous meeting had been somewhat enlightening, but without an concrete help for defeating the demon king. There was only the mysterious scroll which gave a vague feeling of… something. 

He sat on a smooth rock near the stream and waited. He’d already checked for ambushes, though the feelings he got from the last time told him it was unlikely there would be one. It was probably also unnecessary for the demoness, even if she couldn’t beat him alone, it would be close. Realistically, though, there wasn’t any need for them to kill William even if they worked for the Demon King, which they obviously didn’t.

Regardless of the truth, William found it hard to relax, for various reasons. He didn’t even know if there would be any helpful information this time, though he felt it was likely. The scroll from the last time would probably only really be relevant once the Demon King reincarnated, though William was certain it wouldn’t solve all their problems even if they figured out the mysteries it contained. He decided to try to relax by closing his eyes and listening to the sound of the stream.

“A demon lord is going to attack.”

The voice came unexpectedly, causing William to jump up… and fall off his rock. It was hard to stand up from a cross legged position. After he picked himself up off the ground and looked around, he saw the demoness looking at him from a few meters away. She wasn’t laughing on the outside, but William thought he saw a slight grin on her face, though it could have been his imagination as it quickly disappeared. “Well, that was abrupt.”

“Last time you didn’t seem interested in smalltalk. Should I have started with a statement about the weather?”

“Well,” William looked up at the clear skies, “You could at least have said ‘greetings’ or something. Do you know when this attack is?” A demon lord was just any powerful demon. Theoretically, they wouldn’t be reincarnated, and would have less supporters. Thus, they would be less dangerous than the Demon King… but that didn’t mean they couldn’t start a deadly war. Hopefully, at least, they would only cause “normal” deaths instead of being able to annihilate souls like the Demon King.

The demoness held out a scroll. “It will probably be about five years before they are prepared. A general outline of the probable army makeup is included here.” William took the scroll and looked at it. It contained a large amount of information. “Well, these are approximations at best.”

William looked back up at the demoness. “So, why give us this information?” She might hate the Demon King, but that didn’t mean she was really an ally or friend to humans. She certainly hadn’t stated any such thing. 

She slightly smiled. “Well, although I don’t hate this guy as much as the Demon King… he’s currently my least favorite of those living at this moment. Unfortunately, I can’t just go kill him, so I figure letting you humans prepare gives a higher probability of him dying.” She shrugged her shoulders slightly.

At that, William had to wonder if she had encouraged him to send an army, or if he already had such plans. Although she had been friendly towards him, she was obviously also helping them because it would benefit her. William had no way to judge her true character, though she was obviously capable of political scheming since she had survived for a long time while still opposing the Demon King, if not openly. If she had instigated the attack in any way, there wasn’t much William could do about it. William knew she had the answers, of course, but he didn’t think asking such questions would be good for his continued longevity if she really were scheming against the humans as well. As she turned around to leave, William stopped her. “Wait, I have some questions… if you have time.”

She turned back. “Well, this time… I do. However, I’ll have you answers questions for me, too. One for one.”

“What if we don’t want to answer one of the questions?” William wasn’t sure what type of questions would be asked. He definitely wasn’t going to give out any information that would compromise Ostana or any of the other human nations, though it seems like the demons may have spies giving them such information already.

The demoness shrugged. “Then you ask for a different question… or we can just leave.”

William nodded. “What’s your name?” The question came out unbidden. There were certainly more important things to ask, but that was what William’s mouth said.

She put on a thoughtful look. “Unfortunately, I can’t answer that one, on the small chance my name finds its way back to the Demon King. Ask something else.”

William was disappointed, but also glad he hadn’t wasted a question on that one, though it wasn’t necessary that he would have a limit on numbers, they should be important questions. Thus, thinking of the future, he came up with another question. “Do demon’s horns… do anything?” They obviously weren’t for goring people with, since human-shaped bodies weren’t made for butting heads.

The demoness actually smiled at this, and clapped her hands together. “Good question! Actually, horns enhance our ability to sense and manipulate mana.”

William was taken aback. He hadn’t actually expected such an answer. In addition, it was information that would be useful for fighting against demons, but she had freely given it out. William was under the impression it was the truth, too.

“My question… why is your staff not glowing this time?”

“Well…” William didn’t think the answer was important to the safety of humanity or anything, but he still hesitated slightly because of her connection to Chris, “I already know you’re dangerous this time, so there’s no need to warn me.” It wasn’t a complete answer, because he wanted Chris’ warning to be available in case more dangerous people showed up, but it was true.

She stroked her chin. Then she whispered to herself in a voice William thought he wasn’t supposed to be able to hear. “Hmm… interesting, I didn’t know it could do that.”

Since he’d already started on the topic, William decided to continue with it. “If a demon loses their horns, can they no longer do magic?”

The demoness shook her head. “We don’t need them. It’s more like the function of… a magical staff, though we can use those in addition. My next question is… how did you subdue the staff to let you use it?”

These questions were going in a direction that were making William uncomfortable, but he decided this one wouldn’t hurt to answer. “I asked nicely.”

She stared at William as if he were an idiot, and her mouth hung open slightly. “Really?”

William decided that was still technically part of the first question. “Really.” He nodded. William pondered his next question, and once he came up with it, he thought about whether it was a terrible idea to ask it. Meanwhile, the demoness seemed to be thinking intently about William’s answer. Finally, William decided to ask the question, even though it could have some dangerous consequences. “If you… implant demon horns in a human who can’t sense mana, does it let them?”

The demoness broke out of her thoughts, and looked at William. Then, a grin spread across her face, and he could almost swear her eyes sparkled. That actually terrified William a little bit. “You thought about that too? I’m ashamed to say… it doesn’t work. As a bonus… it doesn’t work very well on those who can already sense magic, either.” The demoness spoke with authority like someone who had actually observed such experiments.

William’s suspicions about this woman were somewhat confirmed. That is, she was a mad scientist, or something like it. William had thought about the possibility immediately after learning that demon horns enhanced the ability to sense magic, but he wouldn’t have actually done it… except possibly with willing subjects, but probably not even then.

“As for my next question… how much does the staff enhance magical ability? Double? Triple? It should be at least that...”

That was an awkward question for William, since he wanted to know the answer too. Unfortunately, Chris wouldn’t let anyone else use him even for experiments. His only reason given for this was “don’t wanna”. “Unfortunately, I don’t know the answer to that question.”

The demoness glared at him in a scary fashion. “Hey, I thought we were exchanging information here? You can say you don’t want to tell me, but lying and saying you don’t know is no good.”

“I really don’t know.”

Her glare grew more intense. “Ridiculous. There’s no way you wouldn’t have tested it and measured it. I can tell you’re that kind of person. Just say you don’t want to tell me and we can move on to another question.”

William wasn’t sure why he answered as he did, but for some reason he told the truth. “Well, I can’t use magic.”

The demoness’ face turned from angry to shocked. “What? But… that’s…” she started mumbling, “that shouldn’t be possible…” Before he could react, she had moved up to him and grabbed his head in her hands. She frowned as she looked in his eyes from immediately in front of him. “You’re not lying though.” Chris swung down on her arm, but William only felt a vague feeling of something and he bounced off. “You came up with subverting chants on your, own, right? You understand how magic works?” William nodded. The demoness stepped back until they were a more reasonable distance apart, then bit down on a finger as if thinking intensely. “I can’t stay here long this time… Next time, we’ll have longer. Make sure to show up.” At that, she left, leaving William to stand there staring at her back, wondering what was going on, and what she was thinking. He hadn’t even gotten to ask about the details of the coming invasion, but he realized he barely cared about that.
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William realized, after the demoness was gone, that he hadn’t actually gotten to ask any important questions. Things that he personally had interest in, yes. However, he hadn’t asked further questions about the mysterious scroll, and some clarification of how it was supposed to be used would probably be important in the future. He also hadn’t asked about more details concerning the upcoming invasion, but perhaps that wouldn’t have been answered anyway. Hopefully, everything relevant had been given to him. Either way, it wasn’t going to be exact.

Over the course of time, William had gathered a good amount of influence. He had a good amount of contacts in different countries, and was one of the more respected members of the Ostana Wizard’s Guild. Though, William had to admit that was partly because most of the rising stars in the preceding generation had been killed in the last war with the Demon King. He wasn’t sure how he would compare to the best of them, but he didn’t have to. However, at his current state, just declaring that a reliable contact had brought information about an upcoming invasion by a demon lord might not be enough to get the proper response. William needed more authority, and he had been preparing for that. Not that he wanted to have authority, but he needed it. More importantly, the Ostana Wizard’s Guild had been without an archmage for too long.

William, by himself, didn’t have the confidence or influence to become the Archmage. However, almost nobody would ever have that. However, just because he didn’t have that much direct influence didn’t mean he didn’t have it at all. William had his contacts, many of whom were powerful. In addition to that, he was close to Marius, who himself had influence and would use it to help him. There were others that would lend their power and supporters to him as well. William just couldn’t claim to have achieved this by himself, and he wouldn’t want to. Of course, having connections wasn’t good enough to be appointed Archmage. One first had to show mastery of various facets of magic and knowledge, and then receive the approval of the leading members of the Guild.

William hadn’t just studied every field just because he was interested in them, but also for such a possibility in the future. If there were someone else that was qualified to be Archmage, and willing to listen to his advice, William wouldn’t have considered taking the position himself. Marius was the right type, but because of his status as a noble and various other things taking up his time, he couldn’t afford to spend enough time just studying. Plus, he didn’t have a previous lifetime of experiences to build off of. Lila was certainly able in the area of executing magic, but didn’t have the right temperament to be an Archmage, both in personality and technical knowledge required. There wasn’t anyone else in his generation that William would want in the position, and those in the older generation were either unqualified or much too old, though William would certainly want some of them as advisors if he managed to obtain Archmage status. 

Thus, William started what would likely be a long process of testing, and talking. There would be a lot of talking, but fortunately William wasn’t alone on that front. If he had to get by on just his own charismatic skills, he would be hopeless. There would doubtless be some opposition, but not necessarily competition. There were others with the necessary connections to get support for becoming Archmage, of course, but William hadn’t seen anyone who had the necessary skills. Regardless, once the thoughts of appointing an Archmage entered people’s minds, William thought there would likely be one appointed, if anyone was qualified. In the chance that someone else managed to take the position, William hoped they would take his information seriously. If even William himself were unqualified, he could only hope his current sway was enough to get the armies of Ostana to act.

-----

William’s mind was filled with apprehension about the actions of the demoness. Though he thought she was being honest and helpful, he didn’t think she was a good person. She had uncaringly admitted to experimentation that William would consider gruesome, though of course he had come up with the idea as well. She had also been involved with Chris’ creation in some manner as well, though William wasn’t sure in what capacity. Then there were her parting words, which indicated that they would be meeting again soon, at least much sooner than the ten years between their previous two meetings. In addition, it was for some kind of study, of William probably. He couldn’t say he wasn’t interested in whatever her insights would be. Would it be safe to meet her again? William wasn’t sure about that, but he knew he would anyway. William wasn’t going to be careless with his life, but since it was his second one, he wasn’t going to treat it as the absolutely most important thing.

The most important thing was, of course, the upcoming Demon King. In relation to that, an invasion by a demon lord was also important. Thus, William had already discussed with Lila and Marius about it. Marius had a copy of the relevant information, and would be working on countermeasures. At the very least, William wanted scout to watch for signs of change, but they couldn’t safely enter demon lands, so information on the demon’s movements were hard to get. However, it would be good to have some forewarning in case the estimated timeframe vastly changed. According to the information received, the demon lord would likely only have a “small” army. That is, one that a single country could face off against. Unfortunately, that meant Ostana would likely be the country that had to deal with it, and likely alone. They were the country that was closest to the demon lands, with their northern border touching on the area that neither humans or demons inhabited. It was possible other countries would send aid, but it wouldn’t be like the advent of the Demon King, where all human countries would mobilize all their forces to combat the threat. William hoped they would be able to make sufficient preparations. In fact, he was confident they could, if they actually started soon. If everything went wrong, far, far worse than any realistic expectations, and Ostana was somehow destroyed, well, that would be that. However, the information about the Demon King destroying souls, and thus somehow reducing the number of wizards, was already distributed to various places. The future was probably as secure as William could get it. Though, he was actually quite optimistic, he just couldn’t help thinking about the very worst case scenarios.
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                William couldn't say he had mastered every subject of study available at the guild, but he knew his studies were sufficient. That is, enough to satisfy the experts in each field. William didn't believe that anyone could master more than one or two fields. This was because, to truly master a field, one would have to fully understand it, which would lead to new understandings of where the field could go. Thus, mastery wasn't something you could just spend a period of time on and then be done. It was an ongoing process, and no matter how much of a genius someone was, they only had so much time. Though it was possible to make advancements in several or even many fields, at some point there would be a lack of understanding in some aspects. Thus, what the position of Archmage required was not true “mastery” but just sufficient understanding of every aspect of the guild. After all, the Archmage was responsible for overseeing the different areas, and that required an understanding of everything. At least, to do the job well. Though leadership skills could take one a certain distance, that alone was not enough.

Although he was confident of his ability to gain the approval of the guild, it wasn’t so simple that he could be careless. William needed to devote his time and energy to be sure of good results. Even though appointing an Archmage would be beneficial to the guild, William didn’t think that they would let someone unqualified take the position. He certainly would hope they wouldn’t, even if it meant he somehow couldn’t get the position. Therefore, he should have been devoting all his concentration to the matter, but he couldn’t help thinking about what the demoness had said.

From her words, he shouldn’t be able to comprehend magic without the ability to sense mana. At least, that was what he surmised from what little she had said. He didn’t know why that was though. After all, much of magic was just knowledge about the world and how things interacted. Math, physics, chemistry, and their applications to the world. William of course didn’t understand the feeling of doing magic, but he understood what he would be able to accomplish with it. However, William knew that understanding magic wasn’t just limited to those who could sense mana, so there must be something more to it. William wanted to know what it was… and fortunately, would not have to wait long. He soon received a scroll directing him to another meeting place, and though the meeting would be almost a year later, that was much sooner than the previous gap.

In the meantime, though, William had to deal with more than just his curiosity. In addition to the official trials, William had to face opposition from wizards who opposed him becoming archmage. Among them was Geoff, who still didn’t get along with William. Although he was opposed by some, William was still a popular choice, since he had demonstrated more than sufficient ability. Though he had opposition from various parties, there wasn’t anyone else qualified as a candidate, and the general population of the Ostana Wizard’s Guild would rather have an Archmage. Thus, William was still fairly confident in his chances, though of course he wouldn’t be able to do it alone.

One potential problem could arise if anyone found out that he was meeting with a demon. William had already prepared a truthful, accurate statement to explain. All of the demon’s spies in human territory were human, why wouldn’t the human’s spies in demon territory be demons? Of course, just because he had a logical and true response didn’t mean that the situation would go over well. Public opinion didn’t always conform to such silly things as logic. Thus, William would take precautions to avoid being discovered. He expected the demoness would be able to tell more easily than him if he was being followed, but he also didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings on her end.

-----

On a less stressful note, William was happy to see that some of his friends had children. He found that he rather enjoyed acting like an uncle, something he hadn’t had a chance to experience in his first life. Marius and his wife had three children, two boys and a girl. Surprisingly… Lila and Gerald had one boy. William was happy about this second one, since it meant that Lila at least stopped going out to fight monsters for a few years. If magical talent was genetic, William thought the world would be better off if she had a few more… but it wasn’t genetic, and it also wasn’t any of his business. William himself… had no children, and he didn’t foresee any possibility of that unless there was some major change to his life in the near future. Although he loved seeing the smiling faces of his “niece” and “nephews”, he always inevitably thought of the future.

Eventually, after about 5-10 generations, if these family lines continued, they would be around for the return of the Demon King. It was comforting to think that there would likely be some people who took planning for that threat seriously, if the children turned out like their parents. However, it was also disheartening to know that eventually, they would have to experience it. William had not yet experienced a war, but just thinking about the upcoming one was dreadful, and facing the actual Demon King… it was hard to comprehend. Thus, William was both happy and sad that he had no children of his own. He didn’t know if that was better or worse for the future, or even if it would make a difference. He wished he could be around for all those years, watching over the world that he felt responsible for. However, all he could do was his best while he was alive, and hope it was enough.
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                William was very busy these days. He’d been working towards a position as Archmage for most of the past year. He couldn’t afford to take any time away at this critical moment. And yet, William found himself doing that very thing. Fortunately, the meeting place this time was only a day away. The instructions led him to a cave. This time, instead of waiting for him to show himself first, the demoness was already visible, standing at the entrance to the cave. “Good, you’re here. Come inside.” She waved impatiently, and turned to walk inside. William followed.

Inside the cave, he saw that the cave wasn’t completely normal. There were indications of magical enchantments being added, though William wasn’t sure what they were for exactly. He’d studied such things, but couldn’t supply the mana to activate them himself. Chris was also somewhat limited in that regard. To make a long-lasting effect, expensive materials were required, so it wasn’t easy to do experimentation. However, William could tell that it was some kind of magic that would create a barrier. Unlike spoken magic, enchanting items and areas was less fluid and versatile. Only fixed effects could be created, but similar effects could be obtained in different ways. Thus, William wasn’t sure if the theoretical barriers were designed to keep people out or in, or both. With enough time to study, he likely could. William couldn’t shake the thought that he might be walking into a trap. Though the demoness hadn’t been hostile towards him before, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t change her mind. It was also possible there was a renewed interest in studying Chris, though he could handle himself just fine if that were the case.

They soon entered a room that was obviously artificially made, with smooth, flat walls and floor. There was a circular magic formation in the center. Unlike the typical “magic circles”, magical formations didn’t have to be circular. Depending on their purpose, they could take any shape. William wondered whether this place had always been in human territory and just never found, or forgotten… or if it had just been set up over the past year. The demoness gestured to the circle. “We’ll start with tests in this mana gathering formation. It’s possible that you have the ability to sense mana, but just at a very, very low level.”

“Why is it so important if I can or can’t sense mana?”

The demoness turned to William. “Well, magical knowledge is tied to both a selection of intellectual abilities and the ability to sense mana. It’s like learning and intuition.” She folded her fingers together. “Only together do they make up the whole of one’s understanding of magic. The ability to sense mana allows one to bridge the gap between knowledge and understanding. Without it, learning about magic is many folds harder. There is also a significant difference between being unable to sense mana at all and barely being able to.”

That somewhat explained why Lila was so good at magic even though she did very little of the “learning” side of things. Well, comparatively little, anyway. She wasn’t stupid in any way, she’d just been uneducated when they first met. She just also wasn’t terribly interested in studying over experiencing. Thus, she was good at performing magic, but not advancing the study of it as a whole. However, William didn’t feel this was a good explanation for why one couldn’t come up with good theories about how magic worked just through sound logic. Unless, of course, it was some strange property of this world. “How can you test that? Even if two people have similar intellectual ability outside the area of magic, and one of them can sense magic better, it doesn’t mean that that person being better in the field of magic is because of that.”

The demoness smiled. “Well, there are certainly ways to test some of that, like decreasing one’s ability to sense mana.” She gestured to her horns. “Though, it has been shown that in areas with differing amounts of mana, those who can sense mana gain or lose intuition as the density goes up or down. There weren’t any effects on those without the ability to sense mana.”

William frowned. “How can that really be measured? It’s not like a leap of logic and discovery can be made on command.”

The demoness grinned in an unsettling manner. “Well, that is true. However, over the duration of a cycle… or a lifetime, for those who live shorter… Well, the effects are obvious.”

It suddenly interested William to have an unlimited lifespan so that he could do a study over the whole duration of a human’s life… then he decided that it was probably pretty evil to control someone for their entire lifespan. He doubted that all of those studied were volunteers. He didn’t have much further to ask about that topic, so they moved into the experiment. William sat down in the middle of the circle to meditate, trying to sense mana. He had done so every day for over thirty years, to no visible effect. 

“I will activate the formation. It will steadily increase the density of mana in the circle. Tell me if and when you can sense any mana, or any other effect.” The demoness then activated the formation, and watched interestedly.

Chris also watched, ready to take action in case something happened. Soon, he was spinning in circles, around his narrow axis. If William were looking, he would recognize this as a sign of Chris being worried. It seemed to be an unconscious habit, though William thought he was developing more such actions since they had been together, in addition to the things William had asked him to do, such as glowing certain colors to indicate things. Chris was aware of the steadily increasing mana moving past him toward the circle where William was, where the mana became trapped. William continued to give no indication of noticing anything.

After a certain point, the demoness started frowning. Then, she backed up slightly, looking uncomfortable. Chris felt a strange pressure around him, but it wasn’t painful in any way. The mana in the area continued to converge, and Chris felt that it was getting to the point where it would be harder to control. That is, generally, denser mana meant there was more to work with. However, at this point, he felt that it was dense enough that he would have trouble doing anything with it. The pressure increased, but Chris still didn’t feel any sort of pain. He observed that the demoness, however, was getting an increasingly pained face, even as she moved away from the dense concentration of mana. William… didn’t seem to feel anything. Then, suddenly, a small crack appeared in the materials used to make the magical formation. Immediately after the small crack, all of the precious gems shattered, and all of the other materials distorted.

William opened his eyes at the sudden noise, only to find the demoness lying on the floor… and Chris as well. 
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                William surveyed the scene around him. Many of the parts of the magic formation were cracked or completely shattered. However, not everything was damaged. The stone floor was completely unaffected for some reason. William then looked over at Chris. As expected, he couldn’t see any damage, but he wasn’t sure if that meant he was actually fine. He was, at the very least, knocked over. “Chris, are you alright?” William asked as he stood up and walked over. William slightly grimaced at that. He was reminded he felt something like being punched in the gut. It hurt, but that was pretty much the end of it. As William got near, Chris moved from horizontal to vertical. However, he didn’t stand straight up, but sort of swayed around as if he were dizzy. He didn’t have any way to write in the rock easily, but he looked fine.

Next, William turned to the demoness. It had been only a few moments, but she groaned and sat up. She looked mostly fine, if somewhat dusty from being on the floor. She looked over toward the center of the formation, got a confused look on her face, and tried to stand up. However, she fell back down. That somewhat ruined William’s previous image of her, but on the other hand, something had obviously happened to affect her. Realizing she couldn’t stand up, she just tilted her head to the side. “He’s gone?”

“Over here.” William said and waved. The demoness turned her head toward him. As she did, William could see something strange about her face, but wasn’t able to immediately place it. It was a bit shinier than normal… Ah, that was blood, dripping from her nostrils. He just hadn’t been able to tell immediately because of her red skin. “Are you alright?”

She tilted her head questioningly. “Me? Of course I’m fine. You were the one in the center.” William pointed to his own nose and made a wiping gesture. She wiped the blood on the back of her hand and looked at it. “Oh, this? This is a normal reaction to mana perception overload. It’s fine.”

William wasn’t sure that bleeding from the nose could be described as “fine”. Generally, that would be seen as something pretty serious… but she should theoretically know best, he guessed.

The demoness shakily stood up, and walked over to the circle surveying it. “I’m fine, but the question is… why are you fine?”

William shrugged. “I can’t sense mana. Thus, there would be no way for me to get an overload of that.”

The demoness waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, yeah, you shouldn’t have that problem, but you were in the center of a mana explosion.”

“Pure mana doesn’t affect physical objects without being manifested into something first, though. Though, parts of the formation… well, those were mana-interactive materials, right?”

The demoness nodded. “Certainly, you should be physically fine. However, although it’s not observable in small quantities, mana can cause effects to the soul if it’s sufficiently dense. That’s why I told you to mention if you felt anything. Certainly you should have felt something.”

William shrugged. “Well, not before the explosion. Then I felt like someone punched me in the gut.”

The demoness looked at William. “Punched you in the gut?” She appeared in front of him. “Like this?” Her strike hit him dead center, and William doubled over, almost having the air knocked out of him. However, she didn’t keep attacking him, instead looking at him questioningly.

After a few moments, William managed to speak. “No, not like that. Less… impactful.” He straightened, but this time was ready in case she tried it again.

“Less?” The demoness looked very surprised. “It really felt like less than that?” William nodded. “Normal people would have had their souls broken into tiny little pieces. I didn’t think you wouldn’t feel anything… I forgot to stop it before the level where it could cause a mana explosion.”

Souls broken into tiny pieces… was that related to the scroll that contained “Shattering The Soul”? William pondered on this. No, it wasn’t supposed to be related to magic, and this method would be extremely inefficient. After all, the explosion was just a side effect, and had required staying in one specific location for several minutes. Finally, William shrugged. He’d have to think on it more later if he could.

The demoness approached to right in front of William and half-glared into his eyes. “You must have a very strong soul. Stronger than mine, at least.”

“Stronger than yours? You didn’t seem like you were affected by more than the mana perception overload…”

“Well, yeah, but I wasn’t in the explosion. I was outside of it.”

“So, what are the benefits of a strong soul, beside not dying just now? Is it related to the ability to understand magic?”

“Eh.” The demoness shrugged noncommittally. “Not really. It’s never a bad thing, but it can’t help that much. The Demon King’s soul is stronger than yours, but he’s pretty bad at magic. I mean, given how many lifetimes he’s had, you’d think he’d come up with something on his own.”

The Demon King’s soul being stronger than his apparently strong soul was a bad thing. That meant it would be much harder to destroy. “That’s disappointing. I was hoping it would help me out somehow.”

The demoness shrugged. “Yeah, it’s not really a direct benefit to a wizard. It just helps survive stupid mana accidents and stuff. Other people have ways to use it to their advantage though.”

Since the magical formation she had set up was completely destroyed, there wasn’t much more that could be done in the way of experimentation at this time. The demoness hadn’t yet set anything else up. However, William still stayed around for another day to discuss ideas. As they were talking, he realized something about what probably allowed him to understand magic easier. His previous life, and a background of various sciences let him understand the way things worked more easily. However, the knowledge was also available in this world. The real difference was they came at it from a different angle. Here, it was more of an understanding of how magic worked, and through that, the world. Back on Earth, science was coming from an understanding of how the world worked directly. So, instead of thinking “how does the world work compared to magic” he’d been thinking more like “how does magic work compared to the world” in relation to physics, chemistry, etc. It was a different path than others had walked, and people in this world probably hadn’t gone in that direction because those who were most well studied were the wizards. Even those non-wizard academics would visit the same libraries, and end up with the same trains of thought. William wasn’t sure if that was enough, but he knew it must have some effect. The question was if it was a good idea to introduce that line of reasoning to this world or not…
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                Going away to meet with the demoness took a few days total from William’s busy schedule. This meant he had to work harder to catch back up on the time he’d missed. In addition to that, William was debating whether he should teach his magic-through-science viewpoint to others. He also was debating internally whether it would help. Different ways of thinking didn’t work for everyone. Certainly, it wouldn’t be better to just replace the way things were done with a new way. Even if that perspective helped him significantly, William knew it wouldn’t help much for people like Lila. On the other hand, Marius was just the right type to get some kind of benefit from it. William started an outline for a description of the thought process. He would also have to scrounge up the details of things that people thought about differently, so that he could clearly state his points.

For example, when creating a fireball, a mage would gather mana. With the image of the fireball, they would also gather fuel to burn. They understood that, but didn’t necessarily have an understanding of it being oxygen. There was also the breakdown of other gasses in the air, and their proportions. William wasn’t sure if it was the same here, but it was similar to that of Earth. He couldn’t discount the possibility that Earth even had mana, but nobody and nothing to interact with it. Thus, if it existed there, it would be pretty much irrelevant, having about as much effect as neutrinos. William had already discounted the idea that mana was made of neutrinos or anything like them, because it was certainly closer to a gas, lingering in an area and not dashing through at the speed of light.

In short, there was a lot of background information that magic-based thoughts wouldn’t discover, but that also may not be relevant to the effectiveness of magic, both the ability to learn it and practical applications of it. William thought that knowledge about computers would likely help somewhat in the development of magic formations, but unfortunately he wasn’t extremely knowledgeable in that area. However, he decided to start writing down everything he knew that might possibly be helpful to future generations. Even if the information went to people who misused it, William thought the chances of it helping against the Demon King would be higher, and worth more in the end. Though, there would be no way for him to actually know, since he would be long dead by then.

As for the chance of becoming Archmage, William didn’t want to belittle the position, but he felt certain about obtaining it. Among the subject tested were alchemy. William just thought about that as a form of chemistry, except mixing impure ingredients instead of pure ones. In a way, it was less advanced because of that, but the addition of magical ingredients made it somewhat special. In terms of crafting magical items, William was short only in the area of understanding what materials would help attract what types of mana. Since he could not directly detect mana, he just had to learn all of the various materials and what properties they had. He knew there must be some underlying connection, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. That said, his understanding was adequate enough. As for combat magic, William had great understanding of how such things worked. Lightning- electricity, flowed along a path of least resistance. Fire required fuel to burn. Earth walls were just a movement of various materials, or sometimes a temporary representation of them made partly out of mana. William also had a good understanding of “water” and of course the various liquids that were like water.

There were other fields in which Williams skills were sometimes more proficient, sometimes less, but he was sufficient in all categories. In the end, he received the necessary votes of support. About two-thirds voted in his favor, but that did not mean one-third was against him. Many of those who didn’t vote for him had just chosen to abstain, so it was closer to a sixth of the people that didn’t support him, either because of personal reasons, or more complicated politics. Thus, William was officially appointed Archmage, at the age of forty-one. He was certainly not young, but neither could he be considered old. 

After his official appointment, William prepared his “public” announcement of the forthcoming invasion by a demon lord. It wouldn’t be wise to just announce it to the general population, as that would cause panic. Of course, it would likely be announced eventually, but William couldn’t make that decision alone. He had to meet with the leaders of Ostana, and now he had an authority that he could accomplish this with. Though he could get such information to them through contacts, everything would go more smoothly with him holding an official position.

Fortunately, William had gotten the chance to go over the information about the demon army with the demoness, though he had to admit he had almost forgotten about it among the more interesting discussion. He now just had to convince people of the accuracy of his source. He was at least confident that the numbers described would be approximately correct. It would be fine to prepare for worse, because it probably would be. In addition, the time frame was now about four years out. That, too, could only be an approximate. The route that the enemies would take, what tactics they would deploy, that William had very little idea about. However, he wouldn’t have to handle everything alone. There were, after all, military commanders among the knights. In addition, Ostana could raise recruits, which would likely be necessary. The number of knights that could be in existence wasn’t a full armies worth, since that would take money to sustain. Though they weren’t inactive, since they fought magical beasts, they also couldn’t afford to be too large.

There was only so much William could do, though. He could provide the information, and coordinate the wizard’s guild with the knights and the army. If possible, he would also obtain additional information, but he couldn’t guarantee anything helpful. Beyond that, the raising of the troops and their organization, both in quantity and timeframe, were out of his hands. At most, he could encourage sufficient caution, and make it so they don’t underestimate the enemy because they were “just” a demon lord and not the Demon King. In addition, William would work with Ostana to gather any allies. There was another wizard’s guild in a country to the east that William had good relations with, but he didn’t know whether they would be willing to contribute any support or not. Still, William was going to try all the options he could think of. Hopefully, when the actual Demon King was reborn, there would be people of similar thought around to do the same.
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                At this point in his life, William was aware that meditating to try to sense mana was a pointless effort. After all, after so many years, he had no progress. The recent experiment with the demoness had proved he had no chance of anything happening. However, there was always a small hope in William that something would change. If nothing else, it was already firmly entrenched in his routine, and helped him calm his mind. This was especially useful to him after dealing with the upcoming war, and the preparations for it.

As a side effect of becoming Archmage, many people had been coming to see William to curry favor. William understood that this was just part of the way things worked, but where had these people been earlier? They hadn’t been interested in William in the slightest until he got a fancy title, one recognized by those outside the guild. William had to deal with meeting these people and being polite, an area in which he still was still somewhat insufficient. Though, he’d at least learned to put on a good smiling face and learned to have polite but meaningless chats. Perhaps that was all there was to it.

On the interpersonal relationships side of things, William had good contacts among the younger, though it was slowly becoming the older, generation. William had a good relationship with Gerard, who was well respected among the knights, but was less familiar with his superiors. As for the generals of Ostana, he had only met them briefly at social engagements. Fortunately for William, his robes were perfectly acceptable attire at such engagements, so he had still felt secure. He’d certainly gotten a lot of practice in almost meaningless social interaction. Not that William didn’t like some other people, and conversing with them. However, he preferred intelligent conversation about practical things. Or, those parts of magic which might someday become practical. 

Although he wasn’t particularly interested in which noble families disliked which others, it was something he had needed to learn, as well as other things. The only feud with which he had any personal experiments was that the Cyrils- Marius’ family- had with the Lockridges- Geoff and his family. It had somewhat existed before the current generation, but it had developed further during William’s lifetime. It was rarely violent- outside of official duels, at least. Even if there weren’t always looming dangers outside the kingdom, starting an actual war between families would have serious repercussions. The relationship wasn’t that bad, yet. Instead, they would often try to find places to one-up the other family. William supposed himself becoming Archmage was a win for the Cyril family, but he didn’t have any intention to get significantly involved besides showing his support. It was better to not get actively involved, and just occasionally remind the country of his position, as a deterrent.. Plus, all of William’s effort was tied up with the coming war effort.

William wasn’t sure whether he should or needed to conscript any wizards for the upcoming war effort, or could get by with volunteers. Regardless of what the need would eventually be, he did implement mandatory combat training. All the wizards needed to be at least basically proficient in combat, because in the worst case scenario, William might have to conscript them at a moment’s notice. However, the reason he gave, which was also equally true, was that it could not be determined what would happen in the coming war, and it was entirely possible the war would come to the city of Canta, where the guild headquarters was placed. At that point, they would have little choice but to fight, and William wanted everyone to have a chance. 

In addition to training on their own, William also selected a group of volunteers to practice maneuvers with the knights and the army. After all, they would have to work together in the future, and it was necessary to practice. It wouldn’t be good for anyone if a wizard threw a fireball into a group of charging knights. Certainly, it would be bad for the knights, but of course the fireball wouldn’t be damaging the enemy either. In addition, the wizards would need to be able to ride a horse to keep up, as well as know when and how to attack and retreat. William found himself learning much, since he’d only previously worked with smaller squads of knights.

Among all of his other pursuits, William still found time to keep up with his training in staff techniques. It kept him in good shape, and he thought he was pretty healthy for his age. He was having a hard time remember exactly what he was like in his fourties in his previous life, but he was definitely feeling better here. He only felt a little bit old. Even that was mostly because he saw a lot of younger people around, and not because of an aching back or anything. It was amazing what regular exercise- and possibly something about being in another world- would do.

Then, William received another scroll, with a very familiar feel about it. This time, it said “Can’t meet until after war.” That was all. William was disappointed, because no matter how much he thought that the demoness’ past actions, and possibly present actions, were suspect… he still liked talking to her. On the other hand, it was a big relief because it was better to not associate with a demon, and he didn’t even have the free time. Still, it was hard to think about after the war. Even if it was very short, it would still be 5 years, but William doubted it would be that quick. Though, he could always hope, for the sake of Ostana, that it would be short and relatively small war. Even if that hope had to ignore the information he had, he would still hope.
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                Ostana had the misfortune of being on the border of the demon lands. However, there was only one large pass in the mountain range separating them. This made it feasible to defend, since otherwise they would have had to somehow protect their border of almost seven hundred miles. The situation was complicated somewhat, since although Ostana claimed all of the area, the northern one hundred miles or so was generally unpopulated by citizens. The presence of magical beasts made it harder to move an army through the area, but the armies of Ostana would have trouble trying to intercept the coming demon lord’s army if they didn’t go to the border keep. Therefore, they had to send soldiers to protect the supplies they were bringing, even though everything was inside “safe” lands.

The border keep was always maintained in case of demon threats, but it had been mostly destroyed in the previous Demon King war. Although repairs had been made over the many years, it wasn’t completely done. There had been more pressing needs for the economic resources it took. Now, they had to finish the repairs quickly. Fortunately, they had warning. If not, the forces at the border would have been completely inadequate, even if the keep had been fully repaired. A single battalion of about 2000 men was always stationed there, which sounded like an impressive number, but only until one realized that the pass was wide enough that they would only be able to form a wall one soldier deep if they were trying to cover the area.

Theoretically, in the remaining years they had to prepare, Ostana would be able to raise a full 10 battalions. That would be a total of 20,000 soldiers, mainly conscripts. In addition, there would be 200 well equipped knights in each battalion, and 10 wizards. William wished that there could be more wizards, but that was already the limit of those who would be combat ready. In total, there were about 300 wizards in the guild, maybe 400 if those who were retired or very weak in magic were included. A total of 100 wizards in the armies wasn’t many, but they could be very effective in massed combat. A single wizard could defeat 10’s to 100’s of human enemies, depending on how densely packed the enemies were… and how well protected the wizards were.

However, most wizards would have a more important role than flinging out fireballs, since their enemies weren’t human. They were demons, which meant that each and every one of them had a body that was stronger than humans, and at least possessed the potential to use magic. Thus, a large part of the effort of the wizards would need to be spent controlling and maintaining the wards surrounding the keep. William didn’t think they would have a chance if they weren’t fighting a defensive battle- and if the demons weren’t much fewer in number.

William hoped that the information he had was accurate. There would be about 1200 enemy infantry- a paltry number, in theory, but all capable of using magic and with strength greater than that of several knights. To really take the advantage of numbers that the human side had, they would have to leave the safety of the fort. Even if all the wizards on the human side were free to attack them, they probably would have to defeat most of them with individually targeted spells- certainly nothing like what they could do to a human army. There would also be approximately 500, most likely much better trained, enemy cavalry. Normally they wouldn’t be as useful for a siege type situation, but they would be riding hellhounds- giant dogs that could breathe fire and climb walls. Then, the worst enemies, those who actually trained in magic for war. The intel indicated about 50 enemy wizards, and William was certain that at least a few of them, including the enemy demon lord, would be very dangerous. Most likely, more than any of the wizards on the human side, with the exception of Lila. 

Going over the records of previous battles, William wasn’t sure how confident to be. Although they possessed a large advantage in terms of numbers, the quality of most of their forces was inferior. It also wouldn’t be unusual for the intel to be somewhat incorrect, which could significantly tip the scales. No matter what, though, the predicted casualties were high. Though he didn’t like to think in these terms, the regular soldiers could be replaced. The deaths among the knights, who had many years of training, and the wizards, of which there were few, would be much worse. 

The human’s numbers advantage was also deceptive in another way. There wasn’t actually just one pass into the country- it was that there was just a single large pass. However, smaller groups of 10 or more demons could easily slip into the country, and that wasn’t something that could be ignored. Thus, there would have to be two battalions, about a fifth of the force, patrolling and defending the other, smaller passes. William planned to be with those divisions until such a time as word was received of the (presumably) large main army approaching the main fort. Patrols had already been started and scouts sent out, even into the demon lands, though there were still a few years until the predicted time.

William wasn’t sure what the demon lord would gain from this war. Perhaps there was some reason, such as prestige. Perhaps they actually thought they would win, or maybe they were just trying to keep the human forces weak for the eventual arrival of the next Demon King. He just hoped that this demon lord wasn’t capable of soul destruction, because the humans couldn’t afford to have an even smaller percentage of wizards in later generations.
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                Three years passed. William wasn’t bad at waiting, but since the event he was waiting for was coming at an indeterminate time, it was hard to not worry about it. That was also because the event was dangerous. Not that he didn’t have things to do in the meantime. There were the Archmage records to update, people to meet, and many other things involving the guild. Somehow, people still thought it was a good time for politics even with a war coming any time. Of course, William thought it was never a good time for some of the politics that happened. He couldn’t do anything about it though. In fact, he thought he was pretty good at pretending to be interested. That didn’t mean he didn’t want to hit some of the people, though. He didn’t mind people offering him to visit, since most people didn’t actually expect anything anyway. However, there were a few who seemed to think he should be honored to visit them. It wasn’t just one country, there were those to the west, south, and east who were equally arrogant. William didn’t want to visit them anyway, but he definitely couldn’t afford a trip of months there and back. The war could have started by then.

William’s desire to hit things with a stick led him to ride with some patrols along the border. Demons could show up any time, but it was also good to keep the area clear of magical beasts. Though there would likely just be one large battle, the demons would probably send smaller groups through the lesser passes, to attack the heart of the country. Thus, about a quarter of the forces were detailed to scouting and patrolling, or guarding the closest cities. On the patrols, even though they saw magical beasts, and William killed some, he didn’t actually get to hit any with his staff. It didn’t really fit the dignity of Archmage to do that, so it was really Chris doing all the work, and magic. Of course, if it became dangerous, William didn’t care about dignity one bit, but it wasn’t necessary. It was somewhat embarrassing that he was probably better at melee combat than magic, especially since it wasn’t really his own magic. Of course, he was best when he used Chris for both magic and blunt force.

If demons weren’t so individually strong, they wouldn’t have had to worry about any coming through the passes at all. That was because they were, at best, narrow and dangerous. Magical beasts also lived up in the mountains, especially some flying type ones that would attack when it was inevitably required to climb up a steep slope, or when moving along narrow ledges. If it weren’t for demons previously crossing, they would probably not be considered passes at all. If small numbers went through at a time, they could avoid attracting the attention of the magical beasts. Thus, it wasn’t so much a limit on the capability of the demons to get through, but rather how big their losses would be. Small groups of a dozen or less could usually go unnoticed, while if they tried to bring an army of a gross or a great gross, they would attract enough attention to lose many of their number. Although the idea of having some of the army watch over others in the “dangerous parts”, William suspected the whole of the terrain was dangerous and not suited to fighting in groups. Although demons could do magic, careless magic would cause avalanches. Thus, records showed that although small groups of demons would traverse the “passes”, that would usually be the limit. That didn’t mean they could expect a small group to be weak, however. 

The patrols consisted of around a gross of men, not a small scouting party, but rather a combat group. There were often a dozen knights with them, which would help significantly against the demons with their much better training and equipment. Then, about half the patrols also had a wizard. Although there were few enough patrols to increase the number of knights or wizards, that would leave the border fort less well prepared. It could take a few days to two weeks before patrols would be able to return, depending on whether they were going or returning. Thus, if there were demons spotted at the fort, it couldn’t be presumed that the patrols would return in time. If the scouts spotted the enemy coming and managed to survive to provide advanced warning, then they would likely have enough time to return all but one or two patrols to the keep, but otherwise they couldn’t count on it.

William had thought about what role magic would play in battle. It would be different than what was used in the duels, even if the were wizards or their equivalent on the other side. This was because in duels, contestants went in without any magical defenses cast. That meant that defensive spells wouldn’t help if they couldn’t get them up before being struck by an offensive spell. It was a different style, so William had trained the wizards both in group combat and with defenses already prepared. It was also relevant that the battlefields would be much longer than the dueling arenas. William continued his work on a combat training manual, since he could find no details records on that. At least, not that he considered good or complete. There were records of previous battles, but not on the level of detail he would like.

What defenses were used depended much on the situation. If advancing toward the enemy, earth walls would be more a hinderance to the wizards side, but they were good for defensive battles. Lightning bolts could only travel a certain distance based on the power of the opposing wizards, though they would cover the distance almost immediately. Defending against a lightning bolt required setting up easier paths for it to travel before the actual lightning came, which involved some guesswork. Generally, it would be the exclusive job of some wizards to make the electricity travel into the ground instead of into their troops. Meanwhile, fireballs, which contained some momentum, could travel further, but there would usually be time to react, especially at the distance of a real battlefield. It was sometimes possible to deflect the fireball back at the enemy, but it was generally safer to make it explode high in the air. Blocking it at personal range would usually just cause those around the targeted area to be injured.

With all the effort that had been put into this war, William was almost relieved when the patrol spotted demons. Almost, because he knew that many people would die, for pretty much no good reason he could think of. Well, William would try to make sure that at least a fair share of them were demons.
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                Previously, William had only actually seen one demon. He’d seen depictions of them before, but in person, he’d only seen the red skinned demoness. Normally, William would be willing to give even people who were called demons the benefit of the doubt that they weren’t evil. However, these were clearly an armed invasion force, so whether or not the demons as a whole were actually evil, William had no compunctions about killing these demons. Their looks were fairly accurately represented by the drawings he had seen. Some had the red skin that he had seen, while others had blue or green skin. If it weren’t for the exotic skin colors, or the horns he could barely see from this distance, he felt they would pass for human.

The enemies numbered just 10. William wasn’t the first to spot them. The fact that they came across the group at all could be attributed to exceptional patrolling routes, good scouts, as well as a bit of luck. The scouts had spotted the demons from a distance, and one of the pair came to find the patrol while the other watched the enemy squad. Unfortunately, there were only so many scouts and patrols available, so it was possible, even probable, that some squads would get through and attack towns and villages. However, that was for the defensive platoons to deal with. Right now, William had to deal with those that were here.

Although William’s party numbered 100, he knew not to be overly confident. Demons were exceptionally dangerous. At the very least, these had travelled through the mountains, and that was not a trivial feat. William wished this patrol had archers, but unfortunately trained archers were hard to come by. They were better in groups, so they weren’t just spread evenly between patrols. In addition, it wasn’t beneficial to have too many special troops in one patrol, and William was a wizard. The Archmage, even, which did mean that he was guaranteed to have some knights to defend him, at least. William knew that having him wasn’t as beneficial as having Lila, but he wasn’t useless. The only problem was he couldn’t do magic of his own and had to rely on Chris, who, quite reasonably, had trouble using powerful magic. Since it was rather impressive that he had consciousness at all, it was quite reasonable. This just meant that William had to make up for power with tactics, but there was only so far that could go. Thus, he sometimes had to add “hitting people in the face” on top of the mix to even things out, though that involved more personal risk.

Finally, as the patrol rode closer to the demon squad, the engagement was beginning. Although William would have liked to have the element of surprise on their side, 100 men on horses was not a quiet sound. This meant that as soon as he was in range to use something like a lightning bolt, the enemy probably would be as well. Thus, William started off with a defensive shield, distorting the electrical currents in the air in front of his group. He would have loved to then shoot a lightning bolt, but Chris had to concentrate on the shield.

William’s patrol started to charge the enemy demons, who were on foot. Two small groups had broken off to circle around through the light woods, to catch any demons who tried to flee, as well as to avoid having too many people massed into one attack. Two of the demons indeed attacked with lightning, but their attacks were deflected to the sides. Turning a fireball, which had some mass, was harder, but since lightning just flowed along the path of least resistance, it had no trouble turning directly to the side- at least, with other magic involved. The enemies could create their own paths through the shield, but only if they were aware of it, and it was also much harder to do at a far distance. As the patrol got closer, within 100 feet and only a few seconds of distance in their charge, four other demons released fireballs. These William could do little about, but the soldiers were prepared. Their formations split apart carefully around the estimated path of the fireballs. This avoided any direct impacts, but the fireballs still exploded. William wasn’t sure, but he saw somewhere around ten men go down. They may or may not have died, but they wouldn’t be continuing the charge.

The two who had used lightning, as well as the four who hadn’t yet done anything, had pikes readied to impale the charging horsemen. In the initial clash, four more horsemen died, and only through the efforts of several knights was one demon killed by their lances. William was shocked by how strong the demons were. It wasn’t an easy feat to stop the mass of a charging horse and rider, but the demons were barely even staggered back. Some of the knights and other soldiers had ridden through or around the demon group, and after the initial clash, the battlefield soon devolved into chaos.

The demons, though greatly outnumbered, were terrifyingly powerful. They could kill a regular soldier in a single attack, at the same time holding off several others, and sometimes a knight. The human side couldn’t bring their numbers to bear all at once, but their tactics allowed for that. None of the regular soldiers stayed to engage the demons, generally riding past and taking swings with their swords. This meant the demons had to constantly turn to defend themselves from attacks from different angles, as well as having to deal with the much more formidable knights. Though, occasionally, they just let their armor deflect some less well aimed blows.

William himself joined the fray, but didn’t directly engage any of the demons. They were fast, and William wasn’t confident in being able to go up against even one of them. He looked for an opportunity to use magic, and in the end turned the ground beneath one of them into mud. However, even half-sinking into the ground and slipping, the demon held on for a few more seconds. William saw a good chance, and went in for an attack. He used the mysterious inner energy he’d practiced, and managed to strike the enemy on the head. Surprisingly, both armor and demon avoided collapsing, though the strike wasn’t ineffective. The demon was soon taken down by the knight engaged with him. Subsequent uses of the mud were less useful, since the demons were prepared, but eventually the battle was won, though not without more losses on the human side. William sighed as he looked around. There were at least 20 dead soldiers, not counting those lost in the initial charge… and one knight had perished. Although he didn’t like to think of losing more people, he’d rather have lost another 10 regular soldiers than the knight. Still, it wasn’t actually considered a bad result given their opponents… which made William afraid for the future.
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                William wanted to be personally involved in everything that was happening, but that was completely impossible. Although there wasn’t a squad of demons appearing every day, or even necessarily every week, it couldn’t be predicted when and where they would appear. Some villages and small towns were attacked and burned to the ground. On the whole, it probably wasn’t major, but William still wasn’t used to war. In his previous life, although he’d heard about wars overseas, he hadn’t personally experienced any. Here, he was involved enough to hear everything that was happening, and experience it. 

There wasn’t much in the way of good news to be had in recent days. Although he hadn’t really expected anything, as time went by he received more official news of various places noninvolvement. There would be no help coming from Eclea to the east, and the mages guild there. Likewise, Liaoyang was not going to support Ostana in the war effort. Surprisingly the country immediately to the south, Ustil, sent a detachment, 864 men to be precise, 6 groups of 144- though of course in this world, it was a more round number. William still sometimes had trouble with the different number system, even though he’d been using it for a lifetime.

William knew that the soldiers from Ustil weren’t sent out of any form of goodwill. Rather, it was just enough men to hopefully tilt the tide in the favor of Ostana, but not enough to leave Ustil weakened in case they fell, and had to next defend themselves from the demons. That said, William was still grateful. After seeing how powerful the demons were in combat, he knew they would need as many people as they could get. He would have preferred to have more wizards, but that wasn’t something that was likely to happen. Their numbers were few enough already, how could he expect them to be risked fighting of a mere demon lord? Though, William knew that a “mere” demon lord was already enough of a threat. Hopefully, though, it was just a threat to the lives of people, and not to continued existence of humanity. The Demon King certainly was, but he had a much larger following, and destroyed souls, though many people still didn’t know the second part. 

If he thought that this demon lord had ability or knowledge to destroy souls, William would consider keeping the wizards out of the combat. Even if it meant the destruction of the country. William was strongly of the impression that they had to bet everything on the next arrival of the Demon King. Fortunately, he didn’t have to make such a decision. Especially since it would mean he would have to uproot the whole guild- there would be no way for them to remain in a country the refused to fight for. However, if he really thought it necessary for the future, William would have done it. Living a second life gave William a different perspective on things. Though he personally would rather not die early, knowing what he did, he would choose that over losing the future of humanity itself. Certainly, almost everyone would claim the same, but if the circumstances arrived, many would hesitate. After all, they couldn’t be sure that their sacrifice would actually help. As for William himself… he took the time to think about possible scenarios, and hoped he actually would be able to follow through when it came down to it. Intellectually, at least, he was prepared to sacrifice himself for any reasonable chance of helping the future.

Being in an official position, Williams days were now full of waiting for things to happen. It was frustrating, because he couldn’t go out on patrol anymore. The same was true of Lila, since she would be needed for the conflict with the main army. It would probably only be several months until then. It would be better if the end of the war came more quickly, so that the conscripted soldiers, or what remained of them anyway, could return to their former lives. Right now, the country’s production was focused on the war effort, which made everything more expensive, especially food. With that and the farms that had been destroyed by invading demons, Ostana would need time to recover. However, it would be better for the country to have to spend years in recovery than to entirely be taken over or destroyed. The demons certainly didn’t seem interested in the first option.

William hoped the enemy would show up sooner, rather than later. The troops had enough time to train, and there weren’t many more people that could be conscripted in a short amount of time. William wasn’t sure whether the enemy needed to spend time training, or how large the population they were drawing from was, but either way it would be better for them to spend less time preparing. Sadly, he could not dictate their actions.

While he waited, William continued to write down information. Some things, he wasn’t sure he wanted to trust to the guild as a whole. This information he left with Marius and Lila. There was some information William decided was necessary to distribute. It was a somewhat incomplete version of the information he’d discovered about chanting. The information he wrote was that chants could be shortened or lengthened, depending upon the needs of the wizard. William wanted to teach those wizards who would be participating in the war this information, but he decided against it. All of them were old enough and set in their ways. Since it could cause them to doubt how magic worked, it was probably that many of them would not be confident in their casting. This would cause their spells to fail, possibly at critical moments. William knew there were many who would be able to adapt, but he couldn’t explain why chants could be shortened or lengthened without giving away more than he wanted to. Thus, he left the information behind to be distributed by the next Archmage, as they saw fit. It was possible that from the shortening and lengthening of chants it would be inferred that the words themselves didn’t matter. William was willing to take the risk of that information falling into the wrong hands. Either way, he didn’t intend for it to be a widely distributed method. Though he couldn’t dictate the actions of the next Archmage, he explained about the fact that the Demon King had many spies, so it should be avoided making the technique commonly known. Hopefully, the Archmages between him and the arrival of the next incarnation of the Demon King would be wise leaders.
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                Although he wasn’t happy waiting for the time when the main demon army would show up, William would have really preferred if they decided to call the invasion off. He wasn’t really sure why they would invade to begin with- better land, or just more land, probably. That was how it usually went. There might be some other reasons given for war, but generally it was that people wanted “more”. Only on rare occasions would there be a side that proclaimed an idealistic rightness or goodness and started a war, yet actually had such things on their side. In the case with the demons, though, there hadn’t been any proclamations at all. The demons had no interest in communicating at all with the humans. Though, William couldn’t say he had seen any effort made in the other direction either. However, what William did know is that the demons were interested in killing humans, and presumably taking their land. Whether there were any deep seated reasons for it, or the humans had been the cause of trouble in the past, that wasn’t true now. He would kill any demons who came to attack, and that would be that.

Of course, the reasons that humans were never the aggressors in any of the wars might possibly be that they were too weak. It was all they could do to hold on to their lands, and then rebuild. The demon lands were known to be dangerous, and from what humans had seen of them their lands weren’t particularly desirable. William couldn’t say that the humans wouldn’t act the same as the demons in their position, but they weren’t in that position so they retained a kind of moral superiority. However, in the end, none of that mattered when the battles actually came. Then, it was just kill or be killed.

William didn’t want to be one of those in the second group, but he didn’t have much confidence in his chances. Especially not upon seeing the enemy army approaching. The scouts had informed him of the main body of the army approaching a few days earlier, and now it was within sight. The numbers predicted at least weren’t too far off. There were somewhat over 1000 infantry, and about half that many cavalry. However, the cavalry took up more space than the infantry division, since they were riding on giant hell hounds. Certainly, the large dogs with fiery eyes weren’t much bigger than horses, but that was only if you considered pure height. They were much bulkier than horses were, and they looked very intimidating with their armored riders on their backs. William couldn’t spot the enemy wizards, but he knew they must be there. The infantry themselves were also quite fearsome, with their horns sticking out from their helmets giving them a look as if they were movie type vikings. Real vikings, of course, were smart enough to know that horns weren’t useful on helmets, and were just a handhold. The demons, however, got an actual advantage from the horns, which was that all of them could use magic, at least to a small degree.

The enemy leader was also quite obvious, riding on the back of a giant armored lizard. His armor was especially well made, and quite likely magical. William presumed that since he was so confident in making his presence known, it wouldn’t be easy to just kill him with a shower of arrows or magic. That said, it would still be worth it to try.

William didn’t spot anything in the vein of siege weaponry. That unfortunately wasn’t a good sign. It meant they didn’t think they needed any of it, and they were probably right. Having seen their physical abilities, and even a few hellhounds, William was aware of what they could do. Even though the humans far outnumbered them, William still got a feeling of uneasiness.

The battle could start at any time. William was in charge of the wizards, but had discussed with the commanders of the army what their actions would likely be. Uncoordinated magical attacks would probably be worse than no magic at all. Of course, a portion of the wizards would have to be devoted to defensive measures at all times.

The enemy army was currently about 1 kilometer away. The maximum range of and spells or arrows was likely about 200 meters, and that was only because there was an army to attack. It would be impossible to target and individual or even a small group at that range. Fortunately, such ranged worked both ways, and the human side had the advantage of elevation and defensive walls. However, to effectively kill the enemies, they would probably have to be closer. Demons could move around in heavier armor and had tougher bodies. Thus, the range at which an arrow could kill or injure them was less, since they lost power over distance. The same was also somewhat true of spells, but it varied more for the individual wizards. William had already worked out what each was capable of, and assigned them to the best roles he could find. The one exception to William’s leadership would be Lila. She wanted to be able to act independently, and William agreed that it would be better. She was good at reading battlefields, and would be able to react to situations quickly. This didn’t mean she wouldn’t synchronize attacks with the other wizards when appropriate, though, just that she would also be free to make her own decisions.

Sometimes before a battle a messenger would be sent out for purposes of negotiations, even if it was a pointless gesture. However, this was not to be one of those cases. After properly forming themselves up, the demon army started marching towards the walls. The ground trembled with increasing intensity as the demon army got closer. Then, the battle truly started. William heard a call of “archers, fire!” and then he himself gave the command. “Wizards, first volley!” Then, William felt as if everything fell into chaos, as spells were also returned from the other side from various locations throughout the army.
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                The potential of every demon to use magic was one of their most dangerous traits. With almost 2000 of them, even though they were individually weaker than trained wizards, their effect on the battlefield was still significant. Even with defensive spells, the massive number of attacks were enough to breach the defenses at some points, causing perhaps a few dozen casualties among the human side. Not all of these would be deaths, but they would at least be injured enough that they were out of the fight.

Meanwhile, the demons looked relatively unaffected by the human offensive. Several of their members had fallen, but it took much more than a few arrows or a single spell to bring even one of them down. Lila’s spells being an exception, but she couldn’t continuously attack, because beside having to spend time defending, she needed to avoid the enemy realizing just how dangerous she was. She would move from place to place, so that the demons didn’t realize how effective that single wizard was. 

However, the humans still had a significant numbers advantage, and the demons could not all fire spells at once. There was only so much mana in the area around them, and their control would interfere with each other. However, this didn’t stop them from attacking in volleys, alternating who was using magic such that none of them grew too tired. They were also still advancing on the walls, and would reach them in a short time.  Meanwhile, the human wizards were spread thin on the walls and had to almost continuously use magic. Their burden was eased somewhat by the fact that the humans had a large contingent of archers, about 1000, and could continuously put pressure on the enemies, but that only stopped a portion of the demons from using offensive spells. Still, the walls themselves kept some of the attacks at bay, though they would not be able to stand forever without assistance.

As the demons neared the walls, all of their offensive spells stopped, which gave William an uneasy feeling. This was justified when the earth in front of the walls started moving, forming ramps in a few places. This was why the demons did not need any siege equipment. Fortunately, they could not undermine the walls, since they were built deep, based on past experience with demons. As the demons charged up the ramps, William was glad that they couldn’t create enough of them at once to cover the entire expanse of the walls. Instead, there were only a few places where they could run up, letting the humans continue to use their number advantage, and their height.

William also ordered the wizard to take down the dirt ramps. While it would require a more magical work than they had available to return the ground to how it had previously been, it was a relatively easier task to collapse the ramps to either side. Sadly, this wasn’t enough to kill or even injure most of the demons, but just delayed them. It also did very little to stop the riders of the hell hounds, who had been lagging behind the less valuable demon infantry. Their beasts leaped to the tops of the walls, where they were fortunately surrounded by humans immediately. The soldiers managed to keep them away from the wizards for the most part, but at the cost of many lives, since the demons could kill a human with almost every swing of their swords or stab of their spears.

Still, their somewhat straightforward, reckless tactics were hard on the demons as well. Since they were attacking a defensive position, it was still harder on them, even though it appeared relatively trivial to overcome the defenses. The demons couldn’t get all of their numbers to bear, while the humans seemed almost endless. It was still a relatively even battle, which made William wonder.

It would be foolish to try to subsequently take over the country with only this many soldiers. Though this border keep contained 20,000 soldiers, the country of Ostana was large enough to support more soldiers, though there was no room for them in the keep. Many were still throughout the country, patrolling or defending large cities. Why would the demons come into such a disadvantageous position?

Then William realized. They probably didn’t expect the humans to be prepared. Though there would usually be defenders at this border keep, and a smaller standing army in the country, there would not be so many as they had now. It was only because William was warned about the attack in advance that the humans could prepare. In addition, word of their preparations, or the full extent of them, must have been suppressed. Certainly, he had worked toward that goal, but since there was no knowledge of who the demons had as spies, it wasn’t a simple thing to do. Perhaps the mysterious demon woman was responsible for that as well. After all, she had openly admitted that this demon lord, whose name William had not bothered to learn, was her enemy. It would be to her advantage if he went in unprepared. This was only speculation on William’s part though.

The wizards couldn’t assist the fighting on the walls very well, since they would likely hurt allies too. They had previously moved back from the initial walls, onto a second area that had towers that some of them could survey the battlefield from. Now, they worked on dealing with the enemies still trying to make it onto the walls, and also the enemies who were trained as wizards. As the battle had gone on, it became clear that the trained wizards were hidden among the troops, in full armor. Human wizards would find this entirely too restricting, but to the demons who were born with stronger bodies, it was tolerable. It also kept them from being easy targets.

The demon lord was still hanging back with a “small” group of about 100 of the demon cavalry, which somewhat worried William, since that was a significantly dangerous force. However, the battle still looked to be going in the favor of the humans. Then, suddenly, Chris started acting erratically. He was moving around and William couldn’t understand what he was trying to do. William couldn’t see anything that particularly merited such attention. Then, Chris managed to spin William around, and pointed up into the sky. There, William saw a flock of birds. At least, that is what he wished it was. Instead, it was a large group of wyvern riding demons. Wyverns were somewhat like birds, in their looks only. Instead of feathers, they had scales that looked similar. In addition, they also had tails that were more like a lizard… or a dragon. These tails had poisonous stingers on the end. Regardless, they were fast approaching, taking advantage of the focus on the front of the battle to attempt a sneak attack. Fortunately, Chris didn’t have eyes, and his vision wasn’t really limited by direction. Thus, he had noticed them when they got close. William knew the battle was going to easily. As he got word to the commanders about the imminent attack by the wyvern riders, the group lead by the demon lord started to advance.
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                If Chris hadn’t spotted the incoming wyverns, they would have been an extremely serious problem. Since he noticed them, however, they got downgraded to the level of just a large threat. That is, they still very much had to be dealt with, but they no longer had the element of surprise, just inconvenient timing. William quickly came up with a plan. He hadn’t been intending to use this technique to fight wyvern riders, but it would work. “Squad 1, with me! Squad 2, with Lila! Aim for the right row! ”

Normally, magic would need to be cast in volleys, or by individual wizards. Combining the efforts of several wizards together had various issues. First, if they were too close, they would try to control the same mana, interfering with each other, and possibly deplete the local area. Thus, wizards could stand apart, and even attack the same target, but their spells couldn’t combine into a stronger spell. Throwing two fireballs together just resulted in them exploding, instead of turning into a bigger fireball. It was sufficient for creating defensive walls of earth, but a similar problem occurred if trying to attack with earth spells, they would either combine into an uncontrollable larger boulder, or just crash into each other and break apart. Theoretically, wizards could combine their power to create a tornado, but that would require more forces than William had, and would also damage their own side at least as much. The solutions was electricity. Although it took relatively more effort per target to kill with a lightning bolt, they were better for more powerful, higher priority targets. William shouted some more orders, making sure that the timing would be precise. Then, he had Chris start his spell.

During training, it had been hard to teach Chris what he wanted. The best he could come up with was “a lightning bolt without lightning”. That is, he wanted the path that wizards created for the electrical current. However, because the path would need to be larger than that of a normal lightning bolt, just that effort alone was enough, and there wouldn’t be much room left over for adding the electricity. This is where the other wizards came in.

Fortunately, the timing worked out almost perfectly. It should have, of course, since they had practiced, but the situation now was much more stressful than on a training field. One bolt shot earlier than the others, and struck down the single rider, before continuing on toward a second, in a line parallel to the riders, and not continuing up from the ground. However, the bolt quickly fizzled out. Then, the rest of the lightning bolts went of nearly simultaneously. They all struck approximately the same point, and then flowed in one direction. Along the row of wyvern riders, where the “path” Chris had created was. This is when it was good that they were both armored and flying. If the enemy had been on the ground, much of the power would be lost, and wouldn’t be available to strike more enemies. The metal armor just made William’s job easier, since it would attract the electricity.

The sky lit up, and William couldn’t see for a moment. Once he could see again, though, it was pretty much as he expected. The whole first row was falling from the sky. Small parts of the second row had been hit as well, as the electricity arced to them, but both the wyverns and demons were strong enough to resist what was basically a side effect. The main path went through the front row, almost two dozen wyvern riders, but then the power wasn’t enough to continue onward. William hadn’t expected much more, so he was satisfied. In addition, the rest of wyverns had obviously been startled, and were flying slightly erratically. No matter how well they were trained for combat, they weren’t ready for what they received.

The archers were turned to focus on the incoming wyverns, and got off two vollies before they arrived, slaying more of their number. With the arrows another volley of lightning, their numbers were reduced to a third or less. This did take the concentration of wizards off of other pursuits, but it was a necessary measure. Plus, it was one area where they didn’t have to worry in the slightest about hitting their own men. After that, William left most of those he deviated, about 20, to continue to focus on the wyvern riders. From his and Lila’s fights with flying magical beasts, they had learned some important pieces of information. Near the ground, a wizard had to maintain control of their electricity to prevent it from hitting the ground, thus it was required to go in a straight line, and sometimes was dodgeable. In the air, however, the wizard only had to control the lightning to the point where it neared the target, at which point they could let it flow as it willed, which meant as long as the opponent was relatively conductive, they couldn’t dodge. This meant even though the wyvern riders were flying in evasive patterns, they wouldn’t be able to avoid most or all of the incoming attacks. If they had successfully managed their sneak attack, though, they could probably have killed most of the wizards. Now, there were fewer of them, so hopefully the knights guarding the wizards could hold them off.

William couldn’t afford to devote more attention to them, besides watching out for himself, since there was still an important matter to deal with. The demon lord. In the time that William had been distracted by the wyvern riders, the demon lord had joined the main battle, and was showing how effective he and his personal guard could be. Marius had already started firing spells at the group, and William saw a few of the knight commanders, who could take on several demons by themselves, join the fray. However, nothing seemed to be able to stop the demon lord himself. He wielded a large halberd, and swept through the ranks like they were wheat. In addition to that, he also launched magical attacks, seeming to not care if he hit some of his allies as long as it hurt the humans more. William hadn’t realized an individual could possess such power, and it made him afraid. However, it was only a small part of fear for his own death, with a greater part a fear for the death of others.  William looked down at Chris and wondered if he really was unbreakable. Then, he moved to join the battle.
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                The battle so far was not looking terribly optimistic. Even the relatively short amount of time taken to deal with the wyvern riders had let the demon lord and his personal guard break into the ranks of humans. If the wyverns hadn’t been noticed, though, it would have had much worse results, likely the deaths of more wizards. As it was, William had already noticed too many of them were dead or injured. He couldn’t make an exact count, but more than a fifth, twenty at least, of the wizards were likely dead or injured. William had seen some of them die with his own eyes. As for the human army as a whole, perhaps a quarter or a third, between five and seven thousand, had fallen. It was hard to tell in all of the chaos that there now was. However, though the demons had lost almost similar proportions, that was before the arrival of the demon lord. His group was causing massive casualties to the humans every moment. 

Most of the fighting was now taking place on top of the walls, but in some places humans still held the high ground. However, most had fallen back to the base of a secondary wall, where they wouldn’t have the advantage of the higher ground but could still use their advantage of numbers. Retreating onto the walls would allow the demons chances to get through the gates as they were opened, and attack the archers and wizards remaining there. Thus, the men stayed in the courtyard, to be covered by the support of the archers and wizards. Reinforcements also came out of smaller gates that were opened only briefly.

Right now, the demon lord was the core of the enemy's formation, as much as they could have a formation after battle lines met. He needed to be defeated, not just because of his personal power, but also for reasons of morale. William was hoping that the enemy wouldn’t wish to continue fighting if he was defeated, but it was also a fact that they could not afford to let him continue relatively unopposed. William saw many of the elite forces moving in to attack him and his men. Some of the knight commanders, Gerald, Marius, and Lila had already started attacking him and his soldiers.

The demon lord’s armor was obviously magical. Otherwise, it could not have stood up to so many spells that were aimed at him. He looked at least relatively unscathed up to this point. However, William knew that it was impossible to make armor that would last forever. If they could concentrate enough firepower on him, he would die, no matter how much enchantment there was on his armor. However, for that, they first had to defeat, or at least lessen the numbers of, his personal guard. Good work had already been done on that front, especially Lila with her fireballs. The “dragon heart” she had on her staff greatly helped her already considerable ability to gather fire mana. William was also moving in, but his spells wouldn’t be of much use. Coordinating with Chris for accurate aim was hard in normal circumstances, and even worse in a situation where there were allies around. Instead, William moved toward the front lines, hoping that the enchantments on his magical robes could protect him from most of the magical attacks flying around, at least the ones that weren’t aimed at him specifically. William took advantage of the fact that the demons didn’t expect anyone wielding a staff to hit them with it, bashing in a few heads, or at least distracting them long enough for a knight to impale them.

However, the humans weren’t the only ones advancing on key targets. They knew that the humans had a limited number of wizards, and they could tell which were the most dangerous. Namely, Lila, and also because they had seen him giving commands, William. However, William was quite capable of defending himself against their attacks. He was not strong enough to block the swing of a sword, but with Chris he could deflect such attacks to the side, even some he didn’t actually see coming. This meant William was surviving relatively unscathed, though he had somewhere gathered a few slashes, mostly inconsequential so far. However, his arms were tiring somewhat. William wasn’t in a prominent position, so there were actually relatively few demons who realized where he was, which reduced the overall danger he was in. However, Lila was quite obvious. Her spells were large and flashy, not for the sake of the looks, but just as a side effect of the actual power they contained. She had a squad of knights protecting her, including Gerald, but had caught the demon lord’s attention.

The demon lord and his dwindling number of personal guard rode toward Lila. This change of direction allowed the humans to better flank the demons in his group. However, in the occasional glimpses William could actually see through the masses of humans and demons, the demon lord was getting closer to Lila. He still seemed just as unstoppable as ever. William and the surrounding knights were also pressing forward, over and through the demons. William gradually saw more of the situation. The demon lord had engaged the knights in Lila’s group, along with several of his personal guard. The rest of his guard were protecting his flank from the group with William, and some of the knight commanders. However, those demons were steadily being defeated. When William had gotten within a few rows of demons of the demon lord, he saw Gerald knocked back through the air by a mighty swing from the demon lord. Then, the halberd swung down, toward Lila. William saw a determined look in her eye, as she continued whatever spell she was casting even as the halberd swung down. Then, there was a loud sound, and a flash, and the entire area trembled. When he regained his vision, William didn’t see Lila, but there were no figures standing around the demon lord, and the demon lord himself was not standing as tall and straight as he had been.
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                William felt like there was a brief pause in the action. At least, he didn’t see anything. As for hearing… he was pretty sure his eardrums had burst. At the very least, he couldn’t hear anything. However, it seemed like the next moment everyone was charging toward the demon lord, including William himself. William was the first to arrive, since he wasn’t in heavy armor. The demon lord wasn’t facing him, but still managed to block his staff with the shaft of his halberd. William felt like he was striking an iron wall. Chris was almost knocked out of his hands.

The next moment, before the demon lord could move to counterattack, the rest of the forces arrived. The demon lord swept out with his halberd, knocking back a few knights, but William had just enough time to dodge. William thought he saw two of the knight commanders engage in the melee, as well as Gerald, who was injured but had somehow made it back to the battle. Some attacks struck the demon lord’s armor, but had little effect. The demon lord swung his halberd impossibly fast, both defending and attacking against a dozen or so people all at once. However, he was obviously somewhat injured from Lila’s last attack.

Lila… William had seen her, briefly, as he had charged the demon lord. William wanted to be hopeful, but he didn’t really see much difference between her and the other bodies on the ground, besides the fact that she was in robes. William hadn’t had much time to look, but her front was covered in blood, and not just a little bit. However, William couldn’t afford to think about that.

The halberd came swinging toward him. He couldn’t completely dodge it, but he managed to deflect the attack just enough that it didn’t hit him as he moved. However, the bones in his arms felt like they were creaking, just from an indirect contest of strength with the demon lord. As the halberd struck the ground, William felt there was also something more than just the brute force behind it, and shards of stone came flying up, though the magic of William’s robe prevented them from causing any real injuries, just bruises.

William could barely keep up with the fight, even though he was just one of many opponents. He wished he was capable of powerful magic, but he didn’t have the ability. However, he had developed a few ways to use magic in close combat. The next time William attacked, he was again blocked by the demon lord’s halberd, but electricity flowed from Chris down though the halberd’s shaft. On a human, this would have at the very least incapacitated them, but the demon lord only looked as if his arms were slightly numb. However, it wasn’t enough to stop him from sweeping up at William, cutting a gash across his chest even as William dashed away. It even sliced cleanly through his robe, magical protection included. Still, it wasn’t too bad. William could still fight.

It became more obvious that the demon lord was getting tired. He was bombarded by attacks from all directions, and had taken some wounds from weapons, as well as magic. The human forces weren’t in an optimistic state either, though. Though there were enough knights to replace some of those who fell, everyone was looking haggard.

William hadn’t hesitated to call upon the inner energy that he still didn’t really understand, but his energy was running out. However, he felt like he could possibly use more… though he wasn’t sure what the effects would be afterwards. Not that he could afford to consider consequences at this point. William drew on whatever power he could get, and Chris did as well. Around him, William could see that the knights were pushing themselves beyond their limits.

The battle turned into a flurry of movement, with William trying to find an opening to attack, then dodging as well as parrying any counters that came his way. His entire body hurt. His arms and legs, not to mention his chest. His head had begun to ache, and his vision was getting blurry. Then, there was an opening. Even magical armor was not invulnerable. With so many attacks raining on it, pieces had been chipped away. William was now behind the demon lord, and could see that a chunk had fallen out, near the shoulderblade. “Chris, use everything you have on this next attack.” It was inconvenient that he had to communicate such things with words, but that was how it had to be done. William charged in. In front of the demon lord, the halberd came down, splitting one of the few remaining knights in half, even through his armor. However, William didn’t see that, but could only focus on the demon lord’s back, and controlling his energy to, hopefully, pierce into him. His staff struck out like a spear, hitting the shoulderblade… directly behind the heart. William felt his energy piercing into the demon lord.

Time seemed to slow down as the demon lord fell. More attacks rained down on his vulnerable form. All William could think about, however, was the future. Though he wouldn’t see it, the return of the Demon King would be much worse than this. He looked around, seeing the masses of dead bodies. Demons… humans… Lila. The war with the Demon King would be even worse. He had to make sure the future generations would be ready. He was even more determined to promote that goal, but he couldn’t do it until the battle was wrapped up. He looked around, but the demons seemed to have noticed their leader had fallen, and were retreating. William didn’t have the energy to go after them anyway. Everything hurt. Especially his chest. William looked down, but a trickle of blood flowed into his already blurry eyes. However, he could still see that his chest was rather red. He needed to get treated. Then, after he recovered from his wounds, he could use his authority as Archmage to do something to prepare the future generations.

William turned to look for a medic, but his legs went out from under him. It was hard to keep his eyes open, but he saw a healer he recognized standing over him as he passed out. However, William didn’t know he would never have the opportunity again to sit in his office, nor would the Archmage William open his eyes again, or become able to really use magic.
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                Sometime after he slipped into unconsciousness, though William was not sure if it was seconds or any longer amount of time, William regained a sense of consciousness. However, not in the way he had hoped, waking up injured, or even preferably healed. Instead, he just got a sensation he had felt once before. It wasn’t really something that could be described, but he could name it. It was the feeling of death. William had hoped his injuries weren’t that bad.

The second time, death, or really the sensations immediately following death, were again more eventful than expected. In fact, it was almost exactly the same as the first time he died, and still not oblivion, or really… deathy. He again sensed a cramped room, and a floating sensation. William couldn’t recognize any of the words being said, again. At this point, he thought he might be dreaming in his bed, or in a coma. In the past, after stressful situations, he had occasionally dreamed of this. It was a unique feeling. However, it dragged on, and it was slightly different, and certainly more real than his dreams. Finally, he knew for sure.

The light blinded his eyes. He saw a new set of giant-but-actually-normal-sized humans. He was a baby again. He… probably shouldn’t remember anything. His research suggested that he should have lost all of his memories. Unless… perhaps there had been an emergency situation, with a world needing souls? That would be highly unlikely, since the transferred souls would have probably not included him again. On the other hand, he only really had the records of one time, so maybe the same souls were prone to world-hopping? Man, death and reincarnation were complicated. William mentally tossed away about a quarter of his notes on reincarnation that he no longer had. Not that he had ever been sure of any of it being right.

This time, William was even less sure why he’d kept his memories. After all, he’d basically gotten his wish. He’d been a pretty famous wizard, and helped advance the country greatly. He’d even come to terms with the fact that he couldn’t do magic dozens of years before. The only thing he regretted was not being able to help people prepare more against the Demon King. That wasn’t something that could be accomplished in yet another world. Then again, maybe his reincarnation was completely unrelated to his regrets.

This time, it was simple for William to accept his reincarnation. He didn’t know why, but he had a lifetime to find out why he was here, if there was even a reason. What exciting things did this world have to offer? Maybe he could finally really be a wizard here? The rules of magic could be different, after all. Whoops, that made it sound like he wasn’t content before. Honestly, though, magic was pretty awesome. Who wouldn’t want to be the one to personally do awesome things?

William would miss those in his last world, and the country of Ostana. His parents, who had still been living. Marius, Gerald, and Chris. Those who had died before him… such as Professor Pierce, and even Professor Farman. There was also Lila. She’d probably been the closest one to him, like a sister. He was sad that she had died, since she could gone on to have a greater impact on the world. As for himself, he obviously wasn’t sad at his death. He’d already had a second life, and that had been plenty. Now, apparently, he was getting a third.

Then, there was one more figured he wished to see again. William couldn’t exactly say why. It was the demoness. One reason, certainly, was that she had been intelligent, and he’d enjoyed having discussions about magic with her. On the other hand, William was pretty sure she was evil, or at least amoral. It was possibly because she was the only demon he ever talked to, something different. William would have much preferred to not have to fight and kill the demons at all, but that was the way his life had ended up.

There was one more thing, though. William. Certainly, that had been his name. However, he’d thrown away his first name… what about his second? In the end, he decided he liked William. Maybe he would begin to think of himself by whatever his new name was as time went on, but he wouldn’t intentionally cast away his name this time. It was his only connection to those he cared for in his second world.

-----

If William had to use one word to describe his new surroundings, the word would be “asian”. Even though there hadn’t even really been an Asia in the last world, old habits died hard. He’d seen pictures of asian places when he was on Earth, but he’d never been to Liaoyang, which he gathered was filled with somewhat similar culture and architecture. Though, that was actually still quite a few different cultures and styles. Either way, the architecture most closely reminded him of asian architecture, maybe more Chinese than Japanese, and the facial features of the people he’d seen and the furnishings did as well. He wondered if there were some kind of multi-universal influence that caused these things to go together. Maybe it was just a massive coincidence, or people just realized these styles went together. Goodness knows William would never understand style.

Not that he was William anymore. Instead, he was Hui’Lam. He wondered if the multiverse was pulling some kind of elaborate prank on him. Well, although he hadn’t been too fond of his first name, he’d really grown attached to William. His determination to not give that name up was made much easier. There was no reason to stop thinking of himself as William, and it sounded similar enough. However, though it would be easy to accept his “new” name, William doubted he would perfectly adapt to this new life right away. He was… going to be a very weird child, again. There was very little he could do about that.
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                Being immobile was hard to handle. The first time he died, he’d been out of shape, sickly, and old. The second time, he’d been in shape, pretty healthy, and still old. He’d still been able to be up and about as he pleased, and honestly had still been in better shape than his prime in his first life. Thinking like that… he was surprised he’d lived so long the first time. Obviously, the medical technology had helped immensely.

Since he couldn’t move, and thus was unable to optimally learn things, and most importantly explore, he put all of his efforts towards his goal. That is… exercise. There’s not a lot you can do as a baby, it turns out. Waggling your arms and legs seems to be it. Well, he had nothing else to do except practice learning this new language, so he would wiggle his arms and legs until he got tired.

The language in this world seemed slightly familiar, even though it was entirely new. Maybe it just helped that he was already fluent in two languages, and had slightly dabbled in a few more. It was a good thing he’d kept his secret notes in English. It had helped him stay fluent and was a fun secret language. Now, he could maybe have two secret languages. That would be fun. Maybe it was time to find something to keep secret!

It was much harder to write, though. The other languages had alphabets, whereas this one was logographic. That is, the symbols represented whole words. This required much more learning than just an alphabet. However, William was still able to learn it relatively easily. This was because he had someone actually dedicated to teaching him.

His older sister. This time, he had an older sister. In fact, this time he technically had quite a bit more family than any time before. Technically, because they didn’t really act like family. William’s new father had ten wives, and many children with each them. Thus, William had 43 half-siblings, and one full sister, who was older by 6 years. The reason they weren’t really family wasn’t because they had less blood relation to him, but because they didn’t act like family. William had seen his father approximately 3 times in his almost two years of new life. Certainly, he was a very busy man, but their not meeting was unrelated. He only met with members of the family that were perceived to have value, and William and his older sister were from a less favored wife. The rest of the siblings pretty much ignored them, which probably would have been very bad for William’s development… if he were normal. Instead, it just allowed him to monopolize his older sister’s time and have her teach him whatever he wanted.

-----

At one year old, he was surprisingly steady on his feet. He didn’t think he’d been this (relatively) steady the last time he was one year old. The time before that… well, he didn’t remember. The one even before that may not have existed at all. After all, he could only remember two previous lives… which seemed to be quite a lot, actually. Either way, he could waddle to wherever he wanted to go, as long as there was a wall nearby. Freedom!

Except then he was picked up. “Hello, Big Sister.”

The woman who was also his Big Sister, or possibly half-sister, gave him a stern look. “Running off again, are we Hui’Lam?”

William nodded. “Yes. I want to see the yard.”

His Big Sister sighed. “You know you aren’t allowed in there.”

“I wanna see, pwease~.” He gave his best adorable look and pleading voice. Honestly he wasn’t good at that. It didn’t hurt to try, though, right?

Big sister rolled her eyes. “Don’t give me that. I know you can do better.”

William attempted to clear his throat. “I request that you bring me to a window, so that I may view the training yard, kind lady.” It wasn’t quite right, since sadly his vocal chords were still maturing, but he knew the right words. He’d learned this language much faster, helped significantly that by the fact Big Sister didn’t seem to have any other tasks than taking care of him, and thus teaching him to speak. Plus, being bilingual already seemed to help.

“See? Why didn’t you just ask me like that from the beginning?” She shakes her head. “Also, why won’t you talk like that to anybody else? They all think I’m crazy and dote on you too much.”

“Hmph. They all talk down to me. Why should I not respond in kind? At least I use polite language. Plus, this way I don’t look like a threat.”

Why would he worry about looking like a threat to his family? Quite simply, he had been born into a large martial arts clan. While he hadn’t seen as cutthroat of an atmosphere he as he’d read about in books, he still felt the rivalry for honor. He wanted to stay out of it. It was a hard thing to adapt to after two lives. Finally, they arrived at the yards he was being carried towards. It was still faster.

In the yard he saw dozens of students training, practicing martial arts. William honestly had no idea what styles it was related to, because the last time he’d seen any real martial arts had been more than a lifetime ago… in movies. At least, any that used bare hands. Technically, sword fighting and staff work counted to some degree, but those weren’t honed in the same way as they were here.

Big sister had set him on a table near the window, looking out. William copied the moves of those out in the yard. Big sister watched… and kept him from falling down, and especially from falling off the table. After a short time, William was too tired to continue, and he knew too much exercise would be bad for his developing body. As far as he knew, anyway. It could be different in this world... Still, he enjoyed moving through the stances, even if he didn’t really understand them yet. After sitting on the table watching for about half an hour, the students in the yard went and retrieved staves. William’s eyes lit up. “Big sister, where’s my staff?”

She smiled, and handed him his “staff”. It was about two feet tall, almost the same size as WIlliam. Really, it was just a polished stick. His legs were tired, but William spun the staff around for a while. Nostalgia filled him as he thought of Chris. Meanwhile, his Big Sister looked at him and wondered how a one year old child could give off the look of an old man nostalgically watching his grandchildren in the yard.
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                This world seemed to place a lot more weight on martial prowess than the previous world William had been in. Sure, there had been knights and warriors, but not many that William had met. Here, everything was about warriors. Well, martial artists, really. Whether they used sword, spear, fist, or something else, they all had some common abilities.

Big Sister Li had brought some stories to William to read together. They were a lot like the wizard stories he’d grown up on in the previous world. People even flew and shot fire from their hands. It was just that it came from internal power, ki, instead of external mana. There was also much more emphasis on the physical body. William remembered that most of the wizards could have used some of that.

On the other hand, William hadn’t actually seen any of these things done in this world. He confirmed with Big Sister that they weren’t just children’s stories, and that the disciples he could watch training just hadn’t reached the right level. Apparently, people were very secretive with their special techniques. It made some amount of sense, but William still thought it was a way to end up with sub-par people in general.

William really liked Big Sister. She spent all her time taking care of him. Actually, William found that somewhat odd, since it was really all of her time. Presumably, she should have things of her own she needed to do. It certainly wasn’t something about William that had her assigned, or perhaps volunteered, to take care of him. Nobody knew he was anything special, except for her. So, William figured she had her own reasons for avoiding the rest of the family. He wasn’t going to pry into that, because if he needed to know, there would likely be plenty of time to find out.

Every day, William would have more stories read to him by Big Sister. “Okay Hui'Lam, since you enjoy warrior stories so much, I have another set of books I think you’ll like. These are about wizards and magic!” William hadn’t heard wizards or magic in this language yet, but after looking them up he got excited. This world had magic too? Maybe he’d be lucky and it was a different magic system that he could actually use. Alternatively, he’d be fine using these martial techniques, since they were close enough to magic after a certain point. He just hoped he could do at least one of those. “Okay Big Sister, let’s start reading!”

The story was about a wizard named Marcelor. It was said he was so powerful that he could call huge storms of lightning, and destroy mountains with a single fireball. The stories were fun, but William knew they were probably exaggerated, unless magic was more powerful here. That said, he could think of a method to call a lightning storm without using an impossibly large amount of mana, at least using the systems of the previous world. Marcelor went on many adventures, fighting monsters, dragons, and demons. He also gathered together wizards from around the world, and started a big wizard’s guild. William would have liked more details, but that was about what he got. It was the children’s version of the story, after all. 

The biggest thing Marcelor was famous for was fighting a Demon King. William was actually slightly disappointed at that fact. Not that it wasn’t a good story, but that there was something like a Demon King in this world too. It was bad enough that humans would fight and kill each other when there wasn’t someone trying to wipe them out of existence entirely. Though, since it was a story, he couldn’t be sure of what exactly was true from it. He tried to let Big Sister know that he wanted to know the actual truth of stories, but he was still a kid, at best a toddler. Though he was a genius child, by some definitions at least, she still pampered him like one would a regular child, which often included shading of the truth.

-----

William discovered that Big Sister Li didn’t like watching people train martial arts. Whenever he would sit by the window, she would be further back, where she could only see him and not outside. There were also females among those training, almost as many as there were males, but Big Sister never went and trained. William wasn’t going to ask why, or even bring it up, because he had a feeling it would be a touchy subject. On the other hand, he had to admit he didn’t understand how women’s minds worked, so maybe he was thinking too deeply about it.

As he watched people training, William was disappointed to discover that nobody used staves. He did have to admit they were somewhat of an inferior weapon in many cases, since many similar things could be done with a spear, but you could also stab people with it. In fact, the training spears looked like staves, for the most part. Most people used swords or spears, or at least similar bladed weapons and polearm type weapons. Though, everyone in the areas he could watch just had wooden training versions of such weapons. After all, they were somewhere around 8-10 years old. It was a strange thing, seeing a culture that focused so much on martial arts. Or rather, the subculture that was his family.

William never went outside the rather extensive grounds that the Yu family, of which he was technically a part, owned. Despite that, he knew that outside the walls, there were the workings of a normal country. Farmers, artisans, laborers, politicians, scholars, and everything else that made up a country. There were also more people who trained as warriors, including other family clans, and various schools of martial arts. William wasn’t necessarily interested in a lifestyle that revolved around fighting like a warrior would have, but he couldn’t help thinking it would be useful to have such abilities. Especially if the Demon King were anything like the one in the last world.
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                Another year passed, and William grew much more proficient with the language. However, although he was now perfectly capable of reading things alone, he still liked to spend time with Big Sister. She had plenty of insights into things, and was an interesting person. Plus, she was pretty much the only person he really knew in this world. William read various more scholarly things, but he still really enjoyed stories about warriors, knights, and wizards. Especially since they weren’t all fiction. “Big Sister, it seems to be story time now.”

“Great. Actually, this next book has the person you were named after. Did you know you were named after a wizard? Actually, your name came from the great wizard William Stevenson!”

“Oh? Cool, I was named after a wizard!” William was happy at that, then he thought for a second. “Wait- stop. William Stevenson?” He had to ask, because the name pronunciation wasn’t quite exact.

“That’s right! You pronounce that pretty well, too. So, the story starts with…”

“Wait, wait one second. Is he from Ostana?”

“Yeah! How did you know?”

“One more question… this country we are in is called…?”

“Liaoyang, of course.”

“Ahahaha, of course it is.” William stood up. “While I would dearly love to hear stories about wizards, I remembered I need to go do something.” Then, he left Big Sister where she was, confused, as he often did.

William went outside, lay down on a large rock, and stared up at the sky. Inside, he was nowhere near as calm as he looked. This… was the same world? Again? He was even named after himself! How did he not even think to ask the name of his own country even once in over a year? Eventually William just shrugged. Well, he was alive again. He like this world, too, so that wasn’t a problem. All he had to do was mentally throw away more of his notes on reincarnation, since he never would have guessed he would reincarnate twice into the same world, with his memories. He hadn’t had that much data, but he was led to believe that would be extremely improbably.

Although he was nowhere near calm or over the shock, he went back inside. After all, he was interested in hearing what people had to say about him after his death.

-----

On the way back to his Big Sister, William thought of something. How come he’d never heard of this kind of martial arts technique? He’d been looking for any way to do magic, so he should have heard of it.

Then, he realized. He had heard of it. He’d just unconsciously dismissed it because it “wasn’t magic”. He vaguely recalled a few references… Then grumbled about the state of records that had been kept by the office of the archmage. The records had indicated that the warriors were similar to knights, which wasn’t really correct at all. Certainly, they trained their bodies, but they were otherwise dissimilar to them.

For a moment, William regretted the decisions he had made in his previous life. Maybe he could have gone down a different path. However, he considered this only for a moment. After all, he had done much to advance magic… even if he’d had to keep some of it secret, because not all wizards were as honorable as he wanted them to be.

The final thing he thought of was… would he be good at martial arts? Could he even do any more than learn how to fight with a staff or his fists? Most importantly, would he ever be able to shoot fire out of his hands? All he could do was give it his best. Though, probably when he was a bit older… and bigger. He could barely even hold a stick, after all.

-----

“Back from your… walk?” William’s Big Sister asked.

“Yes. I would very much like to read those stories about wizards now.” Indeed, William especially wanted to hear what they thought about himself. Though, it might be boring to hear, he could at least keep track of what they got right.

In fact, William found many of the stories highly entertaining. After all, it was a very impressive telling of his deeds. In the stories, he called lightning from the heavens, and breathed flames on his enemies. He even rescued a princess from a demon lord! It was very exciting. It was too bad that none of the stories were even close to true. It was obvious the people who wrote these books had no idea what he’d actually done. There were two things they got right. In all the stories, he had Chris in his hands (except the one where he killed a dragon with his bare hands to get Chris), and he was also depicted as hitting people with his staff fairly often. Obviously, the stories didn’t call Chris by his proper name, but just called him “the hexagonal crystal staff” or “the staff or power” or such.

Still, it greatly helped the enjoyment of the story that all the details were wrong, since he never knew what to expect. He kind of hoped that the versions in Ostana were more… accurate. After all, as stories they were fine, but history should be accurate.

“Hey, Big Sister, have you heard of reincarnation?” William had had to look the word up in a dictionary, obviously. It had been hard to find.

Big Sister nodded. “I have. Why?”

“I have a story about reincarnation. Actually, I’m the same William as the guy in the story!”

“Ohh, really? What was it like to fight the dragon?”

“Well… it was like… nothing. Since it was already dead.”

“I… see. Can you show me magic?”

“Nope. Couldn’t do it then, can’t do it now.” William paused for a second. He tried to feel around him for mana. Nothing. “Chris did it all.”

“And who is this… Chris?” Big Sister struggled on the name foreign to the world.

William pointed to one of the pictured. “Chris is the staff.” William wondered where Chris had gotten off to. Was he sitting in a cave somewhere, gathering dust, or had he found someone else he would let use him?

William continued his story, but obviously Big Sister thought it was made up. No matter. William would be able to convince her of it better when he was older. He couldn’t be too impatient.

She asked, “How about the battle with the demon lord?”

William described the battle as best he could. The chaos, the deaths… somewhat abridged in their form, since he was telling the story to a child. “Then, at the end of the battle, I died from my wounds.”

“Hmm, it’s a pretty good story. Too bad that’s not how the Archmage William died though. I know many of these books aren’t that reliable, but it’s well documented that he died from an assassin after the battle, not from his wounds.”

William looked at Big Sister in confusion. “Assassinated? What?”
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                The news that he had been assassinated was startling to William, and he didn’t particularly believe it. However, he was going to listen to the whole thing before deciding whether it was a fabricated story or not. “Hmm, when did this assassination happen?”

Big Sister Li paused to think. “It was while he was still unconscious from his wounds, after the battle with the Demon Lord. His friend, Marius Cyril, betrayed him and sent an assassin to kill him. Geoff Lockridge found out about the assassin, but was too late to save Archmage William, so all he could do was have Marius arrested.”

“Hmm… you have the names swapped around there, though. Marius wouldn’t kill me. It was definitely Geoff.”

Big Sister Li shook her head back and forth. “No, I definitely remembered correctly.” She went and retrieved a book from the shelves, and opened it. Then, she showed William. “See? This clearly says he was betrayed by his friend. This is a very accurate source, too.”

William looked it over, and it was indeed as she said. Marius sent an assassin to kill him, and Geoff arrested Marius. However, Marius wasn’t executed for the crime, due to lack of evidence. However, the incident greatly reduced Marius’ status, and increased Geoff’s. 

Since it was from an accurate source, William was briefly confused. Then, he realized that it could have indeed happened exactly like that. At least, as far as anyone could find out. Obviously, though, Marius wouldn’t have sent an assassin. He had nothing to gain from it, and a lot to lose. However, William wouldn’t even hesitate to attribute that same action to Geoff. Then, Geoff managed to blame Marius for the incident. Marius was let go for lack of evidence, specifically because he had nothing to do with it.

Incidentally, the assassin had been found dead in the room, seemingly bludgeoned to death. William didn’t have to put much thought into who did that. William wasn’t sure whether Chris killing the assassin was a good thing or a bad thing, since if he had been caught he might have been able to testify against Geoff… or possibly he would have testified against Marius. It had been dozens of years since William had engaged in serious conflict with Geoff, just continual opposition. He’d forgotten what he was like, and apparently he had been very patient. William gained a renewed hatred for Geoff… who was now long dead. 

It had been almost 150 years since William had died, according to what he was reading. He wasn’t sure if it was a coincidental amount of time, but it matched the time cycle for the Demon King’s reincarnation. That is, more than 144 years; 12 squared; 100 in base twelve. It was also less than twice that, but that was a large time frame window. It could also be a coincidence, but William thought it was more likely that was just the time range that people naturally would reincarnate into. Though, he only had 2 known instances of people reincarnating with memories into the same world, so it wasn’t really something that could be studied. Especially since William didn’t want to ask the Demon King any questions.

The Demon King. William’s face fell. “The Demon King could already be alive.” He said to nowhere in particular. He turned to Big Sister Li. “Have there been any reports of a Demon King recently?”

She shook her head. “No, they only appear rarely. It’s big news, though, so everyone would have heard.”

William did some quick calculations. He had been 45 when he died, and the Demon King and been killed another 6 or so years before he had been born. Plus another 150 years, and the total was over 200. “The Demon King has an extremely high probability of appearing in our lifetime, otherwise he is guaranteed to appear shortly after.”

Big Sister Li looked down at her strange but seemingly confident little brother. “What makes you say that?”

William couldn’t directly give an answer. Instead, he gathered up all of the properly historical books about the times the Demon King appeared. William was very glad that there was such a completely library available, but was surprised at how little others used it. William showed how the numbers worked, and how he had previously come to the conclusions he had about the time frames on the Demon King’s incarnations.

Big Sister looked down at him, surprised. “When did you find the time to learn all of this?”

William looked up at her, and said matter of factly, “In my previous life, as the Archmage William.” 

It seemed like a bold statement coming from a 2 year old child… but the evidence was starting to build up. At this point, William’s new sister was starting to consider that he was telling the truth about reincarnating.

-----

In his previous life, William had trained to fight because it seemed like the right thing to do as a wizard. Now, he was probably going to have to fight the actual Demon King, and it might be the last real time the war would happen, if things went poorly. “So, when is it that I can go train outside with them?” William asked, gesturing to those training in the yard.

“You have to be at least eight… preferably ten or twelve. Otherwise, your body can’t handle it,” Big Sister replied.

Unfortunately, that made sense and William had no way to argue.

“In that case… can I start doing that… internal energy thing? Ki?”

Big Sister laughed. “Ki? There’s no way anybody will lend you any of the manuals at your age… you’d probably need to be even older than for physical training.”

“Hmm… then… can I read one that you borrow?”

Big Sister frowned. “I’d let you, but… I can’t get one either. I have no martial talent, and can’t cultivate ki. That’s why I’m taking care of you, instead of out there.”

William patted her on the head, since he didn’t know what else to do. “Sorry. I know what it’s like to not be able to do what you want. After all, I can’t use mana, and you can’t use ki… Wait, you must have learned some method to sense ki, right?”

“Sure, but I couldn’t do more than a tiny little bit.” She looked even more sad now.

“You know how, though.” William thought for a moment. “Then, teach me what you know, and I’ll teach you magic.”

Big Sister laughed. Then, she looked at William. His face was very serious.
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                William had a method to teach people to sense mana. In theory, it worked. In practice, it also seemed to work, since those he had taught had succeeded. It wasn’t a method William had invented, but rather something standard. However, William didn’t exactly understand how it worked… since it wouldn’t work for him. He had tried other methods as well, to similar results. All of them had success at some point for those who could use even a small bit of magic. “I don’t know where to get a proper magic testing stone, so it isn’t possible to know how long this will take. There’s also a small chance it will never work, since some people have absolutely no aptitude for magic.”

Big Sister didn’t look entirely convinced in William’s reincarnated status yet, but she was willing to play along on the off chance that it was true. In addition, although he was an odd child, he was honest, and didn’t act mischievously. “Alright, what do I need to do?”

The two of them moved to a quiet room. There were plenty of those, both because of the lack of people in the area they lived in, and the fact that ki training used meditation. “Can you enter a meditative state?” Big Sister nodded. “Excellent. To sense mana, you must do so, then extend your senses outward. It must be gentle, as if holding out your hand to catch a snowflake. It won’t necessarily be a quick process.” William had seen many students first learn to sense mana. There was a large variation in times. Apparently Lila had managed to sense mana the same way as experienced wizards from almost her first attempt, completely bypassing the meditative training. William was willing to bet it would have taken her a long time to learn to properly meditate, just like many of the students. Since Big Sister already knew how to meditate, depending on her magical aptitude, it could take anywhere from a negligible amount of time to several days of effort. Most who went on to have any success as a wizard succeeded before 8 hours of proper meditation, but it was hard to say for sure. Different visualization methods worked better for different people. However, all of them could work for anyone who had any magical talent. That, William was certain of.

William also decided to meditate. It was nice and relaxing, even if it never gave him any benefits on the magical side. He hadn’t kept the habit up as much as he had in his previous life, but he still occasionally did so. William cleared his mind. Though, it wasn’t as if he was thinking of nothing. Instead, he cleared it of distraction. This varied in difficulty, depending on his mental state, but it was this clearing that helped with the relaxation. Besides the feelings of missing his former family and friends still, William had very few negative thoughts to deal with. Finally, William was in a state as if he was staring into a black void. If he could sense mana, he would apparently see something similar to the area around him being filled with stars, a mental representation of the mana in the air. As usual, though, William saw nothing.

After some time, probably an hour, though William was unsure, Big Sister woke him up in excitement. “I did it! I saw sparkling stars!” William looked up at her and smiled. “Are you really…”

William smiled, then stood up and performed a formal greeting. “It is nice to meet you. I am Yu Hui’Lam, formerly known as William Stevenson, Archmage.” William paused for a moment. “What you just sensed is mana. Once you can become aware of it without entering a meditative state, you can start to learn how to use magic.”

She looked down on him somewhat awkwardly. “I guess according to our deal I have to teach you how to use ki. Though, I’m not very good at it…”

“I can’t use magic.” William said as he folded his arms in front of him. “Yet I still can teach it. As long as you can explain the basics, and answer some questions, it will be up to me whether I can succeed.” William’s figure may even have been somewhat imposing as he stated this, if he weren’t currently in a two year old body. But, he was.

Big Sister nodded. “Well, it actually starts with a very similar process. Except, you look inward instead of outward, sinking deep into yourself and your soul.” She began to explain the technical details, as much as she could recall from the method she had seen, but no longer had access to.

William sat down, hopeful, but not particularly expecting anything. It wouldn’t be good for him to get his hopes up for nothing. He was certainly excited at the prospect of success, but he knew that not everybody was suited for everything. This was even more true with the subject of magic, where mere effort and understanding weren’t as important as some mysterious thing that let you do magic. William didn’t think it should be any different for ki.

William once again found himself staring off into a black void. This time, using the technique he had just been told, he tried to sink down inside his “self”. He indeed got a sensation of falling, but it was easy to trick your own mind into feeling something you wanted in this sort of state. William felt himself falling continuously, into himself. There was very little way to determine that he was falling, however, since there wasn’t a sensation of wind rushing past, just the feeling of a kind of gravity and a lack of support. Then, William felt as if he passed through a ring. He even felt as if he saw a wall, but it could only be felt. It was as if he were in an area that was perfectly dark, looking at a black plane against a black background, but yet he felt there was a gigantic black wall, and that he passed through it. After that point, the falling sensation increased, and William was pretty sure he wasn’t making the sensation up. Now, there was just the slightest feeling of something rush past him as he accelerated faster. He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but it felt as if he were traveling a very long distance, and at an ever increasing rate.

Then, William saw something. It was a tiny, bright dot. Like a small white planet far away. William expected to continue falling, and land on the bright dot, but then he abruptly stopped. All his momentum ceased, but peacefully, without the jerking momentum he expected. The bright dot was still tiny, and William reached his hand out for it. His “hand” passed through it without really touching it, but it went through instead of in front of it. It really was just a tiny white sphere, the size of a marble perhaps. Yet, it was something, and it was definitely real.
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                William wasn’t really sure what to do with the glowing marble of light. However, he hadn’t been particularly told to do anything with it, so he just observed it for a short while. How was he going to get out of here? As soon as he thought that, and actually attempted to leave, he was out. There wasn’t any flying up, or movement. Instead, he was just “back” to his body, though he hadn’t really ever left.

William strongly considered cursing. Was this something he could have done last time? Although the method had helped smooth things over, William felt like he could probably have achieved the same results eventually, if only he had been looking in the right place. Inside, instead of outside. On the other hand, he had somewhat figured it out. He wasn’t sure what more he could have done upon knowing the “location” the mysterious energy was located. What William was most annoyed at, though, was that he had heard of its existence, but hadn’t thought to look into it at all. The one thing that comforted William was that Liaoyang was very protective of their methods, so it might not have been simple to get any information out of the country and to him. That was barely consolation however.

William looked up at Big Sister and nodded. “Thank you. I succeeded.”

She looked down at him and frowned slightly. “That’s it? You can just do it like that? You can do it but I can’t?” She sighed.

William raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, if I could, I’d gladly trade you for the ability to do magic. That would have been useful.”

She looked at him bashfully. “Right… sorry.” She paused for a while. “You were really the Archmage William, but couldn’t do magic? How did that happen?”

So, William told her about it. How he could do everything but see and control mana, including theory, research, and memorizing chants. “Oh yeah, right. Chants are pretty much irrelevant, by the way. You’ll see what I mean when I have you start practice. Umm… are there any places that are safe to throw fireballs around here? I feel like everyone should start with fireballs. Well, sparks, anyway.” 

-----

One of the benefits of being in this family was that there was an abundance of places to train things like magic. They weren’t for magic, but for ki abilities, though they would serve the purpose. All of the good locations were taken by more favored members of the family, but there was an old, less conveniently placed training ground that nobody used. This suited William and Big Sister Li quite well, since they didn’t want it to be seen that she was practicing magic. In addition, they did their best to avoid other members of the family. Any interactions were, at best, people turning up their noses at them in contempt. Usually, though, meaningless insults would be thrown at them. Words like “trash” and “useless” and the especially ironic “idiot” were thrown around. William was quite certain that Big Sister’s intelligence was above all of the rest of the siblings, at least what they displayed. Certainly, she wasn’t able to cultivate ki abilities to any real measure of success, but judging a person by a single metric was a pretty terrible method. Even if they were to judge her by potential combat strength… they would be wrong.

Big Sister was good at magic. William thought she was better than Marius, but not as good as Lila. At least, at the magical control aspect. She did think through magic more carefully, and would likely use it more efficiently. If comparing combat prowess with those martial artists of the family, she could possibly beat those in the same age range, at least following the point she had practiced magic for a few months. Once she got combat experience, she would almost certainly be able to win. None of those around twelve or thirteen years of age could emit ki to form outside abilities, at least not to any real extent. Casting time would be a problem, but spells didn’t have to be big and flashy to be useful. She could cause relatively minor things to hinder her opponent, a flash of light, a slight shifting of the ground, and various other tactics, all in mere moments. William made sure she trained her body still, because she had to be able to hold her own long enough to cast a spell, and it wouldn’t be likely that a battle would start at a conveniently long range for her. More importantly, William was thinking ahead to the Demon King… who could be coming at any time. In a large battle, he’d seen how easily the enemy could close in, though at the sacrifice of some of their numbers.

The only problem remaining was William’s training. All he could do was train to increase the amount of Ki he had. It was a strange thing. Although Ki would be used up when he did anything with it, it wasn’t like it was actually gone and he had to start over. Instead, it was more like the training increased his maximum storage space. The energy came from… somewhere that William wasn’t sure. It seemed to have little or nothing to do with mana, the only energy that seemed to float around. Instead of gathering it from somewhere, William felt like it just sort of grew inside, though putting effort into gathering it was much more efficient than waiting for it to grow naturally. Like tending a garden. It somewhat fit both definitions of cultivating, the agricultural, as well as acquiring and developing a skill. Well, both were making something grow. The only problem William experienced is that he couldn’t really do anything new with his ki. He didn’t know how to convert it into fire to shoot out of his hands. He was very careful when he tried, because he knew he could hurt himself if he did it wrongly. Of course, if he had a technique manual, it would help immensely. Sadly, nobody would be interested in allowing a small child into the cultivation library. If they knew he could already gather and control ki, they might have changed their minds, but William knew that would cause all sorts of turmoil he wasn’t yet prepared to deal with.
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                William and his sister did their best to remain invisible to the rest of the family, and for the most part it worked. Occasionally, there were tests for William to see how well he was being taught, which was now Big Sister’s responsibility alone, though it should have belonged to some of the many tutors around. William’s learning was satisfactory when tested, but nobody actually was interested as long as he wasn’t doing terribly. Perhaps they should have been more interested in his actual results, but they weren’t.

Though in general William avoided most of the family clan, it was still made up of humans with different personalities, and thus there were some he avoided more, or less. One of the first group was Yu Chao, William’s older half-brother. He was the most unpleasant sort of fellow, bullying William and Big Sister just to make himself feel superior. He wasn’t of course. He was the same age as Big Sister, but was basically the bottom of the barrel in terms of talent. Since she had no talent in martial arts, he was only just barely better than her. He would often have nasty but bland insults prepared for when they met, also including William since they were together.

Though it was bothersome, from William’s point of view anyway, Big Sister probably took it worse. However, though she could probably blast him with a fireball, that would have unintended consequences. Though Liaoyang’s society valued strength, and magic was a kind of strength, it was still less well regarded. More importantly, there would be the issues of where she learned to be able to do that. Besides, Yu Chao hadn’t been brave enough, or perhaps stupid enough, to actually start a physical fight. 

-----

William grew to six years old, and Big Sister was a dozen years old. William had achieved some success with his ki training, but he didn’t really have much to gauge it against. The “marble” had slightly grown in size… probably. It was hard to tell, since size and distance were somewhat relative to perception in that place. However, William had achieved some success in controlling it more precisely than he had in his previous life, where he didn’t really understand its use, except to attack and run faster. In addition, with careful training, William’s body was in excellent shape. As much as it could be at his age and size anyway. At least, it wouldn’t hold him back. William was looking forward to a future where he was big enough, and his sister old enough, that they could leave the family, which he felt was hindering their growth, even though their basic necessities were more than covered.

One morning, on their way back from the “secret” training room, they ran into Yu Chao. Not literally, though it seems he had tried to make that the case by stepping around a corner suddenly. “Hmph, a weakling such as you still goes to a training room? How foolish.”

His mood seemed particularly bad today. William soon realized it was because the martial aptitude tests were today. Likely, they had just finished. William was thinking of how to diffuse the situation, when Big Sister spoke up. “What’s wrong? Did you lose to a twelve year old this year too?” Normally, she acted more timidly, but obviously she was fed up with him.

Yu Chao’s eyes narrowed, then without warning he struck out toward her. However, she easily dodged his swipe. It wasn’t particularly a surprise to her after she had provoked him. Then, William felt Yu Chao gathering ki towards his fist. That was serious. Big Sister, even with her mediocre talent in that area, could vaguely sense something as well, and dodged away more seriously, barely avoided his second punch.

William could handle verbal bullying. He could even handle getting punched or kicked, if he wanted to. In rare cases, William might even forgive someone attacking him with a weapon, magic, ki, or other kind of lethal force. However, none of the last were true when someone attacked someone he cared about.

William was being ignored. He was, after all, six years old, just about three and a half feet tall. Yu Chao didn’t consider him any kind of threat… or he wouldn’t have stepped forward until William was practically underneath him. He might also have been ready to sense ki gathering, but he was arrogant, stupid, and William was actually quite fast. His fist started heading upward at the same time as he was gathering his energy. Sadly, William had to jump to hit his target, but he was also quite good at that. There was a loud sound as William’s fist hit Yu Chao’s jaw, lifting him off the floor slightly. At no point during this had he reacted, except a slight tilt of his head at the very end.

Immediately afterwards, William regretted his action. He’d put a lot of energy into that attack, and the head, especially the brain, was vulnerable to attack. Yu Chao’s body fell over onto the floor, and lay there limp. William thought he might have killed him. He regretted that, not because of the possibility of Yu Chao’s death, but because in the stunned silence that immediately followed, there were also footsteps. William wasn’t sure how to react. Running would imply guilt, but not running could also result in trouble.

However, the steps, though very calm sounding an methodical, were quick, and an elderly man strolled around the corner. He did not walk, or hustle. No, he definitely strolled. His hands were behind his back, and William felt that if he didn’t feel it beneath his dignity, he might be whistling a tune. He strolled, seemingly not paying attention, right up to Yu Chao, William, and Big Sister. He almost walked completely past, then glanced down, as if casually. William still wasn’t sure how to react, but he knew he should probably do something. The elderly man calmly reached down and put his hand on Yu Chao’s head. Then, he spoke. “A concussion. My my, how careless of this boy to trip and hit his head in the hallway. He should learn from his carelessness for next time, but I doubt he’ll remember what happened.” The old man narrated, as if to himself. William felt like he should recognize this person, but he couldn’t figure out where he knew him from. The old man straightened back up. “I’m too old to carry this poor foolish child to the infirmary, but he’s trained as a warrior… so he should be fine on his own.” The old man stretched his back, with his arms up in the air. “Well, I suppose I shall continue on to my post at the library. I have to moderate those who view the scrolls there, based on their level of ki training and understanding.”

This old man’s speech was entirely unnatural. Either he was completely insane, or was putting on a terrible, abysmal act. It did allow William to recognize him, though. He was one of the elders in charge of the technique library. William had only really seen him at larger gatherings, since he couldn’t enter the technique library. William glanced over at his sister. “Umm… I think I will go visit the library now, Big Sister.” Then he started walking off after the elderly man. Elder Shaozu, by William’s recollection.

            

    
        Chapter 74

    
    
    
    
                William was actually more nervous than he looked, following Elder Shaozu. William presumed he had good intentions, since he could have quite easily caused trouble for William, but William still didn’t want to let his guard down too much. On a related note, William was both upset and glad that his control of ki wasn’t as good as he thought it was. It was probably good that Yu Chao hadn’t died, but William had thought his attack would have been more effective than it was. William continued to follow Elder Shaozu, who strolled along at a casual pace, toward the library he had never seen the inside of.

The doors were much thicker than on the other library, and the locks likewise looked more secure. Guards stood on either side of the door, though they left when Elder Shaozu waved them off. Presumably, they were there to protect the area at night. William could also presume that Elder Shaozu was at least as strong as both of them put together. Or, possibly, at least as trustworthy as both of the two guards put together. Probably both.

Elder Shaozu unlocked the door. “The least busy time here is in the morning. Presumably, that’s because everyone is deep in meditation, and not at all because people are too lazy to get up before lunch.” The door opened to a room filled with shelves, on which were scrolls. In the library William had access to, most everything was a book. They were much easier to peruse, though a few things here or there had been scrolls. Here, there were only scrolls, for reasons William wasn’t entirely sure of. Perhaps tradition. Elder Shaozu waved his hand. “In this first room, anyone who has awakened their ki ability is allowed access, unless specifically forbidden.” He looked down at William at this. “Thus, you qualify to access this room. You can browse and view as many things as you wish, but you can only check out one cultivation method and one technique at a time. Depending on how popular the item in question, you will have a different amount of time before you must return the scroll.” Elder Shaozu walked up to a shelf in the corner and picked up a dusty scroll. “I always recommend people start with ‘The Basics of Energy Control’,” he paused to blow some of the dust off, “As you can see, many people take my advice. It’s not really a technique, but it will still require you to check it out as if it were.” Then, Elder Shaozu returned the scroll to its position and went and sat at a table.

William looked around the library. At the end of the shelves there were signs indicating what was contained in that row. Sword techniques - fist techniques - movement techniques - spear techniques - staff techniques - cultivation methods - martial arts. There were many things to choose from, but William could only bring two things out with him, though he could always come back later. One of the two things he could take was a cultivation technique. Cultivation techniques were like the meditation method he had been taught by Big Sister, but these would be better and more refined. What he knew was somewhat like a basic exercise regimen of pushups, situps, and running. Good for health and general fitness, but not particularly complete. It was unlikely to allow progress to a significantly higher level. Of course, cultivation was a lot less physical than exercise, but the idea was there.

William was instantly drawn to the area with staff techniques, but he knew he wasn’t going to actually choose one to study just yet. However, he would browse. He looked through, seeing things labeled as “Mountain Splitter” and “Bending Willow” and even “Flowing Waves of the Ocean”. The names didn’t really tell him much of anything, though. William unrolled Mountain Splitter, and found that there was very little text. There was just a short description of a move. It was basically just a swing. Then, below, it said “Split the Mountains, Shake the Earth, Mountain Splitter”. Immediately, the text flowed off of the page and into William’s eyes. William almost dropped the scroll in surprise.

William was surprised by two things. First was that he now knew how to use Mountain Splitter, if only in a very superficial way. The second was that he had seen this phenomenon before, but not in this life. William recalled the scroll that the mysterious demoness had given him. Shattering the Soul. No wonder it hadn’t made any kind of sense as magic. It wasn’t magic. It was a ki technique. William tried to recall the sensation, but to no avail. He couldn’t even recall the slightest shred of insight from the scroll. If he were to have any hope of understanding it, he would have to see it again. That might not be a simple thing. He would have to make a trip to Ostana, specifically Canta, and hope that Marius’ family still had it… if they had even survived.

William then briefly browsed the martial arts. These were more traditional things, sword and spear forms, without any ki involved. There were also a few methods for staves, and William knew he would definitely return to this section later. At the very least, the staff moves looked more sophisticated than what he had learned, but he couldn’t actually know they were better just from that.

Finally, William started browsing the cultivation methods. This was something important, since it would affect the path he went down in the future… or possibly require him to start over, if he changed his mind. William browsed through them. Some were just different ways of training ki, some converted ki into different things, like changing its dominant element to fire. William wondered if that made it similar to fire mana. Since he was uninformed about what was good and what wasn’t, William searched for something he could later build on top of, instead of starting over. He didn’t want to spend too much longer in the library, though, since other people might start showing up. Finally, William decided on a rather dusty one, titled “Rotational Soul Pressure”. It was a foundational method that could be built upon by others, though it was noted that pushing it too far was very dangerous. However, there would also be clear warning signs, so William knew he could just stop at that point. He took that scroll, as well as “The Basics of Energy Control” to Elder Shaozu. He looked at what William had chosen, nodded as the second, and commented on the first. “Interesting choice. Be careful with it. Oh, don’t forget that you’ll have to return those sometime. I’d say probably within… a few... hmm… well, based on their obvious popularity, I’ll contact you if we ever need them back. I suppose just don’t take them out of the city.”
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                After leaving the technique library, William’s first action was to go find Big Sister, which wasn’t hard. She was in a usual place, though looking worried. When she saw William show up with some scrolls under his arms, she looked somewhat surprised. “What happened?”

“Well, it seems that someone wants to help me, at least somewhat.”

“What about Yu Chao? He really won’t remember?”

“Concussions will do that, and Elder Shaozu wouldn’t have sounded so sure if he thought otherwise. Though because of that, he’ll almost certainly cause trouble again in the near future.”

William secretly hoped that the concussion would keep him down for a while, but still discussed various strategies with Big Sister so that she could protect herself if he showed up again. William had hoped none of the family members would get violent, especially since they hadn’t been given a reason. Then again, people almost never needed a reason to do anything.

-----

William started out with studying “The Basics of Energy Control”. It was actually a very helpful document. It went over many things William hadn’t thought about much. It covered when to allow ki to flow naturally, and when the user should keep a tighter grip on it. It could be said to naturally permeate throughout the body, but it was also not located in the body. It was, instead, more of a metaphysical overlapping with the body. When moved outside of the body, ki took a more physical form, but that would require the user to intentionally convert it for it to be maximally effective. William hadn’t ever really considered that. When he had been using Chris, and didn’t really understand that it was ki, he felt that it happened somewhat naturally. Now, he would have to practice doing it on his own. A combination of these factors was why Yu Chao was merely given a concussion, since his ki was naturally protecting him like a cushion, and William hadn’t properly used his ki to attack. That was probably for the best, because William hadn’t been thinking rationally, and could have killed him on accident, which would have certainly caused an abundance of trouble.

William added to his schedule some exercises for controlling ki, as described by the scroll. He could “harden” it for defense, or use it for attack. However, after being used, some of the energy would dissipate, until it, or at least an equivalent amount of energy, would eventually find its way back into the place inside of him, his Spiritual Sea, where all of his ki was stored. The Spiritual Sea was also called the dantian or just abdomen, but William felt that was a weird terminology. Certainly, it was metaphysically in the center of the body, but it wasn’t actually there, either. If he got stabbed with a knife, he wouldn’t bleed out ki. Unless, of course, the knife itself used ki in the attack.

-----

Although “The Basics of Energy Control” was extremely useful, William found that the cultivation technique was equally impressive. Though, he couldn’t say that he was familiar with different kinds. The basics of “Rotational Soul Pressure” was a gradual expansion of energy. Unlike other techniques, at least according to this manual, it allowed a gradual increase in energy, instead of attempting sudden increases in power like most techniques. The only drawback was that it wasn’t a technique that could be used indefinitely. It only worked until a certain point, though that point was different for each user. Apparently, those with a stronger soul had a bigger limit, though William was unsure what qualified as a stronger soul. It was quite possible that there were different definitions, and in this case he thought it might be just an explanation for why different people had different success. He couldn’t be sure.

After reaching the limits, the user would start to feel great strain, and if they continued to try beyond that point, instead of a possible breakthrough like other techniques, it would cause death. The scroll for Rotational Soul Pressure was very clear that nobody had stumbled upon the point accidentally, and thus was only a danger to the foolish who considered it like other techniques. William planned to stop if he felt any discomfort at all, since he didn’t want to risk his life for this technique, but he also thought it would be a good method to try. 

William lowered his thoughts into his Spiritual Sea, observing the ki that had gathered in the center. Over some time of observation, he had noticed that ki seemed to be birthed from the entire area, out of the space itself. The energy must have come from somewhere, but William wasn’t sure where that was. However, after it was birthed, the energy moved, as if being pulled by a gravitational force, toward the center, adding itself in tiny wisps to the marble he had. If he concentrated, he could generate the energy much faster.

Rotational Soul Pressure was, in fact, simple to practice. All it required was to take the energy and grind it against the outer limits of the center space. This had a gradual effect of expanding its size. William thought of it as something like digging out dirt from a big sphere underground, except the dirt disappeared instead of just falling to the floor. The first time he had entered his Spiritual Sea, William had encountered a barrier, the boundary he now knew denoted the limits where energy would seep out of the space around it. Above that… there wasn’t really anything. Just empty space, or maybe lack of space altogether. The ki would dissipate with the conversion of non-space into space that was useful for gathering ki. Then, with the increase in area, ki would gather slightly faster, and the process would repeat, though it took more ki to expand the area as well.

William practiced the technique, and felt his gradual progress. However, he wasn’t certain how much progress he was making. The useful space expanded, but he had no sense of scale in this place. His own thoughts about his body size would change his perspective, and he couldn’t remember what sort of perspective he had begun with. However, William could tell there was progress. As time went on, he would track it more carefully, so that he could more accurately judge his progress. As it was now, he could at least tell it wasn’t a terrifyingly large growth rate, but it wasn’t negligible either. For now, he would have to be content with that.
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                After a month, William returned to the library one morning. He approached cautiously, unsure if there would be anyone else there, or if someone other than Elder Shaozu would be in attendance. His fears were fortunately unfounded, as he found Elder Shaozu sitting behind the desk in a quiet library. He appeared as if he were napping, but when William approached the desk, his eyes opened. He looked down at the scroll in William’s hand. “Mastered energy control already, have we?”

William shook his head. “No, but I’ve memorized all of the practice methods. I don’t need the scroll for anything else now. Besides, if I really need it, I suspect I can come here and look at it.” William paused to consider. “What would you recommend next?”

Elder Shaozu shrugged, lazily. “Beyond energy control, I have nothing that can be recommended in general. Different people have different needs. However, since you’re the only person who has asked… Perception techniques aren’t a bad place to look. That section over there.”

William returned the scroll to its proper location, then headed towards the section with perception techniques. There was actually quite a wide selection. There were techniques for enhancing all of the senses, both individually and as a whole. As William was reading through various items to see what they did, he again experienced words jumping off the pages into his eyes… his brain. He found himself with a smattering of shallow knowledge about various perception techniques. He wasn’t sure what to do about this phenomenon. Theoretically, it would help his studying speed if he actually picked one of those techniques, but as it was he just ended up somewhat confused by all the bits and pieces of information. William did notice one thing, however. The phenomenon only appeared for specific, active abilities. It didn’t appear for The Basics of Energy Control, perhaps because it was just a description of practice methods. Likewise, it didn’t appear for the few “passive” perception skills, but only those that required ki to activate. Perhaps this was the difference.

Finally, William settles on a passive perception technique. It wouldn’t let him see or hear long distances, but it was the kind of thing he felt was useful. It was a ki sensing method. Basically, it would allow him to sense the locations, and relative strengths, of ki users, Martial artists, warriors, whatever they were called, anyone who had ki would qualify. Perhaps even knights who subconsciously gathered small amounts of ki. It was a passive technique through the virtue of sensing the energy that emanated out from people. Others wouldn’t be able to sense William using it, since he wouldn’t be reaching out with any energy. The drawback, of course, was that the sensing range was much more limited, and would be less effective against those who tried to hide the ki emanations they produced. However, William couldn’t afford to let anyone know he was learning ki techniques, so a passive method was more appropriate. As for how useful it would be, William couldn’t tell until he practiced it, and then needed it.

William took the scroll, simply titled “Soul Perception”, up to the desk. There were actually two techniques with that name, and a few others with similar names. Many techniques referenced the soul, but William wasn’t sure how many of them were actually related to it. “I think this one might be suited for me.”

Elder Shaozu looked at him, nodded, and wrote down something in the ledger. “This will be due back in a month. If you have not finished studying it at that point, you can return to request an extension, which will be granted if no one else has requested it.” He made no mention of a due date for the cultivation technique William still had.

-----

William found that Soul Perception had many similarities to sensing, or attempting to sense, mana. It was somewhat of a reaching outside of oneself, feeling for energy. Of course, there was a major difference between them. William could actually accomplish this technique. At first, he only sensed himself. That wasn’t particularly useful, nor did it let him know if he had actually succeeded, because he could sense his own energy if he thought about it at all. Eventually, he got vague senses of something around him, but it wasn’t even so specific to have a direction. However, since there would be ki users all throughout the compound he lived in, it made sense. Perhaps he was vaguely sensing everything, but nothing was close enough at his level of practice. However, when Big Sister showed up in the training area, William could sense her. She hadn’t possessed any talent for training ki, but she had still started. William felt her as a tiny spark, drifting through the air. He only really sensed her when she was passing within a few feet of him, unless he was concentrating. However, it allowed him to verify that he was, at least, having some success.

-----

Time seemed to pass quickly for William, but as another month drew to a close, William had attained a decent amount of proficiency. If he concentrated in sensing just one direction, he could detect someone at his sister’s level at twenty feet, but most at a further distance. William had begun to recognize a few different people, as everyone was slightly different, though it was not always immediately apparent. One of those people was Yu Chao.

Though Yu Chao certainly didn’t seem to have any memory of the incident, he also didn’t suddenly cease his hostility toward William and Big Sister. Fortunately, he also wasn’t in any condition to spend time tormenting people for a few weeks. After that, he would occasionally still taunt William, or more specifically Big Sister who was near his age of twelve. However, physical confrontations were avoided. Some of that was just avoiding him altogether, since William could avoid hallways where he would be, but that wasn’t always the case. Sometimes, they still encountered each other.
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                William had learned many things in his second and third life. How magic works, how to fight with a staff, and somewhat how to interact with people. Many of these were learned through failure. In his third life, he had learned how to use ki, and obtained personal experience that not all families were good. One thing he was becoming more clear on the longer he lived was that there were certain confrontations that couldn’t, or at least shouldn’t be backed down from. This was the choice that he made upon noticing Yu Chao waiting for them outside of their rooms one day. Yu Chao couldn’t have been around for any other reason than them. Their rooms were out of the way, so there wasn’t any other reason for him to be nearby. “I’ll handle this, Big Sister,” William said as they walked around the corner, into Yu Chao’s sight.

Yu Chao strolled toward them, trying to act as if he had just been walking by, but it took him a few moments to start moving. “Yu Li. I see you’ve been attempting to train again. I hope you know you’ll never amount to anything with your talent. Actually-” Yu Chao stopped approaching, because William was standing directly in front of him. “Move out of my way, brat.”

“You’re not allowed to talk to my sister like that,” William stated, glaring at Yu Chao’s much taller form, “In fact, you’re not allowed to talk to her at all. She doesn’t talk with trash.”

William’s provocative words garnered the exact reaction he expected from a young bully. It was really too easy. A punch came straight toward his head. William could easily dodge it, of course. He had plenty of time. However, he didn’t. Instead, it hit him directly in the face, with a loud thud. Truth be told, William wasn’t any good at fighting with his fists. He’d been in a couple fistfights in his previous life, and learned how to throw a proper punch training with the knights, and that was it. Thus, William didn’t think he could keep proper footing if he dodged. So he didn’t.

The fist impacted his face with a thump. That was it. There was no further reaction. William didn’t move. On the inside, he had wanted to dodge, even though he knew… that he could stop the attack with a layer of protective ki. William wouldn’t have been so confident if Yu Chao had attacked with ki as well, but just a normal punch from a twelve year old child didn’t have the strength to defeat William’s ki. Then, William threw a punch. He at least knew how to throw a proper right straight, unlike his improvised uppercut in the previous encounter. In addition, William used significantly less ki in his attack this time. Less ki, but Yu Chao still folded over like a chair… or bent like a bow, since folding chairs didn’t really exist in William’s current world.

William had now learned to sense ki. He could easily recognize Elder Shaozu and Big Sister. William had sensed various levels of strength from people he met around the Yu household. He even recognized Yu Chao from a distance… but not from too far away. This was because Yu Chao was weak. There was a reason he was at the bottom of the barrel of those who used ki. His talent wasn’t any better than Big Sister. It was just that Big Sister felt pressure to not practice, since she wasn’t good and was female, while Yu Chao got the opposite. This wasn’t all bad for Big Sister, since it really would have been a waste of her time. It was also a waste of time for Yu Chao.

William rolled over Yu Chao’s groaning body with his foot, then leaned down to talk in his ear. “Just because you don’t have talent doesn’t mean nobody else does, even if it doesn’t look like they do. For your sake, I hope nobody finds out you lost to a six year old.” Then, William dragged Yu Chao around the corner out of the siblings’ hallway. “We don’t need to look at this kind of guy, Big Sister.” William grinned. Big Sister just shook her head and faintly smiled.

William couldn’t say that what he did was entirely fair. For one thing, William was over a century old, and not six. Even if you counted the time he had been training in ki… although he had been doing a terrible job in his second life, he still managed to train somewhat over twenty years. Somehow, that had transferred over to this life. Perhaps ki was attached to the soul? In fact, William had started with a greater collection of ki than Yu Chao had now. Now that he could control it decently, he had an unfair advantage in training time, even if some of his previous training had been less effective than even a halfhearted attempt.

Hopefully, Yu Chao would keep quiet and not cause trouble for a while. William didn’t think his troubles would be over, however. As he grew older, his presence in the family would become more obvious, and people would start noticing him. Likewise, Big Sister was already older, so she would have her own troubles to deal with. Still, the family wasn’t completely full of terrible people. Elder Shaozu was quite helpful, and William had his eyes on a few others who would by sympathetic. In addition, there were some others among the younger generation that could use their own allies. It would, however, be hard to convince them that William and Big Sister were helpful, without showing all of their cards. William might do well, since he would appear like a genius, but that could also backfire, since he was currently ostracised. Big Sister would have no real way to explain how she learned magic, however, so her abilities being found out would have very unpredictable, but almost certainly negative, results.
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                William found it rather refreshing teaching magic to Big Sister Li. She asked questions that were almost as good, sometimes better, than the top level students he had previously had. Part of what was refreshing was that she had very little preconceived ideas about magic. Certainly, she had read stories about wizards, but that didn’t mean she knew anything about how magic actually worked. At best, she had only had a vague notion that wizards chanted things. She wasn’t raised in a society where it was relatively common knowledge that there were specific chants for spells, which made William glad since that wasn’t correct anyway. However, she did still ask, “Why do wizards need to chant at all?”

That was one thing William had trouble directly explaining without the ability to sense or control mana. However, he still had a good explanation for it. “The consistent, high-frequency vibrations excite the mana into a form that’s easily moldable by a wizard’s will.” The consistency was a key point, which is why just being in a noisy area didn’t allow a wizard to control mana in the same way. It was theoretically possible to control pure mana without chanting, but being “pure mana” didn’t make it better in any way. It was more like “mana without any properties”. In large enough concentrations, it could harm people, but as William had experienced in his previous world, it required a large amount of effort to gather that much mana, not something a single wizard could do at all, or even a group of wizards in a short time. Instead, it had required a large formation, which only had a coincidental side effect of causing harm.

William was explaining how magic worked through the lens of it being how the world worked. There were occasionally questions about how he knew how certain things worked. Sometimes, he had answers, and sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes, she showed some interesting insight. “When you create a fireball, you concentrate the oxygen- that’s the part of the air we breathe, to the location you want, and use it as catalyst for burning.”

“Does that mean I’m at risk of suffocating myself if I use a fireball?”

“Only in small, enclosed areas. I wouldn’t recommend using fire in caves. Outdoors, the air will mix with the air nearby very quickly, so there won’t be much in the way of side effects.”

-----

In a battle against a martial artist, a wizard had very little time to use magic. This made it much harder to use most of the methods used against other wizard, or groups of enemies. For wizards who had to use an entire, long, formulaic chant, it made it impossible to fight. However, even if a wizard was not as amazing at controlling mana as Lila was, it was still possible for them to cast minor spells in the time of a single word.

Minor spells, of course, just referring to those that used very little mana. The most important thing was how the magic was used. For example, it took relatively little energy to make a small bit of light. This was not terrible if one needed a candle… or if one needed to blind an enemy, creating a bright flash immediately in front of their face could do nicely. This did, however, require more precision and aim to do with just a very small amount of mana. The blinding effect would also only be very brief. However, small moments could be used to the wizard’s advantage, or prepare for a slightly bigger spell.

Among the other things that William and Big Sister Li discussed, there were some that were more apparently useful, and some that didn’t seem like much at first. For example, creating water and shooting it up someone’s nose. Seemingly juvenile, not particularly dangerous… and yet, quite disrupting. The problems were still aiming. It wouldn’t be too hard if the opponent were standing still… say a chanting wizard, but anyone moving would be extremely hard to affect. The flash of light would work because as long as the initial timing were right, the effect would be basically instantaneous. Water, however, would take time to move. It couldn’t be created inside the nose, at least not for the amount of mana that could be gathered in a few instants. Still, it wasn’t a bad thing to think about. One further option was to slightly shift the ground beneath the opponent, throwing off their balance. Another way this could occur would be to create some force to push against them, possibly on the back of their leg. Both methods would probably not do much unless the opponent was already in a precarious position, and still had the problems of timing and precision. However, timing and precision were things that could be practiced. Properly applied, small things could turn the tide of a battle, at least against a single person. The more people, the less “small” the total effect would have to be. Creating flashes of light in front of the eyes of two different people, or one flash large enough to affect both, would be much more than twice as hard.

In addition to such magical training, William also encouraged Big Sister Li to exercise her body. The physical limits of humans here weren’t the same as on Earth, though there was still only so much she could do at her current age. Still, adding together various advantageous factors could only help. As for ki… she could do very little. William taught her Rotational Soul Pressure, which was probably against some kind of rule, but he didn’t particularly care. However, she quickly reached her limit, and could no longer practice it. Still, it slightly expanded her capacity of ki, and that would let her do a few small things. She could move faster for a few moments, block an attack or at least deflect it, or perhaps something else. She was quite clever, so William thought she could come up with some way to use small amounts of ki, similar to using small amounts of mana. The only difference was ki had to originate from the body, which limited it. William also trained her to fight with a staff, but he really needed to learn more about that himself to stand up to trained martial artists. For that, a teacher would be best. William had someone in mind.
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                In Liaoyang, there were many good fighting styles available for swords and spears. However, staves were unpopular, because they weren’t particularly suited for killing. Thus, it was more difficult for William to find anything worthwhile to train in regarding staves. Strictly speaking, William didn’t have to use a staff, but he’d grown attached to it. Since he didn’t have to keep up appearances, and he couldn’t use magic, there wasn’t a particular need to use a staff. Except, there was a particular staff William was interested in using.

Chris was still in this world, or he should be. William would be extremely surprised if anything had managed to harm him, and another hundred or so years shouldn’t have affected him in any way. Chris was still a powerful magic weapon, even if he wasn’t being used to enhance magic. There was the slight problem that William didn’t know where Chris was, but he was confident he could find him. It would be very hard for anyone to contain Chris against his will, and William couldn’t imagine that anyone went to such effort. At least, he imagined they would eventually give up when they realized he was inexhaustible. Chris should, at the very least, still be in Ostana, perhaps even still in the capital of Canta, since he had been there for a very long time before William had been there, and there was little reason for him to leave afterwards. However, even if William couldn’t find him… using a staff still reminded him of those times, and he didn’t want to forget that.

The technique library had a wide variety of fighting styles available, even some for staves, but William knew that learning from a book wasn’t as good as learning from someone who actually knew what they were doing. There were instructors, of course. The Yu family had some members or attendants who performed such jobs. However, for several reasons, William couldn’t just go ask them to train him. Generally, they taught students in large classes, starting at the age of ten. Before that, they might get some private instructions, but formal training for the family started then. Generally, a child’s body wouldn’t be ready for much training before then, so it also did little good to attempt to train sword or spear techniques, since such required a significant amount of physical effort. Finally, William’s position in the family wasn’t such that he could request special training, and any such attempt would be unwise.

Except, there was a possibility. William hadn’t joined in any training, but he had watched through the windows, and had seen the various instructors over the years. Some of them were better than others, but what William cared about more was the personality of the instructors. Some were lazy, assigning the students some drills and otherwise doing little. Some were more involved, personally helping some students with their forms. Similarly, some only paid personal attention to those who were in better standing with the family. William was least interested in interacting with the last kind. 

One instructor reminded William of Professor Farman. They looked nothing alike, of course. Professor Farman was an old, thin, wisp of a man, while Yu Xiao, one of William’s distant uncles or some such, was a large, well-muscled man. No, it wasn’t their appearance that made William think them similar. Instead, it was their attitude. Yu Xiao was strict to those who were lazy or refused to practice. This included, not just during his training sessions, but also their own time. If they didn’t make improvements over time, or at least not as much as he thought they should have, he trained them more harshly. This included those who were in better standing, and those who weren’t. However, his strictness never displayed itself in a way William found particularly unpleasant, though he was sure that some of the students felt otherwise. Because of this, William found a time he could talk to Yu Xiao without any others around.

“Greetings, Senior Yu Xiao, this one is named Yu Hui’Lam.” At that, William paused for a moment, however he was pleased to see that there wasn’t any look of disdain such as many gave when they realized his status, or his age. William still found it somewhat odd to speak formally to someone in his thirties, younger than William had been six years before… at least, as far as his consciousness went. However, formality was culturally important, and some people deserved the respect it gave them, even if they were technically younger than him. “I wonder if I could turn your ear for a few moments of time?” After receiving a nod, William continued. “I have observed that very few train in staff techniques. This one is interested in using a staff in the future. Senior is very knowledgeable, does Senior know any outside of the family who train in the staff and might be willing to instruct this one in the future?” This was different from a request to the family for training. He tried to show that he was interested in securing the instruction for himself. It also somewhat indicated that he wasn’t interested in anyone connected to the family, which William thought Yu Xiao would understand given William’s position in the family, or lack thereof. 

After a few moments, Yu Xiao finally opened his mouth to speak. His voice was deep, and booming, and his words direct. “There is a reason that nobody practices the staff. They aren’t as good of a weapon as others.” Yu Xiao made a *hmph* noise after that. “That, however, is only speaking from a standpoint of purely martial arts technique. Once ki is involved, it much more depends on the user and the technique, and a sharp edge or point becomes less necessary. However, because of that… it is perhaps worse to go to a mediocre teacher. It is good to search for a potential master early…” At this point, Yu Xiao paused. His eyes narrowed as he looked at William, and there was a brief feeling of something that passed over William. Then, Yu Xiao’s expression returned to how it had been. “Regardless, I only know of one person who might both be skilled enough, and willing to train you… in the future.” Yu Xiao gave William a name, and a location in the city.

“Thank you Senior. I will certainly seek him out.” William was glad Yu Xiao had acted as straightforwardly as he had expected. However, William had a goal to fulfill. A goal of strength… not for himself, but for a purpose. The Demon King could return at any time. William would need to be able to take care of himself, and he also planned to see if he could find any who would be sympathetic to his warnings. Ostana was his goal for now, though he would try to see if he could find any in Liaoyang as well. He couldn’t count on the descendants of his former contacts being alive, or willing to listen to him, or even in a place he could contact, but he would attempt something in that area as well. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to meet them in person, because he wouldn’t be extremely convincing as a six year old child. Though, William knew that was one thing that time would absolutely help with, if he had enough time, anyway.
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                William didn’t spend absolutely all of his time on family grounds. However, there also wasn’t much to do around the city. At least, not without money. Although the Yu family was wealthy, none of that was given to William and his sister. Their basic necessities of clothes, food, and shelter were provided for, but they weren’t given any money for spending themselves. Thus, there was little point in going to the market to see what was being sold, and the same was true of other places, such as restaurants or other leisure stores.

William was of the understanding that the person he was looking for moved around frequently. All he was given was a name, Dong Xin, and a section of city to look in. William knew he couldn’t afford to be picky, but the looks people had given him after he asked about Dong Xin didn’t make him very confident. The looks said that William was crazy to look for this person. Perhaps some of the looks were people concerned that a small child was wandering around on his own, though. Regardless, William found himself moving around in a particular section of town, so he thought he was getting closed. He stopped to ask a small man by the side of the road that William would have most politely described as a vagabond. He even had what William would generally call a “hobo bag”, but was more properly called a bindle, hung over his shoulder. “Greetings, sir. Might you know the location of Dong Xin?”

The small man looked down on William, but not that far down. William was only a little more than three feet tall, but this man seemed to be less than five feet. “That fool? What for?”

William saw no reason not to be straightforward. “I heard he was a master of staff forms and techniques, and I wished to learn from him.”

The small man shook his head. “You’re out of luck. Dong Xin makes enough poor decisions that he’ll have gotten himself dead, one way or another, by the time that you are old enough to train.”

It seemed this man shared the exceedingly high opinions of Dong Xin that everyone else seemed to. “That may be so, but it may also not be so. I would still wish to meet him.”

“You should come back in four or six years. If he’s still alive, he might be willing to talk to you then. Until then, there’s no point.”

“It will not do me much good to wait, when I can begin now. Besides, I am more ready for training than it might look like.”

“Oh yeah?” The short man looked over William. “You look pretty skinny, and short. If I’m not mistaken you’re still six or so, but either way...” The man trailed off for a moment. Then, William felt a strange feeling. It was similar to the feeling he’d gotten in front of Yu Xiao. Feeling it again made him feel like he was being thoroughly scrutinized, yet the man was barely looking at him. Then, the man spoke, “You can train ki already? How old are you, really?” The man bent down, slightly, and put his face right in front of William’s.

William could sense ki coming from the short man, but only for a very brief moment while he was observing William. “I was born six years ago, in the spring.” It wouldn’t have been a lie, to say he was six years old, but it also wouldn’t have exactly the truth.

“Are you sure you’re not just really, really short?” the short man said.

William shook his head. “I’m not.” He looked over the short man. Especially at the bindle he still had over his shoulder. “You use that as your staff?”

“Oh, what makes you say something like that? This just holds up my bag.” The small man raised an eyebrow at William.

“Even here in Liaoyang, average vagabonds don’t have the ability to use ki. In addition, the staff is just the right length, and very well maintained.” William almost said ‘especially in comparison to the rest of your appearance’, but he didn’t.

“Yeah?” Dong Xin stood up straighter. He was still short, but he gave off a different appearance. More dangerous. “Why learn the staff?”

“I have a great affinity for it… though not necessarily great talent.”

“Oh? You have an affinity for staves, eh? You figured that out at just six years old?” Dong Xin shook his head. “It takes longer than that to really know.”

William smiled slightly. He definitely agreed with that. “Although I was born but six years old, I feel as if I have spent an entire lifetime with this desire.”

Dong Xin frowned. “You sound as if you really believe that.” He bent back down and looked directly into William’s eyes. “You’re a weird kid. What’s your name, kid?”

“This one is Yu Hui’lam,” William stated.

Dong Xin shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right. Are you sure that’s your name?”

William paused and thought about it for a few moments. It was technically his name. However, he felt no attachment to the Yu family, except for his sister. “My name is… William Stevenson.”

“Like the archmage?” Dong Xin put on a funny smile. “My teacher’s teacher’s teacher saw the real one, once. Terrible at staffwork. Well, a bit better than one would expect from Ostana though.” He looked William in the eyes. “I guess I could teach you. Whatcha payin’?”

William was glad Yu Xiao had prepared him for this. William didn’t have any money. However, Dong Xin didn’t really want money either. Apparently, what he really liked were stories. “You’ve heard of the archmage William… how would you like to hear a collection of firsthand tales? I promise you will hear nothing more accurate.”

“Accurate?” Dong Xin spit, off to the side. “Stories aren’t accurate from the first moment they are told. Let alone over a hundred years later.” He paused for a moment. “However, if the stories are interesting and unique, that’s a whole lot better than accurate.”

William clapped his hands together. “Excellent. I can promise they’ll give you a new perspective. Have you heard of Archmage William’s hexagonal crystal staff?” Dong Xin nodded, and rolled his eyes as if it were something everyone had heard of. William grinned. “Did you know… it actually had a name?” Dong Xin pretended to look disinterested, but William could tell he was listening carefully as William started his story.
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                William had to pull out all of his storytelling skills to make things interesting. It’s not that there weren’t interesting things that had happened to him, but he was the kind that was more likely to tell a story as straight up facts. Like, “one time I went to hunt a dragon, but it was dead when I got there.” Though, in this case, he also had to avoid saying “I”. Fortunately, his stories were at least good enough, or unique enough, that Dong Xin enjoyed them.

Dong Xin was a good teacher. That made William lucky to have talked to Yu Xiao, and thus find him. Beyond the level of being a good teacher, William couldn’t tell how strong he actually was. He didn’t just radiate all of his strength all over the place, and though William couldn’t match him in staffwork, it wasn’t because Dong Xin was using more ki, he was just better. William was glad to finally have a real teacher, but it was somewhat problematic because it was hard to unlearn some of the things he was doing wrong. However, he had time.

Although William couldn’t tell exactly how strong Dong Xin was, at least in terms of ki, he developed a better sense of how strong others were. Density and quantity of the ki someone had was a large determining factor. For a quick but unreliable method of judging strength, you could judge someone on breakthroughs. In most cultivation techniques, after reaching a certain point, there would be barriers that people had to forcefully breakthrough, after which came a significant increase in strength. There were twelve minor breakthroughs before a major one, which was harder to overcome but gave proportionately more strength. However, although people might like to think of these as levels of some kind, they weren’t equivalent. Different cultivation techniques were weaker or stronger at different levels. It was only useful to vaguely judge the level of an opponent. From what William had learned, though there was the potential to become extremely powerful, most people did not become much stronger than most knights. Ki did offer an advantage in that techniques used with it could be used in different ways, but in this world the body could be trained, if not indefinitely, at least to very high levels. People could train both ki and their body directly, but there were restrictions on time. Someone might be able to train their muscles slightly faster, or gather ki faster, but these alone weren’t enough to give them amazing advantaged. Instead, real geniuses were just that, geniuses. They were those who learned faster, and used what they learned better. 

William was interested in starting another ki cultivation method, perhaps an elemental one where he would convert his ki into fire or ice. However, he hadn’t reached the limits of what he was currently using. In addition, it might be better to pick one without an attribute. He would still be able to use fire techniques without a fire cultivation method, but they would just be weaker. However, a fire method would be almost incapable of ice techniques. It was also possible that he had a natural elemental affinity that he should try to complement, but he didn’t know any way to figure that out, if it was even a real possibility, and not just something from stories.

That was something that annoyed William about where he was. There were things that “everyone knew”, but he didn’t know how they knew it. It wasn’t verified, instead they were just from stories. Many of the stories were probably accurate, at least on most points, but that meant many weren’t. It was very easy to accidentally propagate incorrect information from one source to another, until it was the “truth”. Nobody wanted to share concrete information, so there was very little in the way of scholarly work that William could find. He could find information on how to make fire ki, but was that the best way? Certainly, it would have been tried and tested, but that didn’t mean the method that worked best for the creator was better, but just better for them. William thought about this, and it made him think about Ostana, and the wizard’s guild. They had similar problems with secret information, but at least they made scholarly efforts. Here, William found little such information. However… that didn’t mean it didn’t exist. Perhaps he would find some who had looked into elemental affinities, cultivation techniques, and perhaps even had a good definition for a soul. Though William agreed that it sounded interesting, throwing soul on everything wasn’t a good idea.

These were the things William thought about as he trained with Dong Xin, and polished his staff techniques. Really, though, instead of polishing them, it would be more fair to say he got new staff techniques and polished those, since his old ones weren’t worth polishing. He didn’t learn any new ways to use ki, and still couldn’t shoot fire from his hands or lightning from his eyes, but William felt much more confident now. He was also made to practice without a staff, “because you won’t always have a staff, kid.” William definitely understood that point. William was starting to grow nervous about the future, however. At some point, people would have to realize that he was already training in ki. For that time, William was attempting to make some friends in the Yu family. These ended up being others who had little chance to gain favor, but they really ended up more like allies than friends. They would help each other, but they wouldn’t necessarily care about each other. William also worked on developing his relationships with Yu Xiao and Elder Shaozu. Meanwhile, he helped teach Big Sister, not so much about magic, but just more about the world in general, since she could then understand better what she could do with magic. Big Sister Li also developed relationships of her own, making friends, or at least doing her best to have less enemies. In this manner, two years passed, and William was eight years old.
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                Every day, William practiced Rotational Soul Pressure, his cultivation technique. It was supposed to be a temporary technique, something like increasing foundations, and William was expecting to reach his limits at any time and move on to something else. He had been expecting this for two years, but he didn’t feel like he was getting closer to the limit. Not that he wasn’t making progress. It may not have been the most rapid growth available, but it was still consistently growing. In fact, it was improving increasingly quickly. It wasn’t anything shocking, on the level of exponential growth, but perhaps closer to compound interest accruing on a bank account with regular deposits. William used such metaphor to himself, because he was having trouble exactly quantifying it. 

William would have liked to believed that he was able to conceal the fact that he could use ki, but it was quite frankly untrue. No matter how little he interacted with those of the family, there were at least a few gatherings every year that everyone attended. Therefore, some people must have noticed. Presumably, they didn’t bring it up because it might, in fact, make him look good. Since he seemed weak, they could ignore him for a while, then perhaps later bring up the fact that he had developed ki abilities years ago but was making no progress at all, which of course would make him rather mundane. That was William’s guess, anyway. He thought he appeared to not be particularly growing stronger- even Master Dong Xin said he found it hard to discern William’s growth without actually seeing what he could do. This was because William hadn’t made any breakthroughs. William had practiced his Soul Perception technique, as well as reading the basics on others. He knew that determining breakthroughs, and thus a general level of power, was possible through such techniques. He wasn’t exactly sure why, but they showed up in the ki emanations, something like rings on a tree showing their growth, if William were to try to visualize it. Since he didn’t have breakthroughs, only more in-depth investigations of him would actually show William’s strength.

Without fighting anyone, William only had a vague estimation of his strength. If one counted each breakthrough as a discernible level, terminology which was technically correct but much to gamelike for William, he could at least place himself above those who had 2-3 minor breakthroughs, at the 3rd or 4th level. William found it hard to think of an equivalent level of power in terms of magic. It wasn’t so easy to measure magical strength. Certainly, one could count the level at which one could destroy a training dummy, or some larger object, as specific levels of power. However, these were even more vague than the ki system, which at least judged approximate quantity of power. With magic, a wizard’s strength was affected by the amount of mana in the air, as well as the talent in controlling mana, which included the practice that had been put forth to that effort. In short, a wizard’s power fluctuated depending on external factors, while a knight or martial artist had less dependence on anything outside themselves. William wasn’t exactly sure how to quantify it, but he thought he could coat himself in a protective layer of ki and stop fireballs from an equivalently aged Lila. Not that he would have wanted to try that. As an upper bound, William was definitely much below any of the adults he had seen, who were mostly after their second or third major breakthroughs, which occurred at the 24th and 36th levels. Unlike in a game, though, although it got more difficult to progress the further one went, the increase in power wasn’t proportionately higher. Otherwise, they would have been truly terrifying. As it was, he wasn’t confident that anyone he had seen could defeat a dragon on their own. It was possible that there were a few who could, perhaps some of the elders. However, William wasn’t sure how much of an effect age had on martial abilities. Certainly, they seemed to maintain their health longer, but ki abilities needed to be supported by a body that was fairly strong. In short, William had all sorts of theories about how strong he was and how strong other people were, but he didn’t really know. Except that he would rather get in a fight with any one or two of them than Lila at the peak of her power. Of course, that might just have been his personal bias being involved.

Considering his own case, William developed another worry. William had already had some ki when he’d first learned to really sense it. This implied, to him, that some amount of his spiritual sea had persisted through reincarnation. While this was rather useful, it was also very worrying. Although he wasn’t literally constantly thinking about it, William still frequently thought about the Demon King. Demons had strong bodies, and could all use magic. He had no reason to think they couldn’t cultivate ki. Based on some offhanded comments by the demoness he had met, he felt that the Demon King might not be exceptionally talented, either in magic or in potential ki training. However, since the effects of magical practice would most certainly transfer over through a reincarnation, and ki training at least partially did, William could start building a terrifying picture of the Demon King in his mind. This just meant his eventual goal to defeat him, no, obliterate his soul, would be much harder. William wondered if anyone in Ostana had gained any insights into Shattering the Soul over the generations, if it hadn’t been lost somehow. Though, with his strong suspicion that it was a ki technique, he didn’t think they could do much. William hoped that the Cyril family still existed and had it. The latest information he had was old stories that indicated they were in decline from oppression by the Lockridge family, but they had at least lasted a few generations. After that, they hadn’t appeared in any information that came to Liaoyang, or at least not to William. William thought over his plans for the future. In a few years, he wanted to leave Liaoyang and travel, hopefully arriving in Ostana and finding the descendants of some of his friends. If not, however, he wanted to find any others with the determination to fight the Demon King. It had been long enough since the last appearance that he was beginning to appear like he was just a story that was told, instead of a real, recurring threat. However, William wasn’t the only one making plans.
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                While William might have had the advantage of three lifetimes, Big Sister Li was still better at the social side of things than him. William, at best, found those who were already basically on his side and joined up with them. Big Sister could actually convince people who were more on the fence. As for what the sides were… in this case, the context was the Yu family, and the sides could be somewhat complicated. However, the particular conflict that William cared about involved those less and more in favor. William’s mother had been a less favored wife of his father, which put William pretty low on the ladder. Why did it matter? That was a question William kept asking, but he doubted anyone knew or cared. Instead, those at the top of the family, including his father, were vying for powerful positions… just so that they could have them, he supposed. He thought it might be better to work together toward a larger mutual gain in power, if anything, but William hadn’t ever been the kind of person who felt a need to be on top. Becoming Archmage was just because nobody else was qualified, and he needed to get things done. On the other hand, William could see the appeal of a higher position in that it helped expedite actually getting things done, instead of having to deal with arguments among many people on the same level of authority. Not that what was done by those in authority was always good, but things happened.

In short, William mostly stood around confused, while his sister made allies and got things done. Which was good, because good allies provided important information for her. There were talks among the higher echelons of potential political marriages, though he supposed all marriages were political in some way or another, and Big Sister Li’s name was among the possibilities. She was currently too young to get married, but an engagement could be set. Although it was somewhat expected and normal that she would have her marriage partner chosen for her, that didn’t mean she liked the idea. Meanwhile, William was concerned because, besides just her personal feelings, it would also upset his plans for the future where they travelled the world, looking for allies to help prepare against the Demon King. Not that he had her fully on board with that plan yet.

While it was still just in the “talking” phase, both William and Big Sister agreed that she was one of the most likely candidates for any political marriage, since she didn’t appear to have much value to the family otherwise. William knew she was perfectly capable of handling finances or business or any other task she was assigned, but sadly that seemed to not even be considered. Not that William was considering the benefits toward the family either, since he planned to leave. Currently, he was working on securing finances, and also waiting for both Big Sister and himself to grow older. Though William was mentally ready for everything, sometimes it was just better to have an adult sized body. It would help in many ways, since people would take them more seriously and they would look less like vulnerable traveling targets.

It was certainly possible to convince a few people to not set any engagement, or at least delay it significantly, but that would only go so far. The best way was to show some kind of value, though not too much, because then Big Sister would be a candidate for a more important marriage. Since she didn’t have any martial talent, that wasn’t an option. Showing off her magical abilities could have a wide variety of reactions. It might elevate her position, or cause people to reject her entirely. It might also bring up the question of where she learned it, but William had actually been preparing on that front. He was creating a “basics of magic” guide, written in the language of Liaoyang. It would look obviously new, but that could be explained away somewhat by it being a recent copy. Perhaps she managed to get it cheap in the market from someone who didn’t know what kind of value it had. William just wasn’t quite done with that yet. William could also try to show off his potential, giving her value by her proximity to him, but William wasn’t sure if he actually was that worthwhile. He had more ki than other children, even those four or more years older, but that wasn’t the end of everything. He’d only been able to watch their physical and weapon exercises, but hadn’t ever observed ki training of anyone else. Master Dong Xin wasn’t helpful in letting him know how he compared to others of his age, instead only comparing William to how William was in the past. This was good for his general confidence in his progress, but bad for his idea of relative power. Other than either of those options, William had little idea what to do. Fortunately, an opportunity presented itself in a way William did not expect.

-----

There was a family tournament every year, and apparently eight years old was the arbitrary cutoff age for being able to watch it. This gave him an opportunity to watch those in the younger generation in combat. It was actually a series of tournaments based on age range rather than a single tournament, but it was one big event. The first category to compete was the fourteen and under range. Everyone participated and wanted to win, so William should be able to see some good fights. 

The first fight was between someone about twelve, and someone who had just recently learned to use ki. It wasn’t particularly an instructive fight. The second was between two who were more evenly matched, though it was somewhat surprising that one of them was a girl. The fight started off with an exchange of weapon blows, the boy using a heavier sword and the girl using a lighter one. Both were wooden weapons, since this wasn’t a fight to the death or anything. Still, they could break bones, especially if ki was involved. The skill levels of the two were similar enough that neither of them gained an advantage. Then they moved on to ki abilities. The boy shot a spray of fire from his hand, and the girl blew it away with a gust of wind. It wasn’t any more impressive than just a spray and a gust. William had seen better in his first magic tournament… but on the other hand, the two here had been involved in melee combat at the time, where they would have been vulnerable taking the time to cast actual magic. Still, he felt the fire was a bit clumsily sprayed all over the place, and unless it had been intended as a blinding maneuver, it was wasted energy. The battle concluded shortly, with the girl taking advantage of her speed to defeat the boy, ending with her sword by his throat. The next few battles gave William some insights into various levels of fighting. Then, something unexpected happened.

“Next battle… Yu Hui’Lam versus Yu Chao.” William looked around at that announcement. Was there another Hui’Lam? He knew there wasn’t. He hadn’t entered in the tournament… but technically all of those who were trained in ki and under 14 would be entered into this category. It was just that they usually only entered those 10 or older. William sighed. Yu Chao… he wondered whether that was a coincidence. It could have been. William walked toward the stage, and the weapon racks nearby. Whether it was a coincidence or not didn’t matter. It was likely someone entered him to show him losing, but he didn’t plan to lose.
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                The weapon selection was broad and fair enough that it even included staves. There weren’t any the optimal size for William to use, which he could have taken as some further attempt to make him at a disadvantage, but quite frankly the weapon organizer probably didn’t expect anybody approximately four feet tall to use a staff, or likely even participate in the tournament at all, unless they were exceptionally short. William wasn’t exceptionally short, just a few years younger than expected. Thus, he took the shortest staff, which was slightly too big, but not too much.

After choosing his staff, William stepped into the arena, where Yu Chao waited. Unlike the arenas the wizards had, there weren’t any magical wards in place protecting people. However, intentionally killing or crippling people was against the rules, and would bear heavy consequences. Leaving the area, either intentionally or by knockout, resulted in a loss, as well as being knocked unconscious or saying “I surrender”. The arena was a similar size to the one that William had fought in as a wizard. William looked at Yu Chao, who had picked a straight sword. Not a bad weapon, but not a choice that showed any uniqueness either. Yu Chao glared at William, but didn’t say anything. Presumably because “I’ll beat you this time, kid!” would be a terribly embarrassing thing to say. However, his glare might have said something like that. Either that, or just “I know I’m better than you.”

William looked back at him. “Ready to lose again?” The crowd had various reactions to this. Some just assumed it was a general taunt. Some people thought he was referring to the fact that Yu Chao had lost many times in previous tournaments. Nobody thought that he would have actually lost to William before though. In fact, they thought it was rather funny, since Yu Chao was fourteen years old, and William was just eight. Yu Chao, though, knew the actual story of his loss. He didn’t know that William had beat him twice, though. The first time, all he remembered was passing out in the hallway somehow.

Then, the starting gong and cry of “begin!” came. Yu Chao dashed forward. He couldn’t kill William, but he could injure him significantly. If it was in the initial exchange, he might be able to get away with a bit more. At least, that was his thought process. His sword stabbed out toward William, who hadn’t moved from his starting position. However, instead of stabbing into William’s gut, his sword was deflected off to the side by the staff in William’s hand, though the staff barely even moved. He was surprised that a small child had enough strength to accomplish that. He was much bigger, so he thought he could beat William just based on his physical prowess alone. Yu Chao was correct in one sense. He was, at least, physically stronger than William- though not by as much as he suspected.

From his own perspective, deflecting the attack took more effort than William made it look like, but it wasn’t that hard to deal with such a straightforward attack. With their size differences, reach might have been a problem, but William was using a staff, and even one slightly too big, which made up for it. The next attack came, a slice, and William also parried that. He had to use ki to reach the required force, but currently he was using very little. Yu Chao kept attacking, trying to keep William on the defensive. He started adding ki onto his own sword, realizing William was a real threat. However, though his ki would make it much more dangerous if he hit William, it wasn’t all that much harder to deflect. Ki could be used in various ways, and William was using his to add more strength and solidity to his staff, as well as to push harder against the sword. Meanwhile, Yu Chao had focused more on increasing the sharpness of his attacks. This also made his sword slightly faster, but it did little to prevent William from deflecting his attacks, except where his ki cut into William’s and forced him to add some more to “repair” the damage.

Though it was true that William was deflecting all of the attacks, the sharpness of the ki, even on a wooden sword, could be quite dangerous. However, he still remained on the defensive. This was not because he couldn’t do anything else, but rather because he had no reason to do anything else yet. The staff excelled in defense. All he had to do was wait for the right opening. Like the next slash from Yu Chao, which used too much force, and caused him to take longer to recover. At least, it would have, if William’s staff hadn’t twisted around the blade, flinging it out of his hand. This left him without a weapon. However, Yu Chao also knew how to fight unarmed. He quickly decided to abandon all finesse, and attacked William with a punch infused with a large amount of ki. William suspected it was almost everything he had. 

For the first time in the match, William moved his feet. He stepped, not mostly to the side, but toward Yu Chao, and only leaned slightly to avoid the fist. His staff stabbed out like a spear, right into Yu Chao’s sternum. The move was called “Piercing the Boar”, a spear technique technically. However, this was a modified version that used the ki less in a piercing fashion. Instead, it was flattened out at the end, covering an area somewhat like a plate. This wasn’t particularly the appropriate way to do it, but the movements were the same. However, William also knew if he actually formed his ki into the proper piercing shape, it would probably kill Yu Chao, even with the small layer of defensive ki he still had. The modified version, however, just hit him like a hammer. Yu Chao went flying back. Well, perhaps flying was a bit too strong, but he found himself a full bodylength away from William, flat on his back. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t, realizing that several of his ribs were broken, and his breath was knocked out.

William waited patiently for him to get his breath back and surrender, but he didn’t. Yu Chao just glared at William, and kept trying to sit up, though it obviously caused him excruciating pain. Seeing this, William looked down at him. “Give up.”

“N-nev-er.” Yu Chao tried to sit up one more time, and almost made it, except William pressed his staff onto his chest. Just that touch caused his eyes to go wide with pain, though only for a brief moment as he passed out onto his back.

The elder overseeing the fight immediately announced, “Winner, Yu Hui’Lam.” William knew little about this elder, except that he was extremely strict with the rules. However, that suited William just fine. He had no intention to break any rules. Instead, he could be confident that the tournament would be at least mostly fair. If he hadn’t been confident in the elder, he wouldn’t have entered the ring at all.

As William left the ring, he got a lot of different looks. Many were of astonishment. Certainly, Yu Chao wasn’t the most shining example of his age category, but he was much older than William. In addition, most people didn’t even know William had been able to use ki, which made them astonished that he was in this tournament at all. There were a few who knew he could use ki, but he didn’t show any signs of having made any breakthroughs, whereas Yu Chao had at least completed the third minor one. In the distance, William saw Yu Xiao nod to himself, as if he had expected the outcome.

            

    
        Chapter 85

    
    
    
    
                William had used up some of his ki, but it wasn’t that much on the grand scale of things. Ki got “used up” in various ways. Generally, when it came into conflict with other ki or was launched as an attack, it could not be returned into the spiritual sea, as control was lost. This wasn’t a matter of skill, but rather it just went back to being a sort of free energy. William wasn’t sure if it transformed into mana, or just eventually found its way back to a spiritual sea somewhere as someone gathered ki. The first option was something he would have to test.

There were other matches going on after William’s. He took the time to recover his ki as he watched. After seeing more matches, several things became clear to William. Yu Chao had certainly been on the lower end of those his age, but he still managed to be above most of those younger than him. The girl who won the first match actually seemed to have been hiding some of her ability, as she continued to perform well. William was pretty sure she was an older half-sister he hadn’t bothered to learn the name of, not that any relation between them would be useful. It was also obvious, at least over the course of many matches, that these people didn’t have large amounts of real combat experience. It couldn’t really be blamed on them at their age, but it was nonetheless true. It also came to William’s realization, that even though he had combat experience from before, that he was really specialized in fighting wizards, magical beasts, and military battles. Plus, all of those he had relied on Chris’ ability in magic to be effective in. William started to really miss Chris, and not just because he made William more useful, but rather because they had spent so many years together. However, William had neither much experience against martial artists outside of recent training, nor Chris.

Finally, it came William’s next turn to participate in a match. William’s opponent was about twelve or thirteen, and also used a staff. However, he held it in a stance that indicated he really used spears. William now was disadvantaged in reach, since he was smaller with a similarly sized weapon. His opponent started off with a thrust toward his chest, but William realized it was just a feint. He lightly deflected it, but didn’t try to counter. Master Dong Xin had drilled into William the proper reactions, and how to recognize feints. Though, it was really just for staff against staff, he had minimal experience against other weapons. In that particular situation, though, a spear and a staff were effectively the same. Then, William’s opponent started a series of thrusting attacks and sweeps with the tip of the “spear”. Some were strong, and some were weak. William needed to use a larger amount of ki to get the speed and strength required to deflect the strong attacks. Meanwhile, if he failed to recognize the weaker ones for the feints they were, he could waste energy. Then, the battle shifted, with William starting to make attacks. He used a similar strategy, forcing his opponent to read his moves. However, William also increased the amount of ki he was using at sudden moments. His opponent started to be more and more on the defensive, until he finally failed to block a strike to his side, which cracked against his ribs. It wasn’t a serious injury, but he surrendered, looking rather haggard.

After the battle, William returned to restoring his ki, and thought about the battle. If he had both similar body strength and ki, William knew he could have won that battle on skill. However, his body strength was lower. Yet his opponent had completed three minor breakthroughs, like Yu Chao. William had exhausted his opponent, but still had at least half of his ki available. This gave him some actual experimental data. However, watching the other matches, William knew that he would have more trouble against those who didn’t rely just on physical forms and enhancing their attacks with pure ki. Although he could deal with fireballs and even lightning bolts used by wizards, there was more warning time with them. As such, he wasn’t as confident with his ability to deal with similar effects made with ki. He knew he could deflect or block them with ki, but he would use more energy than the opponent. It would be better to learn to anticipate such moves and avoid them, or at least mostly avoid them. Of course, William knew that not all combats could or would go optimally, so he wouldn’t always have a choice.

Interestingly enough, William’s next opponent used fire techniques. William had only started learning the basics of creating and controlling “elemental” ki. However, from his understanding, using fire with ki placed more emphasis on creating fire than igniting the oxygen in the air. However, William didn’t know for sure what it really did. However, ki could block any kind of energy, be it heat or kinetic energy from a weapon. In this case, William had to do both. His opponent wielded a sword, but also coated it in firey ki, which continued along the trail of the sword and toward him. This meant William had to dodge more than just the weapon itself, and do more than just block it, since the fire would continue on regardless. As the battle went on, William found that more often than not, he just had to take the hits of the fire with his defensive ki. This meant he was using up energy rapidly, and he was starting to get worried. However, his opponent still tired first. William was beginning to understand that his ki reserves were significant… at least for his age range.

Somehow, William made it through the next few rounds of combat, even though each round had slightly less time to rest in between, because there were less matches. However, this also meant his opponents had less time to rest, so he continued on. Somehow, he was in the final match. Nobody believed what was happening. His opponent was the twelve year old girl he saw in the first match. He himself was an eight year old boy. None of the fourteen year olds had even made it this far. So, the final match was to be a girl against a little boy. William thought he should really learn the name of his opponent, since she was apparently quite exceptional. “Yu Huan versus Yu Hui’Lam!” Ah, there it was.
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                William stepped out into the arena against his opponent, Yu Huan. She wielded a light sword, and used wind ki. That meant she would be fast. Applying wind ki to a weapon would allow it to have reduced air friction. Air friction wasn’t usually a major factor in the speed of an attack, but it became more significant the faster the attack was. Thus, as long as one could reach a certain level of speed, wind ki would help further increase the speed, more than other types could. William hadn’t seen her obtain that level of speed yet in the tournament… but she also hadn’t needed to.

The battle started, and Yu Huan moved forward aggressively, stabbing at William. He didn’t have time to think of a better method, so he countered by intentionally colliding his staff with her weapon as hard as he could. Her arm knocked back, but soon was swinging toward him again. William had to do his best to keep up. This was the last battle in the tournament, and it was obvious to William that she had indeed still been holding back. She had the kind of speed that needed wind ki to allow it to go even faster. William was constantly coating his staff in more ki, as each deflection and collision consumed some of it. Her attacks came quickly, but also not just from the same direction. She moved around him as she attacked, in a somewhat unpredictable manner. This required William to move, block, and deflect as fast as he could.

He was completely unable to get in a good counter or disarming move, but occasionally he would follow a deflection up by continuing his movement, and attacking with the other end of the staff. This at least forced her to back off slightly. Then, the moment came. William could feel her gathering a large amount of ki. Her attack came, and William also gathered almost everything he had to deflect the attack, everything he wasn’t using to defend his body. His attack collided, and her light sword shattered. However, it shouldn’t have. William was confused. It wasn’t a feint, but the sword had broken. He then felt a lifting sensation. Before he could react, he was out of the arena, though just barely.

William landed on his feet, then looked around to get his bearings. He was definitely out of the arena. He looked at Yu Huan’s position. She was not far inside the arena. He hadn’t realized that he had been forced to move that close to the edge. The attack with her sword hadn’t exactly been a feint, but it also wasn’t exactly not a feint. If he had let it, the sword would have reached his neck. However, its true purpose was to distract him from the fact that she was using most of the wind ki she had gathered to push him out of the arena. She looked rather tired, whereas William could have kept fighting longer. However, given the parameters of the match, she had won, which was really all that mattered. William respected her for that, and bowed.

“Winner, Yu Huan!”

There were many different reactions to the end of the tournament. Many looked surprised, and many looked unhappy. Those who were unhappy would likely also have been unhappy if William won. It was a disfavored boy, or a more favored girl, so some people would inevitably be unhappy, especially since those they wanted to win didn’t. However, many people also cheered, at least maintaining the correct bearing one should have at the end of a tournament.

However, it wasn’t too long before the next tournament, those about fourteen to twenty, started. This meant that people could stop thinking about William and Yu Huan, at least for the moment. All this meant was that William would have time to think of ways to leverage this to his advantage. Almost winning a tournament was pretty good for status, though not as good as winning. 

The large form of Yu Xiao, one of the elders in charge of training, came over towards William. He was slightly smiling, but he also looked over William closely. He frowned slightly. “No breakthroughs?”

William raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that kind of rude to ask? Well, for almost anyone else, I’d just ignore them. You can look closer if you want to.”

An interesting feeling came over William. As if something or someone were trying to look through him. Which Yu Xiao was, trying to peer into William’s spiritual sea. William felt he could have tried to block him, but he could tell it wasn’t dangerous. It really was just observation. Yu Xiao’s expression changed to a slightly confused one, then returned to neutral. “I see. That’s certainly interesting.”

William just smiled. He knew Yu Xiao was really just curious. However, if it were anyone else, he wouldn’t have let them see his full strength. William had no doubt that many or all of the elders still could, but it would require much more effort if he put up any resistance, and they may not be able to interpret what they saw. William wasn’t really sure, since he was still rather new to training in ki. 

After that, William sought out Yu Huan. He saw that there were several people around her congratulating her. One was, William was almost certain, her mother. The other was their shared father. After congratulating her, William’s father actually came over to him. “Good job.” That was all he said, and then he left. Perhaps if William were just experiencing his first life, and desperate for fatherly attention, that would mean more to him. However, he wasn’t. Still, it had at least sounded sincere, if terse.

Yu Huan was now alone. William went up to her. “Congratulations on your win.”

“Hmph.” She frowned. “Come to remind me that I almost lost to an eight year old?”

“Not particularly. I think winning according to whatever parameters are available is a sign of intelligence. Besides, I should remind you that quite a few people lost to an eight year old today, and you didn’t.” William wanted to be friends with her, or at least not enemies. He could see her going somewhere in this family, and he could use her support.

She loosened up a little. “You… don’t sound like you’re eight.” She tilted her head to the side. “Are you just short?”

William wasn’t sure how the conversation suddenly went that direction. “I’m really eight.” In terms of body, anyway.

“Eh, how embarrassing. I’ve been training ki for two years and nearly lost to someone who just started.”

“I have trained ki for two years as well.” William paused to think for a moment. “Besides, the only thing I did was break your sword. I never even touched you. I just have more stamina due to the cultivation technique I train in.” William wasn’t entirely sure if that was true, or if it was something else. However, he also had an advantage in starting position. More people arrived to congratulate Yu Huan, so William politely excused himself. He felt that their interaction had gone decently smoothly, however.
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                William had a variety of work to do in the days following his participation in the tournament. He was hoping to pick up some prestige and allies, though he was not sure how well he did on that front. At least he was pretty sure that some opinions of him were now neutral where they had before been negative, so that was good. However, several of his uncles’ opinions of him seemed to have worsened. Some of them may have had their children defeated by them, which was a loss of face. He assumed at least one of them was also involved in entering him in the tournament to begin with, since it wasn’t an accident. For example, Yu Chao’s father would be a prime candidate for such, though he couldn’t have guaranteed they would fight.

One other thing that came out of his participation in the tournament was that William no longer had to hide, nor could hide, the fact that he could use ki. This was bad because now he was exposed, but it was good because he no longer had to worry about it. He could also openly go to the technique library, instead of just early in the morning, which would be slightly helpful. It wouldn’t particularly change his habits of going when it was more empty, though.

On a related note, however, more of William’s secrets were exposed than he thought would be. He wasn’t sure it would matter, but he heard rumors that he had only achieved his level of strength since he practiced a dangerous cultivation technique, Rotational Soul Pressure. This was both correct and incorrect. William had been using it for quite some time now, and he could tell it was only dangerous if pushed beyond its limits, as it specifically instructed not to do. In addition, unlike what the rumors said, it was not a temporary boost in strength, but would provide a lasting benefit when he finally changed to another technique, or even if he chose to practice both. William expected to reach the limit at any time, so he had been browsing various cultivation techniques, looking for something that would suit him. He found he liked those that were not focused on one element, for they would allow him flexibility. He also both liked and hated those that had “soul” in the name, since he liked the idea of soul related things, but doubted that most of them truly connected to the soul. In the end, though, William had still yet to choose his next step.

In terms of offensive techniques, William had only learned what Master Dong Xin had taught him. Other than that, he had learned techniques for general manipulation of ki, as well as starting on general conversion of ki into different elements. Though, William wondered if he was actually turning his ki into element elements, or could only really only create heat, force in the air, cold (or condense water out of the air), or move electrons around. William did have to admit that fire and cold were just adjusting kinetic energy, just in an area instead of on a weapon or a person as an attack or armor. Maybe that was as far as it could go, but there seemed like there was a bit more to it than that. What bothered William was that he could create fire without understanding exactly what he was doing. He felt like it would be better if he really knew what the inner workings were, but for now all he could do was follow a process to get results.

-----

William still went out to train with Master Dong Xin, since he still had much to learn about using the staff, and even what he had learned wasn’t perfected yet. “Recently, I was entered into the family tournament for the lowest age range.”

“Oh, did you win?”

William shook his head. “I made it to the final round, but didn’t win.” While they were talking, he was also doing exercises. Sometimes, Master Dong Xin would correct his form.

“Why not?” Master Dong Xin asked, as if William should have been expected to win even though he was much younger.

“Probably carelessness. It wasn’t like I held back, but I wasn’t ready to just be… blown out of the arena. I also let my movements get controlled by the opponent.”

“Oh?” Master Dong Xin shook his head. “Sloppy… is what I would say, but I’ve been the one training you. You’re not bad. Your opponent must have been pretty decent.”

William nodded. “It seems like she was hiding her abilities until this year.” William practiced a few more stances. “I could beat her with a second try, except that she seems like the type to come up with a new technique.” Like Lila, William thought. William considered whether Yu Huan could be Lila. The answer was “yes, possibly” but also “probably not”. William knew other people reincarnated here, in fact everyone seemed to. However, retaining memories was a different thing. There were reincarnators from other worlds, and the Demon King. Other than that, William had no evidence of people from this world reincarnating with their memories, but then again, he had no way to search them out. At least, it wasn’t an extremely common thing, so it would have been too much of a coincidence that it would have happened with Lila, and she would have been born near him, in both a physical and temporal sense. Still, it could happen.

On the subject of the Demon King, however, William hadn’t previously considered the possibility that he was from another world originally. Perhaps he was, but he hadn’t seemed to bring any particular technological advancements. The demoness had almost called him stupid, but she seemed to have high standards for intelligence, so William couldn’t say what that meant. If William knew what caused people to retain their memories, he would have an easier time of figuring it out, but it may not have even mattered. He still had to be stopped either way.

-----

Since William had gotten second place in the tournament for the lowest age range, he was told he was now allowed to go out in public with the symbol of the family on his clothes. What that meant however, was that if he was out in public he needed to have the symbol on his clothes, and then do a good job of representing the family. William thought it was rather bothersome, since some people would likely take any chances they could to say that he had poorly represented the family, but he couldn’t do much about it. This was somewhat troublesome in other ways as well. William was walking through the streets back toward the entrance of the clan grounds, when he noticed two kids. Young men, maybe. At least, they were older than him, perhaps fourteen. William recognized their insignias as from the Song clan, who currently had a rivalry going with the Yu clan. That hadn’t been a problem before, but now he was wearing the symbol of the Yu clan, and they had also seen him. William sighed.

The two of them walked up to him. One of them spoke, “I can’t believe you can walk around with your head up wearing that clan symbol. I hear that a twelve year old girl won your clan’s younger tournament bracket. Seems the Yu clan is nothing much to speak of.”

William sighed again. “Are you sure you want to do this in public? There’s a nice alley over there…”

The two looked at him, then at each other, confused. “What?”

William shook his head, and sighed for a third time. He really wanted to be less in the public eye, but it seemed he wasn’t going to have much choice.
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                The two older boys from the Song clan approached William. William found himself wishing they were wizards. He knew how to fight wizards, and knew what would take them down. Against martial artists such as this pair, he wasn’t sure. He let the feeling of their ki flow through him. It sort of radiated out from them, proud… arrogant. They seemed powerful, but only at first. After observation, it felt more like inflatable gorillas. Intimidating in size, but empty. This wasn’t entirely fair to them. It was just that they pulled all their power to the surface, so they were more like… inflatable gorillas that happened to be made out of steel. They were still empty inside, beyond their displayed strength. William supposed that they still had sufficient ki to defeat any adult who didn’t train in ki… or as a knight, but it wasn’t like they would defeat anyone sufficiently trained and older than themselves. 

Upon reaching about a short distance away from William, he realized they were bigger than they had looked. Not that it was particularly helpful for them to be bigger, since all it brought about was a bit more muscle. Unless they emphasized body training, but William doubted they did, at least not to the level of knights. The taller one of the two, almost the size of a full grown adult already, looked down at William and spoke. “Seems like the little kid from the Yu clan doesn’t know how to give proper respect. If you kneel down and bow to us, we can let you go on your way.” He then stretched out his hand toward William, likely to force him to his knees.

“Don’t touch me.” William said this forcefully, and loudly, but not with any sense of fear. Instead, he was just calling attention to the area around, so the people nearby would be looking in his direction.

Obviously, the boy from the Song clan wouldn’t listen to William, and just sneered as his hand continued toward William’s shoulder, and pressed down. 

For his sake, William did have to admit he would have been forced to his knees if there were just muscular strength involved. Instead, William distributed the force through the layer of ki covering him, and eventually into the ground, so that it wasn’t really pressing on him much at all. After a few moments, long enough for a look of minor irritation to appear on his opponent’s face and for the crowd to clearly see what was happening, William acted. He had a staff in his right hand, but wasn’t in a good condition to use it, and had other reasons to avoid its use as well. Instead, he let it fall to the side, as he grabbed onto a conveniently placed arm with both hands. William had to admit the grip on his shoulder was fairly strong, so one hand grabbed the wrist, his fingers pressing into a few sensitive points. Obviously, he wasn’t strong enough to cause any real results with just that, and his hands were barely even big enough to reach where he wanted. Plus, the boy was at least smart enough to have a thin layer of ki surrounding him, maybe subconsciously. However, some ki concentrated into his fingertips solved that problem.

The boy, who could have been called a young man if not for his attitude, didn’t particularly notice that his hand let go as it twitched reflexively. He didn’t have time to think about it, because he soon found himself looking up at the sky. He didn’t exactly know what was going on, but he had the wind knocked out of him, and felt a little bit dizzy.

His friend, or perhaps brother, cousin, or just associate, had seen what happened. It wasn’t particularly fast, but the first boy hadn’t expected William to be able to throw him over his shoulder. The second took a small moment to react, before moving to punch William. Unfortunately, that small moment allowed William time to ready himself again.

William would have liked to do the same thing to the second boy, but he didn’t have the luxury of an arm that was holding still for him to grab. He stepped in, punching the second boy in the gut. William didn’t manage to completely avoid the incoming attack, but his defensive ki deflected the attack along the side of his chest instead of allowing it to impact his ribs. Meanwhile, his own punch, though it had the force of ki strengthening it, didn’t manage to have the effect William was hoping for. Specifically, his opponent was still standing. However, William struck out again, harder. Then a third and fourth time, using progressively more ki. Each attack he had to step forward. The fourth hit probably wasn’t necessary, but it knocked the boy back a full bodylength, where he lay on his back. 

After taking a deep breath, William spoke, not just to the two from the Song clan, but loud enough for the area to hear. “I gave you a chance not to embarrass yourselves. However, you still started a fight with me. Don’t try it again. Just go back to your Song clan and behave like good little boys should.”

William picked up his staff, and continued on his way. He couldn’t help but feel a bit of excitement and happiness at winning a fight. However, William knew he should temper his feelings. Beating up children wasn’t a particularly impressive feat. Even if they knew how to fight and had an older body, it still wasn’t honorable. It wasn’t dishonorable, since they started the fight, but it wasn’t anything to flaunt either. Not that people here cared about honor so much as “face”. William supposed he had gained that, for himself and the clan. However, he felt certain that some people in the clan would try to twist this incident to somehow make him look like bad. If they did, William would remind them that he was eight, and also indirectly remind them that he was quite a bit older than that, and didn’t have time for any of their stupidity. Assuming things worked out as he wanted, which of course was never quite true.

            

    
        Chapter 89

    
    
    
    
                When William got back to the clan, he immediately went to several people he considered allies and explained the situation. None of them faulted him for his actions. They were, after all, a rival family. Though nobody seemed to care about the second part, they also started the fight. William thought that should be important, but it didn’t seem to matter as much.

The training instructor, Yu Xiao, just stroked his chin. “Both were fourteen?”

“About there.”

“Not bad.” He turned and almost proceeded to walk away, but before he left, he gave one piece of advice. “Don’t forget to keep some strength hidden at all times. You never know when you might need to be underestimated again.” Then, he finished walking out of sight.

When William went to see Big Sister Li and tell her, she couldn’t help but check him for injuries. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

William nodded. “I’m fine. I’m just telling you because it might matter. It’s possible that this will affect you, and also possible that you’ll be attacked if the Song clan knows our relation, or just that you’re from this family.” She nodded, but still looked worried for William. “I’ll be fine, it’s not like I’m not bad at fighting. As for talking… well, I’ve gotten a bit of practice, I guess.”

Elder Shaozu in the library pretended that he didn’t care, but William thought he saw a slight smile. “What? You want a reward or something?” He raised an eyebrow at William. “Then, I’ll allow you to check out a new scroll. If you return something first.” This, of course, wasn’t a reward in any way, just normal policy.

“What would you recommend?” William asked.

“Let’s see… Basic Combat Movements would be a good bet.”

William frowned. “I’ve already studied that one.”

Elder Shaozu looked down at him, not saying a word.”

“...but I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to look it over again.”

After Elder Shaozu, William went to find Yu Huan, but she was nowhere to be found. Not that he knew where she would be anyway. It wasn’t like they were technically allies anyway, but William had thought he would take the opportunity to have a conversation at least.

-----

Surprisingly, at least to William, nothing happened for the next few days. This was fine for him, because he could spend all his time training and studying. He decided not to leave the grounds for a time, however. He considered trying to get a message to Master Dong Xin, but since they really just trained whenever William showed up, he supposed it didn’t matter if he told him he wouldn’t be available for a few more days.

Then, there was one day where very few people were around, and an elder from the Song clan showed up. William was summoned to a room where the elder waited, along with an elder from the Yu clan. He thought it was perhaps Yu Chao’s father. That didn’t seem unlikely.

William couldn’t be bothered to listen to the exact words spoken. It was filled with pointless drivel. One of the few things of note was that Yu Chao’s father acted like the elder wasn’t from a rival family, and was his own best friend or brother. In addition, there were words like “fighting”, “disrespectful junior” and “shame” and “face” and “apology”. William tried really hard to listen, but all he could do was think of nobles coming to talk to him when he was an archmage, and how he wished he could throw them out of the window that was behind his chair. However, he never did, because the window was expensive… and also because he was slightly better at politics than that. William realized that the elders had stopped talking. He should respond somehow.

He looked around, finding there wasn’t much of anything in the way of witnesses here. Thus, he switched on his politest mode. “This junior is indeed very sorry for his actions. I offer my apologies.” He paused for a moment, thinking about something. Before he could speak, the elder from the Song clan spoke again.

“Of course you should be sorry for your shameless action! An apology alone will certainly not suffice.” 

He looked like he was going to continue and suggest something in particular, but William had finished thinking. “Of course. However, a public apology would be the best place to start. Certainly, we can go out into town at this very moment? We can discuss anything else afterward.”

The elder was about to say something else, then just nodded. He couldn’t resist the idea of a public apology.

Thus, William shortly found himself in the same public square in the marketplace. “Everyone gather around, please. I have an announcement to make.” After a sufficient crowd had gathered, mostly to see why elders from two rival clans were walking together, William continued. “I am here today to make an apology, at the behest of the Song clan and a certain Yu clan elder.” William took a deep breath, then projected his voice as loudly as he could, including some help from ki. “I apologize that I didn’t hold back as much as I should have, and trashed two members of the Song clan who were nearly twice my age, losing them face. I apologize that I didn’t just let them beat me up like a good little child, even though they were from a rival clan. I even apologize that a member of my own household had to get involved, because of a personal rivalry.” William turned to bow to the elders. “I trust I have given you two an appropriate amount of face?”

William could see the Song clan elder’s eye twitching, and Yu Chao’s father seemed to be ready to explode. However, William was prepared. He was ready for anything. Probably.

“Insolent junior!” The Song clan elder shouted, ironically throwing away more face at his reaction. At least, William thought he was. He didn’t really understand entirely how it worked, because it was so contradictory at times. However, he did know that attacking juniors was a huge loss of face… and yet the Song clan elder still chose to do so. However, William was prepared. A staff blocked the punch that was coming for William’s body. William looked at it in shock. He had been prepared… to run away very quickly. He wasn’t planning to fight an adult martial artist, or possibly two, on his own. However, it seemed he wouldn’t have to fight at all.

Dong Xin stood in front of William. “Old fart, you dare to attack my student?” William had to admit that it was somewhat less impressive with Dong Xin’s hobo-like attire, but he wasn’t going to mention that, on account of him being rescued. Though, he thought he should have been able to run away.
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                William wasn’t exactly sure what he should do. He had been prepared to run away moments before, but now he didn’t seem to have a reason to run. William wasn’t sure exactly how strong Master Dong Xin was, but that was the reason why he was confident he could defeat the Song clan elder, and even Yu Chao’s father, at the same time if it came down to it. Beyond that, William didn’t know. Not that he had long to think about that.

The elder from the Song clan was indignant that his attack had been blocked. “A filthy beggar dares interfere with the Song clan? Hmph!” He drew a sword he had attached to his waist. Then, he took a swing at Dong Xin. William didn’t see exactly what happened, but he knew Dong Xin performed a move known as “snake climbing a tree”. William wasn’t sure what he would have called it, but it would have been shorter. The name wasn’t particularly wrong though. The staff seemed to bend around the Song clan elder’s arm, until it looked like it was curling around it. Of course, this was just what it looked like, because it wasn’t really something that could be seen. There were two snapping sounds, and something like a popping. The second snap was an elbow being broken, wheeras the popping was a shoulder being dislocated. The first sound… was a wrist breaking, William determined. That wasn’t technically part of the move, but it seems that Master Dong Xin had decided to do that “on the way”, since he was moving. At least, it looked that casual to William.

The Song clan elder had a look of shock for a moment, before crying out incomprehensibly. Master Dong Xin shook his head. “It’s bad enough that your clan’s juniors attack those much younger than them, but an elder getting involved? Ridiculous. Why don’t you tell your juniors to grow a pair and suck up their losses instead of crying like little babies. Also, avoid such shameless conduct in the future, or I’ll break your other arm and all three of your legs.” The Song clan elder backed away a few steps, then took off running, leaving his sword behind. Dong Xin turned towards William. “That was funny kid. I must say you definitely have a pair, or maybe two. Thought you were smarter, though.” William opened his mouth, at first to justify his action, and then with the intent to shout a warning. However, Dong Xin thrust his staff by his side, straight behind him. Then he turned around to the stunned face of Yu Chao’s father. “Tsk tsk, sneak attacks? And poorly executed ones at that! The Yu clan used to be something, but it seems you are falling apart. Maybe I should talk to Grand Elder Jian about it.” The face of Yu Chao’s father paled, but William wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t heard of a Grand Elder Jian. Obviously, if he was a Grand Elder, he would be very important, but his name hadn’t come up in anything William had seen or heard. Dong Xin watched as a second person hobbled away. “Well kid, perhaps I’d better escort you back to your clan.”

William nodded. “I would appreciate that. Um… who is Grand Elder Jian?”

“Who is Grand Elder Jian? A man doesn’t do much for a dozen years and people just forget who he is?”

“I’m eight,” William interjected pointedly.

“Yeah yeah, I know. The point is, you said your father was Yu Yun, right?” William paused for a few moments, thinking. He hadn’t really heard or had reason to use that name often. Then, he nodded. “Then, Yu Jian is your grandfather.”

William stopped walking. “What? I have… a grandfather?”

Dong Xin sighed. “Of course you have a grandfather, kid. Everyone has a grandfather. Don’t you know how that kind of stuff works?”

William frowned. “Yes, I know how that works, I just didn’t know I had a living grandfather. He was never mentioned.”

“Well, he never really got along with your dad, so maybe he would avoid mentioning him.”

William shrugged. “I never really talked with my father, so I wouldn’t know.”

“What? Who raised you, kid?”

“Big Sister.” William said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Not that he’d needed anything more than help getting food and mobility when he was barely born. After that, he could have taken care of himself.

“Hmm, if I recall correctly, wasn’t your sister six when you were born?”

William nodded. “She’s very smart. She taught me to speak and read.” William had barely realized it before, but upon thinking about it, it really was quite impressive that she had been good enough at reading to teach him at such a young age. 

“You’re a weird kid.” William shrugged at that comment. He couldn’t say it was incorrect.

-----

After they had walked a bit further along, William had a thought. He couldn’t help but bring it up right at that moment. “Hey, Master, do you believe the Demon King is real?”

“What, like a twelve foot tall monstrous demon general that breathes fire like a dragon? Stupid stories.” He paused for a moment. “That said, nobody can gather armies of that size without something special. The armies and wars were certainly real. So there is certainly something to this ‘Demon King’ thing.”

“How about reincarnation?”

Dong Xin shrugged. “There’s basically no way to know, unless you experience it yourself. Anybody else, and they could be crazy or just making up stories.”

William nodded. “Speaking of stories, I have one that involves both the Demon King and William Stevenson.”

“Pfft, some story that is, he was born after the last one, I think, and there hasn’t been one for… a while.”

William nodded. “That is correct. In fact, it has been a bit more than a cycle since William Stevenson’s death, and about fifty years before that.” William grinned mischievously. “Did you know there’s a special connection between the Demon King and cycles? In fact, according to my source, William Stevenson studied the Demon King incidents in detail. He came to the conclusion that the Demon King reincarnated, and always appeared again between one and two cycles.” William shrugged, as if it were unimportant. “Just an interesting story to think about.”

“What? How… accurate is that?”

“It’s completely accurate. Not that I can show you. I haven’t managed to find a good historical library around here to find the dates again, and I don’t remember what they were.” William realized what he had just said, and continued, “I don’t remember those details from my source.”

William didn’t see it, but Dong Xin looked down at him, with a face that couldn’t hide his suspicions that William was more than just a strange kid.
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                When William and Master Dong Xin approached the Yu clan gates, the guards there eyed Dong Xin suspiciously. He couldn’t be described as much kinder than a vagabond. As they two approached the guards, the older one saw William, and recognized him. He still looked momentarily unsure, since guests should be allowed in with members of the household, but having such shabby guests could be a stain on their reputation. Not that he said anything of the sort, but he looked slightly conflicted. Fortunately for him, Dong Xin opened his bindle and took out one of the few items inside and presented it to the guard. The guard looked it over, then quickly handed it back. “Welcome, honored guest.” William saw that the object was a token that said “Yu Jian”. William knew about such, and they weren’t given out lightly. Especially not those from a grand elder. 

The pair, William and Dong Xin, walked through the gate. Master Dong Xin spoke, “I could have let him squirm longer before taking out the token,” he shrugged, “But the guy wasn’t rude. Just hesitant. No reason to antagonize people just doing their jobs. Let’s go find your father.”

William wasn’t sure why they needed to find his father, but he supposed that Dong Xin knew what he was doing. “I didn’t know you had any connections to the Yu clan, Master.”

Dong Xin shrugged. “You never asked. Besides, I really only know Yu Jian and Yu Xiao. Tangentially… your father.” He didn’t give any more details than that. 

William decided not to press him. He was just happy for the help. He had the feeling that he wouldn’t have held on much longer with the family politics, as well as he thought he was doing. His actions earlier in the day, while quite satisfying, were rather foolish. Consequences to himself he could handle. He’d already died twice, after all. However, he still had his sister to worry about in this life… and the world. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he couldn’t shake the thoughts of the Demon King from his head. Though, in this life, he might actually be able to be around for the Demon King’s return, so it wasn’t a useless topic. However, it kept his thoughts preoccupied even though he couldn’t do anything about it at the moment, and probably not for many years.

While William’s thoughts were sidetracked, they had managed to locate his father. It was a weird thing, to think of this person that way. William had had two fathers, and they were both much more, well, fatherly than this one. Yu Kun had been aloof. Perhaps a consequence of having multiple wives, perhaps not. Yu Kun saw Dong Xin and William, and seemed to hold back a sigh.

Dong Xin spoke first. He nodded to Yu Kun, then said, “Yu Kun. As a matter of courtesy, I came to pay my respects to you… before going to see your father.”

William’s father grimaced, but only for a moment. It was so fast that William thought maybe he saw it wrong, and all that remained was a neutral expression. “Very well. Thank you for the… courtesy.”

Dong Xin and William continued on. “He’ll need some time to prepare himself for meeting your grandfather again.” Dong Xin laughed. “Your grandfather never was too fond of your father… but your mother… he said she was one of the few right choices your father ever made.” Dong Xin paused briefly, “It was actually through your mother’s family that I met your grandfather. The Zhan conglomerate has had a connection to my school for generations.”

“Zhan…” William muttered, “Like Zhan Shengrui?”

“That’s right. Have you heard of him?”

William hadn’t intended to speak loudly enough to be heard, but he probably should have known better. He should have also known to process his answer more, but he failed to do so. “Yeah, I know him. I’ve heard of him.” William barely managed to correct himself, though he wasn’t sure if his mistake would be taken as particularly important.

“Right, actually, my teacher’s teacher’s teacher worked as a bodyguard for him.” Dong Xin and William were actually heading out the back gate of the main family compound now, or at least the side facing away from the city. William knew there was another clan compound up on the hill, but he hadn’t known what people lived there. “Anyway, Zhan Shengrui started up a nice business empire, which we were smart enough to keep relations up with.” He looked down at his shabby clothes. “Not that we did any of it for the money.”

“He was the one who saw m- the Archmage William Stevenson use a staff in combat?” Fortunately, in the current language the start of the word “me” wasn’t particularly noticeable.

“That’s right.” Dong Xin nodded. “He actually became Zhan Shengrui’s bodyguard because he heard of a strange wizard who was excellent at fighting with a staff. After seeing him though, he was so disappointed that he didn’t even challenge him to a match. Not that he was too bad for a wizard.”

William cringed at the honest review of his skills. At the time, he had thought they were pretty good, though now he realized that he relied on the fact that Chris was an amazing staff for a large part of his combat capabilities. Sparring against the knights, he had also used other staves, but he now realized they were just unused to fighting against a staff. Still, it hurt to be so disappointing he wasn’t even challenged to a match.

They finally reached the top of the hill, where there was a small collection of buildings. Dong Xin walked up to one building, little more than a hut, though not shabby in its construction. Then, he knocked on the door and yelled, “Hey, old fart! Come out!” It didn’t strike William as the demeanor of someone going to meet an old friend, but on the other hand it seemed straight to the point and extremely likely to provoke a reaction. At the very least, the second part was true, as the door blew apart in splinters, obscuring William’s vision.
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                Just a short moment after Dong Xin yelled “Come out!”, William saw a foot, then a whole leg, and finally the person attached to it come flying out of the doorway as it exploded in splinters. Dong Xin blocked the kick with his staff, though he moved back… gracefully.

“Who’s old?” The new figure half yelled. He was now standing outside the house, and continued his rant. “I’m barely sixty! Unlike you…” Dong Xin coughed and his eyes gestured toward William. William’s grandfather turned to look at him, stopped talking for a moment, then continued. “Hey kid, which of us looks older to you, huh?”

William wasn’t sure if he should answer honestly, however… Dong Xin, while he looked middle aged, had not a speck of grey in his hair. Yu Jian’s beard was quite grizzled, and his hair was almost purely grey. “Umm…”

William’s grandfather frowned. “Is it actually that hard to decide? Look at that guy’s wrinkles!”

“Look at yourself, old fart,” Dong Xin interjected.

Yu Jian looked down at his hands. “What are you… oh. I sure do look pretty old now, hmm.”

“Of course. How do you expect to stay young and healthy cooped up in a shed? Not even taking time to see your own grandson.”

“Grandson?” Yu Jian tilted his head. “I don’t want to see any of my grandsons. They’re all stupid.”

“You don’t even want to see Zhan Huiling’s son?”

“Hmph! Of course I do, but I have to wait two more years or…” Yu Jian spun around. “It’s you isn’t it?” He sighed deeply, then smiled. William felt that this smile felt like a real grandfather. Unfortunately the smile quickly faded. “Unfortunately I shouldn’t see you or I might do something stupid like what happened with your sister. Go on your way.”

William was going to ask what happened with his sister, but Dong Xin spoke up first. “Old fart, I know how you feel about that, but in this case it shouldn’t matter. You should have realized it by now, unless you’ve gone senile?”

Yu Jian turned toward Dong Xin. “Noticed what? Why did you bring him here anyway, you know what happened before, how I couldn’t help but try to use my ki to… ki…” He swivelled back towards William. “Ki. Aren’t you eight?” He turned his head toward Dong Xin. “Did I lose two years somewhere?” He turned back toward William. “No, you definitely look eight.”

“I was indeed born eight years ago.” William thought it felt weird to say it that way, but it felt like lying to say that he was eight years old. Not that it was something that would have been incorrect to say, either… but William still usually chose to say how long ago he was born, instead of “how old” he was.

Yu Jian pointed a finger at William, then swivelled until it was pointing at Dong Xin. “Did you have something to do with this?”

Dong Xin shrugged. “I just taught him how to use the staff. He could already use ki.”

William’s grandfather turned back toward him. “How did you learn to use ki?”

William shrugged. “From my sister. Then from the library.”

William’s grandfather started spinning in circles with his arms up in the air. He seemed frustrated, and trying to say something, and face William and Dong Xin at the same time. While William found his humorous, he thought it was probably bad to let his grandfather lose such dignity in front of him, so he moved over until he was standing next to Dong Xin. His movement also seemed to shock his grandfather into proper speech. “I didn’t… I didn’t tell her! How could she even know!” He held his face in his hands. “Still though, nothing should have happened. How did it happen?”

It seemed that William was actually being asked the question, so he explained. How he concentrated, following the thinking patterns of the beginning cultivation method, and then just fell into his spiritual sea, somewhat naturally.

Yu Jian shook his head. “And it just worked? It shouldn’t have done anything. Not at eight…”

“Well, I was six at the time.”

Yu Jian almost fell over in shock. “Six?” He looked to Dong Xin, who nodded. “Six?” he muttered. “That shouldn’t be possible.” 

William shrugged. “It just happened.”

Dong Xin smiled. “The kid’s something of a genius, after all.”

Yu Jian shook his head. “You know that isn’t enough. You have to be old enough, or it just doesn’t work. If you try to force it… you get something like what happened to his sister.”

This time, William took the opportunity. “What did happen to my sister? She seems quite healthy, after all.”

Yu Jian sighed, and looked regretful. “I was so excited to have a granddaughter. She could talk at just two years old… she was so smart. I thought, maybe she could learn ki. I taught her the method… but nothing happened. She couldn’t sense any ki.” He shook his head again. “I thought that maybe… just adding a little ki would give her a boost, letting her start ahead of everyone else.” His voice grew stern. “It doesn’t work. I knew it shouldn’t work, but I was blinded by stupidity. Instead, it just ruined her future. She won’t be able to achieve much of anything in cultivation. I ruined a bright future.”

William nodded. “That is pretty unfortunate, but she’s still quite smart. I mean, it barely took anything for her to learn magic. Her future should be fine.” William looked at the expression on his grandfather’s face, but couldn’t interpret it. He looked to Dong Xin for help, but also saw that he looked somewhat stunned. “What? Do you not believe she’s smart?” William thought over what he said. Had he somehow used the wrong words? “Ohhhhh. Is it too late to pretend I don’t know what I’m talking about?”

Of course, it was far too late for that. Otherwise, William would have just shut up and attempted to look puzzled.

William’s grandfather spoke first. “Magic, is it?” He raised an eyebrow.

Dong Xin nodded to himself, but stayed silent with a contemplative look on his face.
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                William struggled to think of what to say. “Well, you see…” He stroked his chin with his hand, trying to think of something good. “Yeah, I don’t really have anything to say here.”

“No no, go on,” Yu Jian smiled, “I believe you were saying something about your sister learning magic. From where?”

“Hmm, well… It’s not that I won’t tell you, but I don’t think you will believe me.”

Dong Xin coughed. “I can hazard a guess. Was it you?”

William nodded. “Yeah. I’m not really sure why you guessed that though?”

William’s grandfather just watched intently, and Dong Xin responded. “It’s quite simple really. Your stories were quite accurate. You know more than you should at your age. Finally, you’re most comfortable calling yourself William Stevenson, and I absolutely believe in reincarnation.”

“There are other possibilities it could have been though. I have books on magic, or she could have found someone else to teach her.”

“You have books on magic?” Dong Xin shook his head. “Well, your martial style also matched what my teacher’s teacher’s teacher told me.”

William tilted his head. “What, do you just learn the way absolutely everyone ever fights so you can recognize them?”

“Don’t be silly. Only important people, and in this case someone that had reincarnated.”

“I suppose, but what are the odds that it would happen again? My understanding is that people usually lose their memories.” William nodded seriously to himself.

“Well…” Dong Xin shrugged. “We’ve seen no specific evidence of it happening anywhere else. However, it isn’t so strange. It happens to the Demon King after all.”

“Isn’t it more likely that the Demon King is a special case?”

Dong Xin raised an eyebrow. “Is it more likely?”

William threw his hands up in the air. “I don’t know! How am I supposed to possibly research this stuff. However, why even bother keeping such information around for generations, anyway? It seems like a waste of time.”

“It was… until now. Besides, weren’t you the one who spent large amounts of effort making sure there was going to be a secret society of people ready for the Demon King’s return?”

“What, that actually worked? Though, I don’t think I intended for it be secret at all.”

“Well,” this time William’s grandfather spoke up, “It’s much easier for it to be secret than appearing on the surface and seeming to do nothing. At least, it has kept it from dying out.”

“That’s a good point. Are you in contact with anyone from other countries?”

They both shook their heads. “Contact has become scarce over time. It’s not like it was a well connected network to begin with.”

“That’s probably my fault,” William said. “I was the central point, and not terribly great at organizing. Though, in my defense, I also died suddenly.”

“Hmm.” William’s grandfather seemed to want to speak. “While there have been many momentous revelations today, I have a question. I finally met what should have been a cute, genius grandson today, but now I fear I have already lost him. How am I supposed to feel about that?”

William shrugged. “I don’t know. I can still be your grandson, if you want. I doubt I’ll be cute, though, and I don’t know if I technically count as a genius either.” William thought for a moment. “However, your granddaughter is definitely all of those things.”

“Ohh, good point.” Yu Jian nodded seriously. “I need to go see her, I’ve been rather… absent… after my mistake.”

Though the three of them still had many matters to discuss, standing around outside a hut wasn’t the best place to do so. Thus, they headed toward the main family compound.

-----

Shortly after they entered the compound, William saw a group of elders. If he hadn’t needed to maintain some sense of dignity, he would have just buried his face in his hands. Instead, he tried to keep his sigh not too obvious. William knew this was the consequence of his actions. Not that he felt any of his actions had been wrong. At least, not morally. Just not optimal, or the most wise. On the other hand, he couldn’t really know what the consequences of other actions could have been. William steeled himself for what was to come.

“There he is!” a familiar, but not in any way pleasant or desired voice spoke. Yu Chao’s father came out. He probably had a name. Was it Keung? Kong? Well, not that William much cared. Then he remembered, it was Mu. Not that he would or could ever use that name, since he was an elder. Yu Mu spoke, “This is the junior who has disrespected our clan, openly slapping the face of an elder!” William would have literally slapped him in the face, if he thought he could get away with it… or maybe even if he thought he could succeed in the first place. He tried to think of what to say, but it wasn’t exactly his “turn” to speak.

Fortunately for William, he didn’t have to. Yu Jian walked forward. “Those are serious accusations. Which elder of our clan did he insult?” Yu Jian looked at those people behind Yu Mu, pointedly ignoring him.

“Hmph, it was me of course!” Yu Mu then realized who he was speaking to, and coughed. “That is to say, it was this one who he insulted.”

“Is that right?” Yu Jian stroked his beard. “Are you a member of the Yu family?” Of course, Yu Jian knew the answer to that question. Yu Mu was, after all, his nephew. “That’s a strange thing, because from what I hear of your actions, you seem to be a member of the Song family.”

“What… what do you mean? My family origins are quite clear!” Yu Mu seemed nervous at the accusation, but he was obviously confident in the second line.

Other elders spoke up for him, and Yu Jian nodded. “Oh, yes, of course I didn’t doubt your blood. I know very well where it came from.”

One of the various elders spoke at this point. “That’s right. He is not the one in question here. The one being examined is the child behind you!”

Yu Jian smiled, and very politely said, “Shut your mouth. None of your have any right to question my grandson.” He stretched his back out, like a tired old man, but at the same time washed out with a wave of ki in an intimidating manner. Even William, who it wasn’t at all directed at, started to feel nervous. “Why don’t I hear your story, and see how you condemn yourself. Or, you can just apologize now.”

Yu Mu started to sweat, but began to tell what had happened.
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                Yu Mu began his story. “The first I heard was that two members of the Song clan’s younger generation had been humiliated by one of our own.” Yu Jian nodded, smiling. For some reason, this made Yu Mu even more nervous. He continued his story, recounting how the Song clan elder had come to him, and he had gone with the elder to have William apologize. He then ended with William’s public insult to the Song clan elder and Yu Mu.

One of the other elders with Yu Mu spoke up. “Is there any doubt that he insulted a Yu clan elder? He should be punished for this!”

Yu Jian tilted his head. “I don’t recall hearing any mention of anyone in our Yu clan in that story except for Hui’lam. Maybe it’s my old ears. Perhaps you could repeat it.”

Yu Mu, rather reluctantly, repeated the story again, speaking loudly and clearly.

Yu Jian shook his head. “Upon repetition, it indeed sounds the same. I am unsure why you have not apologized for your false accusations already.”

A different elder spoke up. “He quite clearly insulted Yu Mu, that cannot be denied!”

Yu Jian nodded. “Ah, that is right. He did insult you, Yu Mu.” Yu Jian frowned. “However, I still fail to see how he lost any face for our Yu clan, or even insulted a member of our family, let alone an elder.”

“Is not Yu Mu your own nephew? How can you say this!” One of the elders couldn’t hold back his voice.

“I suppose I must admit that I share some blood with Yu Mu, but it should be obvious that he is not a member of the Yu clan. After all, what member of the Yu clan would support the Song clan in any way. No member of the Yu clan would ask one of our juniors to apologize to the Song clan for humiliating them instead of rewarding him.”

“But-” another elder spoke up, but was immediately cut off.

“Shut up. I don’t even know how all of your rabble got in here. Only members of the Yu Clan have the right to speak here.”

“I am-” another one started, only to be slapped across the face. His head whipped to the side, and William thought he saw blood and maybe a tooth fly out of his mouth.

“I said only members of the Yu clan have the right to speak here. I’ll not stand an entire group of you outsiders coming into our compound and bringing accusations against my family and clan! You have one minute to leave the property.”

The first elder who had spoken up was trembling in rage. “Even as a Grand Elder, you cannot-” This time, it wasn’t a slap, but a real strike to the jaw. William had heard the sound of bones breaking only a few times before, but it was still easily recognizable. 

“I am being lenient only because the Yu clan is righteous. However, I will not be so gentle to intruders on the family property if they are found here.” He paused for a moment. “It seems you only have half your time left. I wouldn’t want to be found intruding on our property after the grace period is up.”

At this point, everyone realized how serious he was, and started running as fast as they could. William thought it was extremely undignified… and entirely necessary. Even he almost ran away, and he wasn’t even being intentionally intimidated. “Isn’t this going to cause trouble?”

“Trouble?” Yu Jian turned toward William and looked down on him with a truly kind smile. Then, he cracked his knuckles. “I haven’t caused any trouble in almost a dozen years. In fact, I haven’t even started.”

William looked at Dong Xin. He had thought that as a Grand Elder, Yu Jian would be… different. However, Dong Xin’s look told William everything he needed to know. To William, at least, he thought it said, “Yes, your grandfather is that kind of person.” William wasn’t sure if he wanted to be Yu Jian’s grandson anymore… but he had to admit that it was definitely better than not being his grandson. It was nice to actually have someone powerful on his side, but he wasn’t sure if it was going to be good in the long run.

-----

Over the next few days, Yu Jian only spent his time causing minimal amounts of trouble. Some people got a stern talking to, which sometimes went a bit further than just talking, but nobody else was kicked out of the house. Those who had been suppressing William and his sister found themselves in rather less position than they had been, but family politics were just that. Everything had occurred just within the family. Meanwhile, those elders with Yu Mu had been supporting the Song clan, even just with their words, in order to suppress family members. Even the other grand elders couldn’t say much, especially since the matter involved Yu Jian’s “new” grandson.

William thought that Yu Jian showed a surprising amount of restraint based on what he had seen earlier. However, instead of instilling him with confidence, it just made him worried about when he would actually start “causing trouble”.

Big Sister Li was surprised to see the return of her barely remembered grandfather. It was somewhat awkward, since he was apparently responsible for her lack of ability to train ki properly. However, the worse part was that he had disappeared and not been around for so long, leaving her mostly to her own devices. Showing up and changing things seemed just like too little too late. However, William hoped that time would help.

Indeed, over the course of the next year they grew, if not close, at least less awkward around each other. William did his best to help with that, but knew he could only do so much, notwithstanding his lack of exceptional social skills. William continued to train, motivated by the fact that there were others who were concerned about the Demon King, as well as the fact that he had a new teacher, his grandfather, who had many interesting insights to share with him. The rivalry with the Song clan escalated over the year. Nothing more than bruises and occasionally broken bones, but conflicts erupted almost every time juniors and even some seniors of the clans met. None of the juniors of the Yu clan were allowed to go out except in pairs, and sometimes with more or an adult escort. Then, it was time for the next family tournament. William was prepared this time, since he actually knew he would be participating. He wanted to see how he compared to people now. It was rather hard to measure his growth against people who were much above him, after all.
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                Though William was looking forward to testing himself in the tournament, the person he most wanted to compete with would not be participating. Yu Huan, as the winner of the previous tournament, had the option to compete at the next level even though she was not in the right age range, and she took it.

As William competed in the tournament, he found himself evaluating the other candidates. This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but he did it more as if he weren’t even participating. Upon realizing this, he thought it was rather arrogant, but it was also almost impossible to avoid. He was, after all, mentally many times older than these children. It also turned out that he was stronger than all of them, but that didn’t meant he should just look down on them. After he realized what he was doing, he started taking the matches more seriously. This was fortunate for him, because one opponent employed a similar strategy to Yu Huan, attempting to knock him out of the ring. Fortunately, he was prepared, and managed to hold his ground. 

William couldn’t help but wonder at how strange it was to be able to shift his own momentum without touching anything, and even though he understood what ki was capable of, he was still somewhat fuzzy on how it worked. Did it change fundamental particles from one kind to another, or merely activate or empower those that were wanted? In terms of elemental attacks, it merely had to change real chemical elements into different ones, which just involved rearranging protons, neutrons, and electrons, and possibly picking up or throwing away a few neutrons. It may not have worked like that at all, but William felt that was one way it could work. As for changing momentum, it was somewhat fuzzier, as he didn’t know what exactly could cause it. Perhaps he only increased mass… that would slow him down, if energy or momentum was conserved. William decided he wasn’t directly affecting momentum at all, just mass. Then, he realized that he had won the tournament. Although he could, with effort, stop himself from thinking too highly of himself, he could not in any way stop his mind from wandering. Fortunately, his thoughts were also connected to the current situation, where he semi-consciously kept fighting. Perhaps it was a so-called state of enlightenment, but William suspected true enlightenment was more than just getting distracted by interesting thoughts.

William was happy to win the tournament, but not overly so. Though his body was young, he still had three years of real ki training, similar to all of the rest of the participants. Plus, he had some level of unconscious training in ki, though he wasn’t sure what this amounted to. It wasn’t impressive in amount accumulated, but it certainly made his three years of training much more efficient. Thus, William had to keep telling himself not to get too arrogant, since he knew he wasn’t invincible, and also wouldn’t necessarily be involved with those near his age range.

After the younger tournament, he watched the next group, for approximately ages fourteen through eighteen. He paid special attention to Yu Huan’s matches, since he had actually fought her, and thus had something to compare to. Her movements were quite impressive, and William could she that she had definitely improved. Her speed, which was an important trait of hers, had gone up another level, and William was glad that his kinetic vision had improved or he may have had some trouble seeing her movements. After watching several matches, her power had also improved. Last year’s William would certainly have lost a match, perhaps even in brute force which had been his biggest advantage. This year… he wasn’t so sure, because he didn’t know what she was hiding. In her fifth round, she lost, but only to an eighteen year old combatant, who went on to the semifinals. Thus, she gained significant amounts of glory for herself. After all, she had defeated several people older than her, and not by an insignificant margin. 

William went up to speak to her, but she spoke before he could greet her. “Well well, if it isn’t the favorite little grandson of Grand Elder Jian. Nice of you to come see me.”

“I do believe he is also your grandfather, is he not? He seems to spend not insignificant amounts of time doting on you, as well.”

She grinned slightly, which William took as a good sign. “Perhaps, but you’re definitely the favorite, grandsons and granddaughters all included.”

William looked around and shrugged, then said conspiratorially, “I won’t deny I’m definitely the favorite grandson… but there aren’t any other particularly resplendent options. However, I might argue that he likes two of his granddaughters more than me… but we could go back and forth all day. I came here for a reason. We should spar sometime.”

“Why, so you can figure out some advantage to have over me at the next tournament?”

William shrugged. “I’d say I’ve seen more of what you can do today than you have seen of me, so it would probably be more beneficial to you. It is your choice, however, I just want you to know that the offer is there.”

“Well, I’ll let you know if I ever want to spar against a little kid.” Though she said that, William didn’t feel insulted at all. She was talking with him rather normally, and she basically ignored those younger than her. Her tone of voice also didn’t radiate any kind of hostility, though she really did seem somewhat concerned that he would learn more from their sparring than she would. William had noticed that strength seemed important to her. As for why… he could also guess at that. Being a woman in this culture, it was hard to take control of her own destiny, unless she had strength. There wasn’t much William could do, but he found that Yu Jian was at least somewhat in support of women controlling their own destiny. On the front of Big Sister Li, the talks about marriage had stalled almost indefinitely, and were somewhat fading. That made William relieved, but he wasn’t going to be so naive as to think that the current political situation in the clan would remain stable. Thus, he tried to keep himself prepared for anything, though that just really meant he didn’t have any idea what would happen.
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                “Teach us magic.”

William was stunned by the somewhat odd and seemingly out of the blue request. Not that William thought it was odd to want to learn magic. However, when the request came from a pair of people well versed in the use of ki, it was odd. It was also odd because they were much older than him, at least in body. Though, these two knew something about William’s actual age. William looked over Dong Xin and Yu Jian. One was his master, the other his grandfather. “I can’t.” William paused for a moment to think. “At least, it’s not likely. If you haven’t gone through an awakening already, then it is extremely unlikely you have any magical talent.” William shrugged. “However, I can teach you the meditation method to attempt an awakening. It might work, but it is unlikely either of you will be any good if you have not naturally awakened by your age.”

“How would we know if we are awakened?” Yu Jian asked.

William, having never really experienced it, could only describe as others had described. “At some point, there should have been a feeling of enlightenment or some such, and then you would be able to see mana in the air, which looks something like floating sparkles. However, it is likely you would have to concentrate to see or sense mana, because it takes practice.” William wasn’t entirely sure that Lila had needed to concentrate to see mana. He knew that she didn’t always see mana, but the way she acted, it seemed like she intentionally had to not see mana. Perhaps because it came so naturally to her. Then again, William couldn’t really say how the experiences of others truly worked, so it could just be the way things were described. William sighed, wishing he could have found Lila in this life, where should could help against the Demon King. Perhaps he still could, but William understood that there was little chance of meeting Lila again. Then again, even without her memories, she would almost certainly awaken to magic again, so he might have a chance to find her. Though William wasn’t sure if she would exactly be “Lila” without her memories… she would at least be helpful.

William found that Dong Xin was waving his hand in front of William’s face. When his eyes focused again, Dong Xin grinned. “I should have known better than to bring up magic around you. Well, I’d still like to try. Who knows what could happen.”

So, William taught the two of them the meditation method. It had never worked for him, but it had worked for Big Sister, and presumably some of those who created it in the first place. He didn’t expect much at their age, but it was possible they had just managed to avoid awakening and still had some talent. Perhaps there was something about being near other wizards that allowed awakenings to happen. Perhaps something about ki training made it so that people never awakened. However, it couldn’t completely stop people from awakening, because Big Sister Li had some ki training, even though she couldn’t advance beyond the basics. It was also possible that nobody in Liaoyang recognized what an awakening was, and thus never sought out and attempted to learn magic. The force of tradition was strong enough that people might believe that ki training was the way to true strength. Regardless, there weren’t wizards in Liaoyang, at least not any in the public eye.

-----

William had faithfully meditated to attempt to sense mana for all of his previous life. Even in this life, he had attempted it regularly. However, in the past year, he had not tried it even once. He knew it was pointless… but upon being reminded of it, he decided to try one more time. It always left him disappointed at the utter lack of mana that he sensed, but he otherwise felt very calm and soothed afterwards. William regulated his breathing and calmed his mind, then moved his senses outside of himself. For a brief moment, he sensed something and thought it actually worked. However, he didn’t let himself get too excited. What he sensed wasn’t mana. Instead, it was the ki that people were emitting. William had been practicing his Soul Perception so much that he subconsciously used it when having the thought of sending his senses out from his body. He tried again, this time avoiding using Soul Perception, and was met with the familiar blankness of nothing. No mana. Not that William would let that disappoint him. However, it would certainly be useful to be able to control magic as well as use ki.

-----

William went to the technique library, and was glad that he could openly visit now. This had been true for some time, but the first two years he had needed to hide it. As he moved through the library, he got different reactions from different people. Though his grandfather was domineering, he couldn’t completely change how the family acted without destroying it, which nobody wanted even if he actually could accomplish that. William appreciated the fact that at least some of the looks he got were respectful. Then there were those who were rather neutral about him, which William was perfectly okay with. Then, there were those who still viewed him as an enemy, either because he was a threat to their position with his status as a genius, or because their loyalties, or at least that of their parents, fell into a different faction. There were also a few that sympathized with Yu Mu's faction, but not openly. Any large enough group would have power struggles, but William thought that they could work together better. Perhaps he just felt that it was more petty because the power struggles in the wizard’s guild had less often erupted into violence, but upon consideration they were still similarly stupid.

William browsed the shelves, looking for a suitable technique. Somehow, he still didn’t need a new cultivation technique, as Rotational Soul Pressure was still fulfilling its job. William had still worked on memorizing one or two he thought might build on it well later. As for the basics, William had gone through basically everything on basic control and abilities, and thought he had a pretty good foundation. He’d learned a few offensive techniques, ones that were systemized to be more efficient than just using ki to attack. Today, he thought he might choose something defensive. “Soul Armor” caught his eye. He tried to resist the temptation to pick it up just because of its name. He tried, but failed. Upon browsing through it, he wasn’t sure if it even did anything. It was another technique that talked about the soul, and in this case how to protect it, but William wasn’t sure if that could even be done, or was even necessary. He still took that technique scroll… as well as one that was probably more practical called “Iron Mountain Defense”.
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                After a week, Dong Xin and Yu Jian still hadn’t been able to sense mana, but perhaps it would just take them more time, William wasn’t betting on it, however. Still, Dong Xin pointed out that he wasn’t likely to have a huge jump in power anytime soon anyway, so he could “waste” some time on this. William did have to admit it would be immensely beneficial if they could incorporate magic into their techniques. Then he ran into the awkward phase where he had to explain to them why he couldn’t use magic. Fortunately, it didn’t make them disbelieve his identity entirely. There had been some information about him passed down through the generations, including some about his earlier life. After so long, the stories were still well preserved, but they may have not been as clearly written as they could have been. Thus, most assumed that either he had low magical abilities (supplemented by the staff) or had intentionally hidden his power most of the time, and not that he had none without Chris. However, it also wasn’t entirely outside of what they knew about him. At the very minimum, they could confirm that William knew how to teach magic, since he had successfully taught Big Sister Li. 

As for the secret society that Dong Xin and Yu Jian belonged to, he was somewhat disappointed but not surprised to learn that it was small. He had not been formally introduced to them yet, since his age would be somewhat troublesome, and possibly even his appearance. Not everyone would believe he was reincarnated. However, William didn’t care if they believed in who he was now or wanted to listen to his orders, as long as they heeded his warnings from his first life about the Demon King, and were ready to fight against him. Their name, at least, gave him hope they understood his desires: The Order of the Watchful Sentry. There were apparently a few dozen members throughout Liaoyang. While this was not many, some were reasonably influential, and had been preparing people, directly or indirectly, for the eventual return of the Demon King. Now, they had a more specific timeframe thanks to William. Though, perhaps it was his fault that the specifics hadn’t gone out more clearly in his previous life. The Demon King could return any time, or perhaps had already been born, and at the very latest would appear within eighty-five years. However, it was more likely that he would appear sooner, though William didn’t have his data on him to back him up. All of that had been at the wizard’s guild, and he couldn’t remember all of the exact dates.

Although such times were still far off, William started making plans for the future, when he would leave Liaoyang. At the very least, he had to check in on Ostana to see how things were going, especially since that was where Chris was. William didn’t expect the situation to be good, however, since the Lockridge family had grown in power after, and because of, his death. While it was possible that their descendants had turned into decent people, William had his doubts. William also needed to visit Eclea, to the east of Ostana, and see if they were making any preparations against the Demon King, since he had some contacts there who had been informed, but perhaps it wouldn’t have lasted. The same was true of the southern country of Ustil. However, William might need to regain some amount of political power to have any effect on the preparations against the Demon King, and thus the future of the human race, at least as he saw it. William didn’t enjoy politics, but he wasn’t just going to sit by and let nothing be done. If only it were so easy to make happen, but the easiest method of bashing people on the head sadly rarely was effective in making them stop being stupid and selfish, and actually think about the future.

-----

William didn’t spend all of his time training or worrying about the future, though those consumed a large portion of his time. Sometimes, he did things for fun. Though he wasn’t the type that enjoyed shopping in general, he found himself heading to the market with a smile on his face. Big Sister Li was with him. Now that they had some status, they also had some money available to them, and Big Sister really needed a better staff. All she had was a plain oak one, used for melee combat. It only had slight effects on the amplification of magic. William didn’t expect there to be any staves good for magic, but he knew there would be various woods available to choose from, usually used in furniture. They could have the staff specially made. As for an amplification crystal… quartz would probably be best, since it would be the largest crystal they could find easily. Any rubies or diamonds anywhere near the proper size would be prohibitively expensive, though perhaps there would be some other things that could be used as substitutes.

As for robes… while they could pick from various styles, they were unlikely to be able to find any enchanted robes, which made them purely aesthetic. William began to realize how relatively plentiful such things had been in Ostana. Although they had still been quite expensive, they were at least available for purchase, though mostly by nobility. Here, he imagined that a few must be around, but he didn’t have the foggiest idea where to purchase them even if he had the money.

William was enjoying himself browsing through the various kinds of woods. He found an interesting one that was a nice reddish brown, but had many small holes running through the grain. This made it less practical as a weapon since it was structurally weaker, but it looked nice. More importantly, it was actually useful for air magic amplification, though it still was moderately good with other elements. Having not been an expert on woods in his previous life, William couldn’t think of what it could compare to from Earth, but if he had been, he would have recognized it as very similar to african padauk. He glanced over at Big Sister, planning to recommend the wood, but upon doing so his mood was instantly ruined. Behind her, William saw some members of the Song family, and it was obvious they had already seen him as well.

            

    
        Chapter 98

    
    
    
    
                For all of the family rivalries and their previous trouble with him, William had no particular interest in picking a fight with the three youngsters from the Song family. Since they had already seen him, there was obviously going to be an exchange of generic insults, at the very minimum, but it didn’t necessarily have to go beyond that. William turned to face the group, led by someone William would have described as stout, if he was being extremely complimentary. 

The leader of the trio spoke first. “Oh, if it isn’t the little boy who won the Yu family’s tournament. Seems like your family’s quality is falling even lower than it already had been.”

William sighed. He thought to himself, ‘It seems your family has a very short memory, and no creativity. That was the exact kind of thing a pair of idiots from your family said last year before I beat them up and they ran crying to your elders.’ However, he didn’t say that, because the two people visible behind this fat lout were armed with real swords. That furthered Williams desire to avoid a confrontation. So, he tried to deflect the conversation somewhat peacefully. “Perhaps that is so. I certainly must keep up with my training.”

The fat young man smiled. He seemed quite satisfied with making William back down somewhat. “It’s good that you know your place.” His eyes shifted to Yu Li, looking her over in a way that made even William feel violated. “Is this your useless sister who can’t train in ki? Well, at least as a woman she can be used for other things. Why don’t you come spend some time with us?”

Yu Li glared at him. “I would rather spend time with a pig. At least they are not so fat as you.”

The leader frowned. “A useless woman like you dares to ignore my kind offer? It was not really a request. Before the day is over I’ll-” 

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. William had been trying to avoid an actual fight, and yet he found himself the one starting the physical confrontation. He really wasn’t very good at being peaceful at all. Perhaps that made him a hypocrite, but he didn’t care, as he jabbed his staff into the obese gut of this fellow. However, that action wasn’t enough to cause the eyes that were bulging out that came as a reaction. That came because Big Sister’s staff had simultaneously swung up into his crotch. Big Sister wasn’t particularly strong, though she wasn’t weak either. However, it was also incorrect to say that she could not train in ki. It was just that she couldn’t advance beyond the first level. However, that was enough for her to gather enough ki to overcome the passive ki defense of this unpleasant young man. William almost sympathized with him. Almost.

There was a short moment where nothing happened. Then, the fat teen fell backwards, clutching his groin. After that, everything seemed to happen all at once.

The other two drew their swords and attacked. One of them thrust toward William, who had little time to pay attention to the other. All he could do was gather his ki to defend himself and deflect the sword with his staff. However, even with that, the thrust still scraped along his ribs, piercing through his protective layer of ki. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the other moving, and perhaps a flash of light, but he couldn’t turn to look. He didn’t have time for anything fancy, so he continued to gather more of his ki around him and his staff where it would be usable. His counterattack only barely brushed his opponent, who dodged back. Several more attacks came, With William also barely deflecting them. He was bleeding from a few cuts now. His ki wasn’t enough, so he reached down even deeper, gathering everything he had. He hardened his ki using the method described for Iron Mountain Defense, and hoped it lived up to its name. At the same time, he thrust his staff forward, toward his opponent’s sternum. His attack connected at the same time as his opponent’s sword thrust into his gut. Then, his opponent flew backwards, but not before there was a terrible cracking noise. His sword stayed behind, but fell to the ground. William immediately turned toward Big Sister, hoping she was alright. He turned just in time to see her deflect a poorly aimed attack with her staff, while also seeing electricity crackle from the point of contact. This traveled up the sword and caused the opponent to lose his grip, after which Yu Li jumped backwards and chanted a slightly longer spell, though only a second or two. Before now William hadn’t heard any chanting… but he had heard the typical shouts of exertion common to martial arts, which was enough for a very tiny spell. William prepared to jump in to the fight, but Yu Li’s opponent was somewhat dazed, and could only grope around for his sword on the ground. Then, Big Sister Li’s staff hit him in the back of the head at the same time as lightning arced out of it. 

William surveyed the area, seeing only two unconscious enemies, and a fat idiot who was still clutching his manhood and unable to form any words. “We need to get back to the clan.” Big Sister nodded. Sadly, the shopping trip had been entirely ruined, but there would be other chances in the future. As they walked past the one that William had struck, he looked down. He saw a lot of blood. His chest was crushed, and he didn’t seem to be breathing, or blinking. William didn’t wait around to find out, as he remembered to look down at his own wound. Besides the various slashes on his ribs, he also had the stab on his stomach, which was bleeding profusely. William wasn’t sure how deep it was. He gathered some ki to attempt to slow the bleeding, and started to stagger back to the clan. Big Sister was not without a few scrapes of her own, but she seemed fine. William walked in a daze. He felt strange. He had killed someone. A human, no less. William had killed some demons in the war, but never a human. However, it felt different outside of the war, perhaps just because he had time to think about it. Interestingly enough, William didn’t feel any different about him not being a demon. Killing a sapient being was all the same, it seemed.
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                As William approached closer to Yu Clan property, he no longer staggered as much. Not that he was uninjured, but just because he had found a better way to walk with his wounds. Most of them weren’t important, and the stab wound in his stomach was being stopped from bleeding. William had examined it as well as he could using ki, but he didn’t really have any practice examining his physical body that way, so he wasn’t sure of the results. He thought it was less than an inch deep, and hadn’t hit anything important, but he didn’t know that for sure.

All William knew for sure was that he hadn’t been cautious enough in that fight. Although Iron Mountain Defense had been seemingly quite effective, he shouldn’t have taken the stab head on in any case. On the other hand, perhaps he wouldn’t have gotten another opportunity to attack. Still, now he knew that his defense could most certainly be penetrated, though it was obviously somewhat effective since he wasn’t stabbed all the way through. Still, it would have been better to dodge and also prepare a solid defense. Not that it had been that easy to think tactically while he was in the battle. Perhaps that just meant he needed more training.

When William approached the clans, one of the guards at the gate saw him, and took off running, returning quickly with a doctor. William thought it was rather nice that his health was actually cared about now. Though, most members of the family hadn’t particularly wanted to cause him harm, at least not as the end goal. The exception would be Yu Chao and Yu Mu, though of course they had probably cared about status and honor and face and such as well as wanting William hurt. 

After his injury was seen to, William found himself surrounded by various people asking about the situation. He would have needed to go seek someone out anyway, since the situation wasn’t something that could have just been glossed over. He explained the story, that a fight had been picked by members of the Song clan, that there was one death of a bodyguard, or perhaps bodyguard-in-training, and the possible future infertility of what looked like a very fat possible young master of the Song clan. He was slightly deceptive in that he didn’t say that he and Yu Li technically attacked first, but he also realized that nobody in this society seemed to care about that. William did tell his grandfather all the details, however.

There were various reactions. Frown, smiles, nods, and shoulders shrugged, as if this was just an inevitable event. However, because William couldn’t be faulted for losing the family face, it was harder for anyone to say anything. Everyone had to admit that the conflict with the Song clan had been escalating, and he just happened to be involved in the conflict that would bring it up to the next level. William thought some people would have attempted to get him in trouble for this even though it was inevitable, but it was not popular to even slightly sound like a supporter of the Song clan. Plus, William’s grandfather stood around looking menacing, which didn’t hurt in the slightest. Yu Jian’s support was a strange thing, since William knew it was partly because William himself was a valuable asset, or at least potentially valuable. However, he was also starting to develop an actual family bond, and thinking of him like a real grandfather… though William was older, in a way.

The end result was that there would be no more shopping trips, at least nothing with a small number of people. This would mean that Yu Li wouldn’t be able to get a better staff for some time. However, more importantly, her ability to use magic might have been revealed. It was possible people wouldn’t recognize it for what it was, but William thought it wouldn’t be too long before people figured it out. 

-----

A delegation from the Song clan showed up. William was not invited to participate in the “discussion”. However, William heard that the Song clan had asked for reparations, and Yu Jian had responded by offering to castrate the rest of their family for having designs on his granddaughter. The Song clan delegation left in a huff. Perhaps it was better to say that they were allowed to leave, since the Yu Clan certainly could have killed or imprisoned them. However, neither side was ready for this to become an all-out war just yet, and the Yu clan wanted to uphold their image of righteousness. Therefore, they couldn’t attack a group that had just come to talk. Mostly, though, the clan had to be properly prepared before getting in a conflict with the Song clan, because there were other powers in the city that might be waiting for an opportunity. Thus, they would at least want to make sure others would stay out before risking anything.

-----

William found himself in his spiritual sea, practicing Rotational Soul Pressure. His sense of scale had long been lost. He no longer remembered how big it had been starting out. However, he did have a sense of its relative power. In terms of quality and quantity of energy, he was somewhere around the sixth or seventh minor breakthrough in some of the better clan techniques. Obviously, this was quite impressive for a nine year old child, but William had a good starting point and seriously trained for over three years now. This put him closer to the level of those just reaching adulthood, but below those who were truly adults. At least, those who had any significant talent for training ki. William wasn’t sure when he would hit the barrier that stopped his progression in this technique. It could be at any time. He would perhaps not even reach the equivalent of the next minor breakthrough, or he could perhaps reach the energy equivalent of the first major breakthrough or more, doubling or tripling where he currently was. Whenever it was, he would move onto the next cultivation technique that he had prepared. However… William had lost his sense of scale. He could tell the total quantity of energy he had, but how that compared in size to how it had been and how it compared to the maximum limit he had seen, he could not say. When he sent his senses out to the maximum limit, he had trouble comprehending the distance. It wasn’t a real distance that could be measured, so though he felt like he had a good grasp on it before, he realized he had just been thinking too much like he was in a real, or at least physical space. From certain ‘angles’, he appeared to be approaching the limit. From others, he had reached about half the area, and from others he seemed to have done almost nothing. In short, only when he reached the limit would he know. In the end, it didn’t matter. It was a quite decent cultivation technique, not allowing him to progress at ridiculous speeds, but still consistently advancing forward. William enjoyed the sense of perpetual improvement he got. Perhaps he might be able to make a large difference in a war against the Demon King in the future.
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                Much to William’s surprise, Dong Xin actually succeeded in awakening. He wasn’t a very strong wizard, which made sense because he would likely have awakened naturally if he had much talent for it. However, having the ability to use magic could be useful in some circumstances, so he still put in the time to learn. He was somewhat surprised by the way chants worked. Theoretically, a wizard could say whatever they wanted. However, it was best if it was an actual chant of some kind that consistently flowed, and wouldn’t be messed up. If a wizard stuttered in the middle of gathering mana, or couldn’t think of what to say next, it was problematic and usually led to magical “feedback”. William tried to teach him to avoid this, but it was pretty much inevitable that a wizard would experience it at some point. Fortunately, even if Dong Xin messed up horribly, he wouldn’t do much damage to himself, especially if he was prepared and defended himself with ki. However, that took more concentration, meaning it was more likely he would fail, or at least take longer to gather the same amount of mana. It was an interesting problem. However, William could do little more than teach him, and let him work out how to make it practical, with some advice. As evidenced by Yu Li, a bright flash of light could be very advantageous in combat. Yu Jian hadn’t yet managed to awaken, and William found that scenario to be more likely. It wouldn’t be easy, or it would have likely happened naturally, even if it had subsequently gone unnoticed.

-----

The tensions between the Song clan and the Yu clan were at an all time high. It was just short of an open war. William wished he had some magical or otherwise miraculous solution, but he didn’t. Outside of physical conflicts, the two clans competed in business. William stayed away from that, since even if he had the right to interfere, he didn’t have anything to contribute to the matter. Certainly, his previous parents had been merchants, but that just meant William wouldn’t have made a complete and utter fool of himself, not that he could come up with a magical path to victory. Thus, in some areas the Song clan was winning out over the Yu clan, and vice-versa. However, they were both making less profits than they could have, because they required guards all the time. Other clans didn’t, or at least not so many. 

Neither the Song clan nor the Yu clan was really “winning”. It was a stalemate, the kind that could last forever if tensions weren’t so high. However, with death being involved, even of a branch member, and the crippling of a “young master”, things wouldn’t remain as they were indefinitely. Then, an opportunity showed up.

A number of clans got together to organize a citywide tournament for the younger generation. This was not uncommon. William had learned that people liked tournaments. It was a good way to show superiority without getting engaged in an actual war. As for why the older generations rarely got involved in tournaments… Likely because the clans didn’t like showing off what they could actually do, in case a real war started.

William would be almost eleven when the tournament happened, which meant he would have five years of training. The maximum age for the tournament was twenty, and it was only separated by age for the starting blocks. That is, the first few fights would be against those of similar age, but after that they might not. William could find himself up against those with ten years of ki training, in the worst case.

Thus, William had a discussion with Yu Jian over whether he should enter. It would be a minor loss of face if he didn’t, both for him and the clan, as it would show cowardice. William wasn’t exactly a well known figure, but many had at least heard about him, or the fact that a young child defeated some members of the Song clan. However, the Song clan would likely go all out if they found themselves facing him. They would not mind throwing away a bit of face and having one of their almost adult members maim or kill him if they got the chance. Of course, it would be an “accident”, which would likely just result in them getting kicked out of the tournament. 

There wouldn’t be much that could be done if that happened, except break out into a war. Plus, on a more personal level, William would be dead, which would be problematic. There wasn’t much in the way of legal action that could be taken, not in this society anyway. It was the same as the Song clan being unable to do much of anything to him even though he killed one of their branch members, though the circumstances would be somewhat different. Not that the public would care.

On the other hand, if he did well it would be very beneficial, especially if he defeated some prominent members of the Song clan. Yu Jian thought it would still be worthwhile for William to participate. If he came up against anyone dangerous, he could just surrender. It wouldn’t be shameful for an eleven year old child to surrender to someone five or almost ten years older than himself. Thus, as long as William didn’t run into any exceptional geniuses, he would be perfectly safe. It was possible that there was one to be had, but if so the Song clan had done a good job of concealing their existence. If there were one from another clan, they would have no reason to do any more than defeat William. However, that required them to be able to. Not that William thought that he was a world breaking genius, but at least he wasn’t below average, which mean that in his age range he would be rather safe, since he was able to start training sooner. In fact, William thought his training speed was probably above average, especially since he had so many experiences to rely on, which helped. At the very least, he had practice working hard to improve himself. William decided he would join the tournament, but he didn’t plan to push himself too far, and attempt to win against those who had trained much longer than himself.
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                William had to take some time to prepare himself mentally for the tournament. It was basically a war with rules. Though killing wasn’t allowed, there were always accidents, and “accidents”. There wasn’t anything to protect the contestants like the wizards had. William wasn’t even sure if it would be used if they had access to such an arena. There was a strong cultural idea that people should be able to take care of themselves.

As time had passed, William considered his reasons for participating in the tournament. It wasn’t much for the sake of his family. Besides Grandfather Jian and Big Sister Li, he was at best on friendly terms with his family. He didn’t think that he would win. Though the tournament had some rewards for winning, he wasn’t willing to risk his life for them, regardless of how the medicine might speed up his training. He wasn’t particularly in a rush. William also didn’t particularly care about the glory even if he could win. He did care about going against the Song clan. He hadn’t heard a single good thing about them, and not just because most of his information came from Yu clan sources. They all seemed just as bad as the few members he had conflict with. Either way, they certainly didn’t plan to leave him alone, so he didn’t plan to leave them alone either.

Perhaps William wouldn’t come into conflict with any members of the Song clan, though he doubted it. People wanted to see rivals fight, so whether it was through random chance, bribery, or a desire for spectacle he would most likely meet some of their members in the earlier parts of the tournament. If not… he would gracefully exit the tournament at some appropriate time. He would have a chance to leave before he faced any opponents out of his league.

-----

The tournament area was the largest he had ever seen. It was for a city event, after all, but he had somewhat underestimated how many people would come. It seemed as if the whole city were around, but he couldn’t be sure. At the very least, it was tens of thousands of people, enough to fill up a sports stadium on Earth. 

There were enough participants, over two hundred, that there was no way that they could all fight on a single stage and finish the tournament in any reasonable amount of time. Thus, there were six stages, and many fights would happen in parallel. For the first two rounds, contestants would be split up into their relative age groups. Then there would be three more rounds including everyone. Finally those who remained, less than a dozen, would have a smaller round robin tournament to determine their relative rankings. It was highly unlikely that there would be a number of participants that could continue with the former single-elimination style method in a fair manner, though it was not that single elimination was particularly fair anyway. It was, however, easy to organize and understand.

William’s first opponent was twelve. He wasn’t from a rival clan, so William let him be defeated gracefully. It was not that William was being arrogant, but more than twice the time training in ki was significant. He was still cautious, protecting himself with a significant amount of ki, but he wasn’t ruthless in his attacks. He was still quite decisive, however, defeating his opponent in a few exchanges of attacks.

Although there were other members of the Yu family in the tournament, William only really paid attention to Yu Huan. Although there were other members of the family that were more important, and even more likely to win, he only really cared about her results. If she were a few years older, he had no doubt she would be a contender against top positions, but 5 years of training versus a possible 10 was a huge gap to cross. Her opponent was a largish fellow, who was actually quite skilled in defensive techniques. However, he wasn’t fast, so he couldn’t lay a finger on her. It took her quite a bit of time, but eventually she used her light sword to inflict enough small wounds on her opponent that he had to surrender.

In the second round, William was matched up against a tall youth from the Song clan. He seemed to be at the upper end of the age range, 14 years old. Perhaps it was a coincidence, perhaps not, but either way William didn’t care. They exchanged no words, only glares. Then, the match started. William saw something streaking toward him, and he deflected it with his staff. A throwing dagger. The youth seemed to have plenty of them, as he kept throwing them, in many tricky manners, as William cautiously approached toward him. It was not too hard to deflect or dodge one at a time, but William could tell there would be something more. Indeed, as he approached close, the youth’s left hand moved at the same time as his right, throwing a pair. William could sense the ki coating them, and dodged one, while batting the other out of the air with his staff. He used enough ki to dissipate what the dagger had, and the extra power and control it had was gone, as it flew out of the arena.

William was only a step or two away from the youth, so he pulled out two different, shining daggers, these more suited for melee combat. William paused for a moment, then moved, as if he were stepping forward. Instead, he spun around in a circle, hitting the second flying knife, which had come back around under the control of the youth’s ki. However, he was unable to hide the feeling of ki, so William had felt its return. As he continued his spin, the Song clan youth dodged back out of his reach.

William studied the knives his opponent held, especially the shine on them. They were probably poisoned. That was completely against tournament rules, of course. William could call it out and get him disqualified… but he might be wrong. He considered his options. Then, he stepped forward as he activated Iron Mountain Defense. After his previous experience, he had worked on that technique, and was confident that he could use it to stop his opponent’s daggers. At least, any grazes wouldn’t be able to penetrate his defenses. William and the youth started exchanging blows, though his opponent mostly dodged, whereas William parried his opponents weapons. William wasn’t much experienced with fighting daggers, but Master Dong Xin’s staff was quicker and more agile. Not that William could keep up with that level. Still, William managed to keep from being injured by the probably-poisoned blades of his opponent. If William had to risk getting poisoned by something unknown, he would surrender, but he hadn’t reached a point of desperation yet. He was still testing his opponent.
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                William faced off against the youth from the Song clan, who was still technically three or so years older than himself. Although his daggers were fast, they weren’t powerful, and the speed wasn’t something he couldn’t handle. As the battle stretched on, he began to look tired. William didn’t think that was a deception, unlike the way he moved and attacked. William continued to act cautiously, since although his opponent was wearing out faster than himself, he was almost certain the blades were poisoned, though he had no intention of testing that theory himself. 

Sometimes during a battle, staying on the defensive was a path to defeat, and you just had to attack and defeat your enemy before they could defeat you. This was not one of those battles. He found the perfect opening. Maybe it was a trap, but it certainly appeared perfect. If it was a trap, William could just end his chain of actions. His opponent was fast, but William had enough ki remaining to increase his speed for a short burst, and still have a reasonable amount left over. His opponent’s daggers were coming in at just the right angles… His staff knocked one out of the hand on his left, then continued spinning and knocked the one on the right up into the air. Then, he spun it around into the stomach of the Song clan youth. The last part had very little force behind it, but it was enough to stun his opponent for a moment.

William marveled at his ability to actually execute these maneuvers. It was amazing what he could learn to do given an extra lifetime or two. However, he didn’t have long to marvel, as he had to release one hand from his staff… to catch the falling dagger. Then, he thrust it into his opponent’s guts. William didn’t know anything more about using a dagger than “the pointy end goes into the other man”, but that was good enough. He did know what areas were vital… and thus those that were not, so he could avoid killing his opponent. William stepped back, and watched the stunned, panicked look on his enemy’s face. William raised an eyebrow. “Not surrendering yet? That’s your own dagger, so you know what’s on it.”

The youth’s eyes went wide, “I surrender!” Then he moved off the stage as fast as he could manage in his injured state, heading toward some elders of the Song clan.

The referee announced William’s victory, and William brought him some of the other daggers. “Sir, is this poison?” William wasn’t an expert on poisons, but he was almost sure it was. He asked it that way to give the referee options in how to react. The referee took it and looked at it, then went around to other throwing daggers that were strewn about.

The next few minutes were a flurry of activity, with the accusations becoming official. The Song clan thrust all of the responsibility onto William’s opponent, saying he did it on his own. This was obviously untrue, but when he admitted to it there was little that could be said. The Song clan was still powerful after all. Nobody was willing to try searching their elders, except perhaps the Yu clan, but they had a conflict of interest. However, all of the Song clan participants in the tournament were searched, and would be watched closely. Mostly, the Song clan lost face for using the poison. The youth seemed like he would be… if not fine, at least alive. He had received an antidote, since the Song clan was not so cruel that they would let one of their own die if they could help it. 

Yu Huan’s next match was also against a member of the Song clan, named Song Ping. He was perhaps sixteen or seventeen. After the match started, Yu Huan moved toward her opponent, but suddenly stopped halfway, and her opponent, who had been still up until that point, moved forward with his weapon draw. Then, Yu Huan, her voice strained with difficulty, called out “I surrender!” Then, she collapsed to one knee. Her opponent frowned slightly, but stopped.

William was shocked. He hadn’t seen a single attack… but he had felt something. An invisible ki attack. William went up and helped Yu Huan off the stage. As he did so, he reached out with his senses. Physically, she was fine. She was still conscious, but her face was strained and she didn’t speak. Then, William searched one step deeper. It was a breach of etiquette, to say the least, peering into someone else’s spiritual sea. However, William was instantly justified. Yu Huan’s spiritual sea felt like an area of energy in the void in space, similar to William’s own. However, she had clearly defined layers with barriers in between them. It was easy to discern the ki that belonged to Yu Huan… and also that which was not hers. William imagined those as black masses crawling over the surface of the outermost layer. He immediately sent in his own energy, attacking the masses. He found that they were rather fragile, and they popped like bubbles. William formed something like barriers around the intrusive ki, and removed it from the area. Then, he did one last sweep before carefully removing his own ki. Yu Huan turned to look at William. In her eyes he saw something like a mix of terror, confusion… and relief. “...Thanks,” she managed to voice, before passing out. 

William brought Yu Huan toward the Yu clan elders who were also moving to him. Yu Jian spoke up first. “What happened?”

“I think she suffered some kind of… soul attack.”

“What?!” Yu Jian dashed forward. “She must be treated immediately!” William could sense Yu Jian’s energy entering into Yu Huan. Yu Jian frowned, but looked slightly relieved. “It seems we reached her in time. There should not be too many lasting effects.” Then Yu Jian turned toward William, and raised an eyebrow. William shrugged slightly. It was not something he wanted to explain in public.

The third round opponents were announced. William’s opponent was the same member of the Song clan. Perhaps one of the previous matches was a coincidence. There was even a very, very small chance that both had been coincidences. However, William was absolutely sure that this one was not. Yu Jian said to William, “You should surrender. It’s not shameful.”

William shook his head. “With all due respect… I’ve been told by someone who I believe to be correct that I have a strong soul. This is my chance to put it to use.”

Yu Jian sighed. “If you were someone else, I would absolutely forbid you. You are certain you want to do this?”

“At the very least, I can withstand a single attack. If things aren’t looking good… I’ll surrender.” William glared, vaguely in the same direction as Song Ping.
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                William had a decent amount of confidence in withstanding a soul attack. He might not believe every technique that had soul in the name was actually related to the soul, but that was another matter. William knew that at the very minimum, the soul and a martial artist’s spiritual sea were closely connected. He really only had one data point for the strength of his soul. The Demoness had said it was strong, but that meant something from her. She wasn’t the type to casually call something strong. William had trained in Soul Armor, which never even moved the ki out of his spiritual sea. He was unsure of how well it might protect him, but he had eliminated the remnants of an attack from Yu Huan’s spiritual sea rather easily. Thus, he had some confidence.

William faced off against the opponent from the Song clan. He might have been named Song Ping… that sounded right, but William didn’t care much. It wasn’t like he planned to speak with him. The moment the match started, William gathered his ki for use. This wasn’t hard, since he didn’t need to move it outside of his spiritual sea. William also dashed toward Song Ping, but he didn’t use any ki to increase his speed.

Then, William felt the attack coming. Time seemed to slow down, and William’s mind fell into his spiritual sea. He saw a mass of black energy coming toward him. He activated the Soul Armor technique, and felt the outer layer of the ki inside of him… harden, somehow. Even though it was still flowing around, there was a hard layer on top. William wasn’t sure what else to do, so he prepared to spread his ki around to wipe out the remnants of the attack, or fight back against the giant mass if it didn’t break.

The black mass, which was vaguely spherical but not so coherently shaped, collided with the outer shell of William’s sea of ki. Well, they touched. However, William didn’t feel anything actually like a collision. Instead, as he watched, the black mass connected to the shell, and disappeared. William wasn’t sure where, but it didn’t rebound, nor did it pass through the barrier. Instead, it just disappeared. The mass continued onwards steadily, but as it connected with William’s barrier it grew smaller and smaller, until the last bit of it finally dissolved into nothingness. William wasn’t really sure what had happened, but unless he was just completely incapable of comprehending it… he didn’t feel like he was harmed. 

Then, he felt a connection. It was what had launched the black mass, something both like a tendril and a point in the space outside of his spiritual sea. By instinct, William launched an attack back along the tendril of… something. He didn’t remember having learned any soul attacks, but his mind naturally performed the action. The tendril instinctively pulled back, but his attack went with it. Then William was outside again, still running, with seemingly only an instant having passed.

Then, Song Ping spasmed, and coughed up blood. He fell face first onto the ground, where a small pool of blood started congealing. William saw a small trickle of blood coming out of his ears… William stopped. He didn’t think it was a trick, but he also shouldn’t attack an unconscious enemy. William waited… and after a short amount of time, the referee declared him the victor by means of knockout. 

As William moved away from the arena, he noticed some elders of the Song clan running up to Song Ping. They lifted him up, and he groaned. William saw that he was also bleeding slightly from his eyes and nose. He wasn’t conscious, but the groan indicated that he wasn’t dead, either. One of the Song clan elders pointed at William and shouted. “He broke the rules!”

William looked straight at him. “Shut your filthy mouth. You just can’t stand to lose. What damage have I done that your pathetic clan hasn’t caused to yourself?”

“How dare you!” The elder actually let go of Song Ping, though fortunately he was being partly supported by another. Then, the Song clan elder dashed at William and launched an attack. There was a loud sound, and William saw blood everywhere. After he wiped the blood off of his eyes, he could see Grand Elder Yu Jian’s arm sticking into the Song Clan elder’s chest, with his other hand stopping the fist that was right in front of William’s face. William knew he was no match for an elder, but he had still provoked them… because he had felt Yu Jian… his grandfather, approaching. The Song clan elder had just been too blinded by his rage to notice.

Yu Jian pushed the lifeless body of the Song clan elder off of his arm, then spoke loudly and resoundingly. “An elder of the Song clan has attempted to kill a junior of the Yu clan, violating the rules of the tournament in the most despicable of manners.” Then, he reached down and pulled a vial out of the elder’s robe. “In addition, they had the face to claim that one of their juniors chose to use poison, instead of it being at their command, yet the very same poison is in their pockets.”

Cries of outrage, boos, and even cheers resounded throughout the area. Various figures came down from the stands. Some were from various clans who had been involved in organizing the tournament, and others were from the Song and Yu clans, who lined up, facing each other. An old, powerful man, likely a Grand Elder of the Song clan, spoke up. “So you say, but you have killed one of our members in this neutral place. That calls for heavy sanctions against the Yu clan.”

Yu Jian just laughed. “Sanctions against the Yu clan? I suppose since you never intended to respect the rules you just didn’t read them. I am perfectly justified in defending a member of my own clan from an attack.”

Many of the elders from the clans that helped organize the tournament nodded. “He is correct. That elder’s life was forfeit from the moment he attempted an attack.” An old woman, presumably another elder spoke up. “The Song clan has intentionally violated the rules of the tournament. As such, now and for the next twenty years the Song clan is banned from participating in any tournaments, for they have no honor. In addition, they will have to pay reparations to those harmed.” The Song clan elder was about to speak again, but then realized that his clan was surrounded. He shuddered slightly, and glared at Yu Jian, but said nothing.

William sighed internally, in relief. He hadn’t expected it to escalate quite that far. He reminded himself that he needed to be more careful with his life. After everything settled, the tournament continued. William surrendered to his next opponent, a young man of eighteen. He was already rather exhausted, and doubted he could have won regardless. In the end, the winner of the tournament only barely defeated a member of the Yu clan. However, this still brought a decent amount of face to the Yu clan, whereas the Song clan was in dire straits. They were still powerful, but had been dealt a heavy blow. That made them all the more dangerous.
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                In retrospect, William found that his latest battle had been a poor idea. He hadn’t been sure of how dangerous his opponent was. It had been possible that Song Ping had not used his full power on Yu Huan, which meant that he could have been much more dangerous than William expected. William still thought that people couldn’t be that dangerous, because they were little more than children, but here they were children with ki and magic… like children with access to a gun. On the other hand, William’s confidence had been more than correct, he’d just had only a small amount of evidence on his side beforehand. 

However, what bothered William most was the counterattack he had done. He wasn’t bothered at what he had done, which he imagined was likely a crippling injury to Song Ping. Instead, he was bothered at how he had done it. He had countered with a soul attack. Not only that, but one that obviously came from a technique, if one that wasn’t trained much at all. Except, William could remember every technique he had learned in the past 6 years, and none of them were a soul attack. That bothered him, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Then, he remembered. He wasn’t incorrect- he hadn’t learned that technique since he had knowledge of ki and how to train it. However, there was one technique he had learned before, and forgotten about. All of the recent events had muddled his mind, and made him forget the very first ki technique he had seen… from his previous life.

William hadn’t forgotten about the technique itself, but since he had learned it before he was truly able to use ki, he hadn’t considered that he might already be able to use it. There wasn’t much to the flowery description: “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” In this case, much of the insight into how to use it was on the technique scroll itself, there weren’t instructions. Thus, if William had the scroll that contained it, he could look at it to get some glimpses of how it should be used, and learn that way. As it was, if he wanted to learn to use it, he would have to find the small fragments of thought that were still inside his head… or his soul, perhaps.

William did want to learn it. He didn’t plan to use any trained version against any foes he would be facing in the short term, but there was only one reason to learn that particular ability in the first place. To use on the Demon King. There was no point in destroying the souls of anyone else. William couldn’t be sure anyone else would learn the technique, or even if the scroll still existed. People might not even know it needed to be done. William could at least get a partial answer to the last point, however.

He went to find Grand Elder Jian, his grandfather, technically, and a member of the Order of the Watchful Sentry. Once they were alone where no one could overhear, he asked. “Do you know why the Demon King is such a big problem?”

Yu Jian stroked his chin. “Well, he certainly grows more powerful every time. He obviously has only ill intentions, and must be guarded against. Though, since you ask, you must have further reasons?”

William nodded. “He needs to be destroyed- not just killed, but destroyed in body and soul. That is because he does the same thing every time he appears. That is, he destroys the souls of many. As for what effect this has… people are still born, as normal. However, I observed in Ostana that the percentage of people with the talent to be a wizard dropped after every invasion by the Demon King.” William paused for a few moments. “This led to the conclusion that the ability to use magic is tied to the soul, somehow. I don’t know how this relates to the ability to use ki, but I suspect that it has some effect on the population as a whole as well. It seems to me that it is likely tied to the soul… since I seem to have subconsciously trained to a minor level of ki proficiency in my previous life, and that carried over into this one.”

Yu Jian nodded. “That’s very serious. The Order has a number of records, they may be able to provide that information. As far as I know, nobody has observed the reduction in skilled martial artists specifically, but if they were not specifically looking for it then it could easily have been missed. Either way, destroying the soul of the Demon King does seem like the only permanent solution. However, I doubt that it will be easy.”

William nodded. “There is a technique… however, I am not trained enough in it to inscribe it on a scroll or teach it. The scroll itself is in Ostana… or it was. I don’t know if there are any other copies, but even if there were… the original source would be impossible to track down.”

“Oh? What was this original source?”

William pondered for a time, then shook his head. “I shouldn’t say. The point is, though, that the only copy that I know existed was in Ostana, in the possession of the Cyril family. I’m not sure if they have managed to survive and keep it… but I’d like to find out. I think it’s time for me to go to back. I’d also like to bring Big Sister Li with me.”

Yu Jian sighed. “What, you want me to be alone with only one exceptional grandchild?” He sighed again. “It is important, though, if the Demon King can appear at any time. Plus, as the source of many of the Song clan’s recent embarrassments, it might be best for you to leave the city. As for your sister… It might be good for her to see and be around other wizards, no offense to yourself. You can’t go alone though. Our relations with your mother’s family are somewhat strained… but they have caravans that travel to Ostana regularly. At the very least, they are always willing to accept paying customers.”
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                Although William would have liked to leave immediately, there were many things involved in going on a long trip. Especially one where you may never return, at least not for many years. There was still the matter of The Order of the Watchful Sentry. William didn’t have any need to personally get involved, but he did need to know that they were on the right track. Thus, William discussed with Yu Jian and Dong Xin all of his reasons and what he thought they would need to know. Many things they understood already, but William also shared his account of fighting the army of the demon lord. It wouldn’t prepare them for everything that would happen in a war with the Demon King, but it would give them perhaps some idea of what to expect. 

As for Big Sister Li, it didn’t take any convincing to get her to agree to come with him. She wasn’t particularly looking forward to getting married to someone not of her choice. Even if that didn’t happen, her future here wasn’t great. Even though it was now known that she could use magic, she wouldn’t particularly be seen as a useful asset, but rather just a strange anomaly. Though she was now treated much better by the family, that didn’t make her want to remain. Instead, she preferred to stay with the only one who had treated her like family. Yu Jian treated her well, but had been absent during important points in her life.

It also took some time to arrange the actual journey. Although the Shengrui trading group had frequent caravans, they weren’t constant. It wasn’t like William could just take the next flight over to Ostana. That was one thing William definitely missed from Earth, the speed of air travel. Though, not the traveling itself. He suspected that travel by trade caravan wouldn’t be particularly comfortable, though, so it probably wouldn’t beat air travel in that regard either.

As for what he was bringing with him… William still had almost nothing. He had a nice solid staff, clothes, and other basic necessities. He wouldn’t be able to bring any books, since they didn’t belong to him, and that went even more so for the scrolls containing ki techniques. This meant he wouldn’t be able to learn anything new, but he already had a variety of techniques he had learned but not yet trained to their limits. He also had memorized another cultivation technique for when Rotational Soul Pressure reached its limit. If William really wanted to master everything he currently knew, he could easily spend a decade or more. Plus, it wasn’t like he couldn’t create a new technique on his own- that did happen. It’s not like all of them appeared from nothing. Creating a new technique would be difficult, especially one that was good, but William was beginning to get a grasp on the way ki fundamentally worked. It followed different rules than magic, certainly, but was still bound by physics. With the possible exception of things relating to the soul, since William wasn’t sure how that fit in.

As for the Yu clan… nobody was particularly disappointed to see William go. He had caused more than his fair share of change, and people didn’t like that. He had gained some face for the clan, and at least most were appreciative for that. However, their previous prejudices were still around, and they felt that things would be more stable with him gone. Not that anyone would say that directly. From William’s perspective, things would probably not calm down all that much. Yu Huan was still around, and she wasn’t going to be easy to handle. Though she was quite good at making people underestimate her, William thought that people should eventually figure it out. Then again, in William’s experience, humans were as dense as rocks, so maybe they would manage to forget how exceptional Yu Huan was every year after the family tournament. William had no doubt that she would beat everyone in the fifteen through eighteen range at sixteen, and from there… he wasn’t sure, but it would be interesting. He knew she had already learned a technique to defend against soul attacks, so she wouldn’t lose the same way twice. Not that many people could even use a soul attack.

William had briefly considered asking her to come with him as well, but he realized that it was a silly idea. She would develop much better in Liaoyang, and would be able to take care of herself just fine. There was no point to travel with William. Though he would like someone of her talents to join in the fight against the Demon King, once word of him actually came, the nations would once again unite together, however grudgingly. At least, William hoped they would. This would be the absolute worst time to fail at that. Perhaps he would need to check out the political landscapes to make sure there wasn’t a stupid failure in the next war, which William thought would be the most important one yet. If they won this one, but failed to destroy the Demon King… there might not be enough wizards left to make any difference in the following war. The same might be true of martial artists. While William certainly didn’t want to disparage knights… only the best of them could match the demons in terms of bodily strength, and those were just the regular foot troops. They would be lacking the firepower and tactical variety offered by wizards and martial artists, and that was the most positive possibility William could think of.

Perhaps the war might not happen until William was an old man, or even shortly after that, but it would be coming. William felt, for no sustainable reason, that it would come sooner rather than later. At the very least, it wouldn’t hurt to go around fostering peace and unity between the nations and making them aware of the possibilities. If there was a war between two nations just before the Demon King showed up… it would be disastrous. Though it was a terrible thing to think, William was glad that there had been some minor wars while he was dead. Maybe that would help keep people calm enough to last until the most important time. William couldn’t stop thinking about everything that could go wrong, and sighed. Perhaps the journey would calm him down.
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                William looked back on the city as the wagons for the caravan left. He supposed he would miss it a little bit, but it wasn’t the most inviting of cities. More relevantly, most of what he would miss was coming with him. He looked over at Big Sister Li, who was now leaving the only home she had ever known. It was probably harder for her, but she looked to be handling it well. However, a more unexpected member of the group was also nearby. Dong Xin was also traveling with them. His presence wasn’t unwelcome, however. He made William feel much safer, though he was not weak by himself.

As for the reason he was traveling with them… officially, he was on business for The Order of the Watchful Sentry. They recognized that they needed to get in contact with others who were prepared to combat the Demon King, if they were to be maximally effective. Since he was likely to arrive sooner rather than later, in the grand scheme of things, they needed to start becoming an organized whole. It was possible that nobody in Ostana was still keeping ready to fight the Demon King… so in that case, they would just need to expand. William also suspected that Master Dong Xin was traveling with them for another reason. He was a guard. Due to his friendship with Yu Jian and William himself, he wanted to make sure William and Yu Li stayed safe. There were possible dangers on the road, and the Song clan might find a way to cause trouble, if they could.

Neither Dong Xin nor Big Sister Li actually knew the language of Ostana. William had started lessons with them during the month where preparations were being made, but they still only knew very little. Fortunately, there were other members of the caravan who also spoke the language. One of the members was the leader of the caravan, Zhan Cheng. He was technically William’s first cousin once removed or some such. Either way, he was about a generation older, and not particularly closely related to William. However, he was impressed by how well William spoke. William was just glad his grasp of the language hadn’t faded much over the years he hadn’t been using it.

William took the opportunity to ask about what was happening in Ostana. He’d already learned what he could, but it was better to talk to someone who had heard or seen things in person, or at least one step closer to the source. William wasn’t particularly thrilled with the results. First, he inquired after the descendants of those he had known. “Have you heard of the Vaughan family?”

Zhan Cheng shook his head. To William, that hopefully just meant that they weren’t particularly prominent. Hopefully, the line of Lila and Gerald had continued. Though, it was also possible that they had married into another family or just chosen to not have children. Over so many generations, almost anything could happen.

“What about the Cyril family?”

“What, you mean the ones who killed the Archmage William?”

“The ones accused of it.”

Zhan Cheng nodded, “Accused of it, yes. Many people believe it, though. Well, I can say they are nothing if not tenacious. They have managed to survive despite the constant oppression from the Lockridge family.”

“Ugh.” William grimaced to hear the name Lockridge, “I was hoping the Lockridge family had all died in mysterious accidents. Or a horrible plague, or something.”

Zhan Cheng raised an eyebrow. “Have a personal vendetta with them or something?”

William shrugged. “They killed the Archmage William. Then they blamed it on his friend and friend’s family. I hate people like that. Not that they had a stellar record before that.”

“Well, I had heard of that possibility.” Zhan Cheng shrugged. “It did seem more likely based on other accounts from the time, but that’s not the current version of events that ‘everybody knows.’”

“What about the Wizard’s guild and the knights?”

“Well, that’s a convenient combination to bring up. In fact, there has been quite a bit of conflict between them recently. Nothing overt, mind you, but it seems the leadership of the current knights and the current archmage don’t see eye to eye on some issues, though what issues those are is up for debate.”

“Who is the current archmage?”

“Cecil Lockridge.”

William would have punched something, had there been something convenient. “Have the standards fallen so far?” Then, he sighed. It wasn’t particularly fair to judge someone by their past, or even current family. “Is he a good archmage? How many wizards are there?”

“The exact number isn’t publicly available, but there are hundreds.”

“Hundreds?” William shook his head. There had been hundreds while he was alive, after most of the wizards had died fighting the Demon King. There should be more now. “Did they change recruitment policies recently?”

“Indeed. How did you know?” Zhan Cheng looked down on the twelve year old child asking these questions. At first, he had only entertained the questions out of politeness, and to alleviate the boredom of travel, but he had quickly noticed they weren’t random or idle questions. “I don’t know the details, but I hear that one must have a certain amount of money to be a wizard now. More than before, even.”

“Then the new archmage is an idiot.” William confidently said. “The most powerful wizard in Archmage William’s generation came from a poor background. Even then, she almost didn’t get a chance. What’s the point of keeping around a bunch of rich idiots?”

“Well, they’re rich. I can think of a few good reasons to have rich idiots around, as a merchant.”

“That only works so long. Until humanity gets wiped out.”

“And that will happen… why?”

“The Demon King.” William shrugged. “There might still be time to fix the situation though. Say, one last thing… Have you heard about Archmage William’s staff?”

“Recently? No, I only know the stories. After his death, it hasn’t been seen.”

William had already basically heard that, but he was hoping. The journey continued on, rather peaceful, but quite long. They were a few weeks in, but it would be at least a few more before they reached the border between Ostana and Liaoyang.
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                William looked at the changing landscape as it rolled by. Upon thinking about it, he’d never really travelled much in his previous life. When he lived in Ostana, the only time he had traveled far from Canta was to go to war. Not that he was an exception, since being able to travel was a luxury that took time, or a job in the case of traders. It wasn’t like he could tour around a country in a couple weeks, stopping at interesting places. Instead, it would take three to four weeks to travel from the middle of Ostana to the edge, or quite a bit less depending on speed. However, there weren’t any cars or roads they could travel on that would let him do the same trip in a day, nor were there airplanes that could cover more distance in a single hour. Obviously, the technology was nowhere near ready for either car or planes. 

If flying magical beasts could be tamed, the could be ridden, like the wyverns that the demons had ridden in the war. However, these were both dangerous and rare. Presumably, the demons had special methods and training. It likely also helped that they were individually very strong, which would help in taming unruly beasts. Since currently he didn’t have any idea how to tame, breed, or train such beasts, they were out of the question.

William did think of another possible piece of air technology. There was only a single piece of advanced technology in them, and it could possibly be replaced. Everything else was simple. Hot air balloons only needed a consistent source of hot air. Obviously, having an open fire would be impossible, and not hot enough. However, wizards could create fire… however, it would require a very skilled, or at least precise, wizard to pull off what needed to be done. It would require almost constant spellcasting. If they were off with their aim or output, they could even catch the envelope on fire, which would be a disaster.

William stared up into the sky. Big Sister Li asked him “What are you thinking about?” She spoke the language of Ostana, obviously intending to practice.

“I’m thinking about how to fly?”

“Fly?” Yu Li tilted her head, then continued on in her native language. “Fly, like a bird?”

William shook his head. “Not like a bird, but yes. Remember that hot air rises?”

She nodded. “Yes. Would heating a person let them fly?” Then she shook her head. “No, of course not. They’d just burn.”

“That’s right. However, with enough hot air, if you contain it, you can have it lift you.”

She waved her hand through the air. “And how does one contain air?”

William began to explain the principles behind a hot air balloon. There was a large canvas envelope, filled with hot air, which held up a large basket where the passengers went. The hot air didn’t escape, because it wanted to rise, but the only way out was below it. Some heat obviously got lost through the canvas, and a small part of hot air would flow out the bottom even though it mostly would not, but continual application of new heat would keep it afloat.

Yu Li absorbed all the information, and nodded. “Indeed, it would be hard to maintain the level of fire necessary. It could possibly be done with a few skilled mages, but it would also need to constantly be moving to areas with mana… though I suppose it couldn’t avoid moving anyway.”

William nodded. “Using ki would just exhaust the user quickly. Even if there was a systemized technique, I can’t imagine it would be able to do much more than get up in the air, then have to descend within a few minutes.”

In the end, William hadn’t come up with a way to make a hot air balloon, but he also knew that it wasn’t impossible to use one, if only for a short time, with his current ideas. This was one example of a relatively simple machine, where he didn’t have to understand how to build something like an engine, unlike a car, airplane, or even a printing press.

In short, William decided to keep his mind open to possibilities. He just hadn’t had any reason to want to fly before, so he hadn’t considered it. He would try to keep aware of other useful possibilities that didn’t require too much technology, or where the critical piece could be replaced. Anything too complex, and William wouldn’t have the background to replicate it, and he didn’t have the inclination to invent the technology from scratch, if he even could.

The group traveled through several large cities, and a few towns. Then, they came upon a forest. From what William remembered, this forest covered a large area along and past the borders between Ostana and Liaoyang. Its name was something like the Endless Forest, at least from the perspective of Ostana. William couldn’t remember what it was called in Liaoyang.

It was the kind of large forest that housed magical beasts, but the caravan didn’t seem particularly worried. They did have guards, after all, and traveled this way regularly. There also wasn’t much of an option for other directions, since it would require going over a hundred miles out of their way to either the north or south if they wanted to avoid the forest. At least here there was a decent road, if not particularly impressive and just a clear path of dirt.

Thus, because of his trust in the caravan leadership, William relaxed. He found it rather peaceful, traveling through the forest. The light filtering through the trees was rather pretty. However, William’s hopes of a continually peaceful journey fell, as they came across a group of bandits. 

The bandits stepped out from behind the trees, and a large man, who also radiated an aura of power, spoke. “Well well, seems we have another caravan. You’d better not forget there’s a toll to pay for traveling this road.” The bandit leader grinned, and William tightened his grip on his staff, ready to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 108

    
    
    
    
                As soon as he saw the bandits, William wanted to fight. He wasn’t normally the type to want to escalate conflicts, at least he didn’t see himself that way. William considered this, and came up with some possible explanations. The culture of Liaoyang glorified combat and winning, and perhaps that was starting to affect him. William could say it had certainly at least changed his attitude. However, at the moment he had a theory of what made up the bigger part of his desires. It was puberty again. It had come a bit late and he was only just starting to feel its effects, but it would be around for a few years now. How annoying.

Regardless of whether he wanted to, and why he wanted to, William was expecting to have to fight. Zhan Cheng spoke, “A toll is it… how much?” William was expecting it to be “everything”, but instead the bandit leader named an actual price. 

Zhan Cheng then pulled out a coin purse and tossed it over to a subordinate next to the bandit leader, who counted it. “The money’s all here, boss.”

The bandit leader nodded. “Good. You may pass.”

Like that, the bandits faded off into the forest, some more gracefully than others. William was left staring, still full of the tension of an expected combat. The caravan moved on.

William asked about what happened. Zhan Cheng was happy to tell him. “Those bandits control this area. Normally, of course, I would rather not pay bandits, as it reduced my profits.” He waved his hands around at his guards. “Which is why I hire them. However, that particular group of bandits is not only formidable, but also quite… reasonable. Inside their rather sizable territory, not only are there no other bandits, magical beasts and monsters are also quite rare. They patrol the area, and charge a very reasonable fee. Thus, I like to think of them as the city guard for a city that does not exist, except maybe less corrupt than some guards. Other bandits… well, I don’t expect to see any for a while, if at all, but they will be less reasonable.”

That explained to William why there was a purse with the exact amount already prepared. This was a regular occurrence not worth risking life, even the lives of hired guards paid to do so. Even if they succeeded in driving off or killing the bandits, the loss of life might be more costly, and the next time there might be more or different bandits, or dangerous magical beasts. The price felt rather large to William, but he was thinking on a similar scale to his budget as a researcher, and not a merchant. William did agree he would certainly prefer if none of the people in the caravan died or were injured.

-----

As a side effect of puberty, William had fortunately never experienced growing pains. This had remained true the third time, at least so far. Now that he was aware of it, he noticed the jumbles of chemicals inside him messing with his thoughts. This made it somewhat harder to control his emotions… but now William had practice. This made him slightly less outside of his own control.

One noticeable effect was that his body training- exercise, was becoming more productive. That was to be expected, as increased musculature was an essential part of puberty. William wasn’t sure how much help it would be, since ki was quite powerful. There was a reason most martial artists focused on training ki over their body, once it reached a reasonable level of fitness. There were more options for what could be done with ki. On the other hand, William had seen the seemingly inexhaustible strength of the knights in Ostana. William wouldn’t say that they would necessarily lose to martial artists in strength. If one was clearly superior, it would likely have been adopted as the sole method. On the other hand, martial artists were very secretive with their ki training methods, and while the body training methods of the knights were not secret, they weren’t spread around in public either.

No matter which was better, William was glad that he was able to train his body a bit better, since his ki cultivation was becoming extremely inconsistent. At first William had thought he was finally reaching the limit of his cultivation method, but he now realized that it was just that his emotional state was fluctuating wildly. His body still influenced his mind, and he used that to control the ki in his spiritual sea- his soul, or his connection to it. Sometimes William had to choose not to even try training, because he knew that he might push beyond the limits if he found them, and that would be extremely dangerous with his technique. When he was thinking rationally, he obviously wouldn’t ignore warnings, but that wasn’t always the case. Thus, he took the extra layer of protection to just not start training. He had the assistance of Dong Xin in this matter.

As for the final part of puberty, William was now keenly aware of every female in the caravan. Not that there were many. However, there were a few guards, a couple merchants, and some people who were just traveling with the caravan. The last group included Big Sister Li, but she was William’s full blooded sister. However, William wasn’t interested in any of them, at least not beyond a purely physical level. William supposed if he ever wanted have a romantic relationship with a woman he would have to get over his aversion to their relative mental ages. However, even if that were to be the case in the future, William knew that the current time was neither the time nor place for such. Not that such decisions changed how he felt. Still, William felt that a relationship would be relatively unimportant, compared to fighting the Demon King. William thought that maybe he was a bit obsessed with that particular thing, especially having never has the opportunity to see the Demon King, but on the other hand he felt that he wouldn’t have wanted to ignore a giant meteor headed for Earth, if he had still been there. Or, since the Demon King was intentional, perhaps an alien invasion. William wondered if there were aliens in his previous universe. Then he wondered if this was the same universe somehow. Then he noticed an attractive woman, and sighed. Puberty was annoying.
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                The caravan had the good fortune to not run into any more bandits, though perhaps it wasn’t fortune at all. After all, there could only be so many bandits, and they would rather attack a less well defended caravan. Their path was also taking them deeper into the Endless Forest. It may not have been too dangerous to travel the roads, but living there was another matter.

The deeper forest was more likely to have things such as dire wolves. Incidentally, they cared very little about how well a caravan was defended in most cases. This was obvious to William when he found himself staring at nine dire wolves. Not by himself, of course. In fact, he didn’t even have to fight them. After all, he wasn’t part of this caravan as a guard.

He didn’t have to… but he wasn’t going to not fight. Since, he could, he felt it would be rude to not participate. Plus, he really, really wanted to fight. He wanted to hit something. He also wanted to see how he compared to himself from before, and this was a reasonable test. Dire wolves should hopefully be about the same strength as before, which would be a useful metric.

Although his hormones might have told him to run out to meet them, William was in fact smarter than that. He waited for them to engage the guards before he moved to assist one. This particular guard used a sword, which was quite common. William had to admit it was a good weapon. Unlike the knights he had fought with in the past, the caravan guard was lightly armored, though William knew there was also a layer of ki defending him. The guard was quite agile, dodging claws and teeth, and slashing with his sword as a counter. The fur of the dire wolves was almost like armor, however, so the wounds weren’t yet serious. 

William moved in to the side of the wolf, thrusting with his staff. Although he didn’t have a systemized technique for it, William also added fire into his attack, as well as a layer of ki, as normal. The wolf, though agile for its size, was still a large target, so William’s attack connected more or less as intended. There was a nice solid impact, and the fur and side burned, though it didn’t contain enough force to move the wolf. William was disappointed in that, because he felt that he had hit harder before, without ki. On the other hand, the time he was thinking of he was an adult with a good amount of body training… and wielding Chris, which William realized would significantly skew any comparison he could have made.

The wolf obviously felt some pain from William’s attack, as it turned to focus on him, swiping with a claw. William retreated, swinging his staff at the paw, mostly as a deterrent. However, his staff was still coated in a layer of fire, which left a slight scorch on the paw, though it didn’t particularly lose any power. However, William had mostly been out of its reach to begin with.

The guard didn’t miss the opportunity to attack, and the dire wolf soon found itself with much worse wounds, as William and the caravan guard whittled it down. William couldn’t say that he was comparable to his previous self, but he thought that his previous self without Chris would at least not have been too much stronger. On the other hand, how strong was a wizard without magic, really?

After the battle, William couldn’t help thinking of Chris, becoming nostalgic. This was amplified by how close they were getting to Ostana. He couldn’t hide it, and Big Sister Li noticed.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Chris.”

“That was… your staff?”

“And my friend.”

“Do you miss your friends often?”

William nodded. “I do. Though, not to sound morbid… I miss Chris more because everyone else I knew is dead… but he should still be around somewhere.”

Big Sister Li sat in thought for a few moments. “What about that demoness you met? She’s probably still alive.”

“Well, yeah. She’s not my friend though.”

“Really?” she tilted her head, “You seemed pretty happy when you were talking about your discussions with her.”

“I try not to be friends with people who had probably done gruesome experiments, and probably cursed one of my best friends.”

“Cursed? Oh, Chris?” She stroked her chin, “Thinking about it another way, you never would have met if that didn’t happen.”

“Coincidental goodness doesn't make up for intentional evil.”

“You can say that all you want, but you don’t sound sure of whether she actually did anything. She did help you after all.” She patted William on the head. “Either way, Chris told you he was invincible, right? I’m sure you’ll meet him again.”

William nodded. “I’ll certainly try. However, there are more important things to do in Ostana.”

-----

As the journey continued, it remained uneventful, though long. At the border, they were met by a checkpoint. Since the caravan had come through before, it was a relatively simple process. Everyone was still checked over, comparing to a few wanted posters, but they didn’t seem to actually expect to find anyone. Indeed, they didn’t. Those who weren’t part of the caravan’s merchants and guards still had to give reasons for entering the country. William, Dong Xin and Yu Li had prepared a story that wasn’t fictional, but not entirely true. Dong Xin and Yu Li were wizards on the way to visit the wizard’s guild, and William was there interpreter. The guards were slightly suspicious at William’s apparent age… but he spoke perfectly and without an accent, so he could obviously fulfill his role. Likewise, Dong Xin and Yu Li were wizards, though Dong Xin only barely qualified. He had slightly cleaned up his appearance so he wouldn’t look like a hobo.

After the fairly routine checks and some reasonable taxes, the caravan continued past the border. Though there was still some distance of the Endless Forest to go, it didn’t extend as far into Ostana. William was excited, as he would soon be able to see and recognize the country he had called home for his entire previous life.
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                After exiting the Endless Forest, the first proper city was Domaro. William’s first impression was that it was very large. It seemed to rival Canta in size. William was pretty sure that had not always been true, but he had never personally visited. However, it had also been many generations, so it was expected that it would change. New cities would be founded, and old cities would either prosper or fall. It was not strange that the city would change. 

Because it was a border city, it likely prospered through trade. Thus, it was no surprise that the caravan was planning to stay for several days. William took the time to explore the city. Dong Xin and Big Sister Li came with him, because although they were becoming more proficient in the language, they weren’t comfortable enough yet, especially with the different surroundings. Although William had been to both Ostana and Liaoyang, and seen pictures from many different cultures and travelled to a few countries his first life, Yu Li had not experienced much outside of Liaoyang. Although she had read about other countries and seen drawings and paintings of architecture, nothing was quite the same as actually visiting. Though, William thought pictures and video came pretty close sometimes.

At first they browsed the markets. This was purely for pleasure, since they didn’t have any intention of buying anything, nor the excess funds to purchase them. William might have been interested in some books, but they were rather impractical to bring on a journey, and he would have nowhere to store them. At most, he could bring a few with him. He did see that there were staves for sale, and was reminded that he had never ended up buying one for Big Sister Li. They were actually cheaper here, and with a better selection for the purpose of magic. On the other hand, cheaper did not mean cheap, and they didn’t have any way to renew their funds. It would be completely irresponsible to purchase diamond or ruby topped staves, but they did find a birch staff with quartz. It wasn’t amazing, but it was better than a staff meant for melee combat. 

William was also surprised to find a shop selling magical items. Not many, and they were very expensive, but there were some. Staves were not inherently magical, but rather the materials amplified the ability to use magic. Actual magic items generally had a specific thing that they could do, such as producing light, or a specific enhancement such as making a weapon more durable. There were also magical staves, which could further amplify a wizard’s abilities, but these were very hard to create. Their magic could easily interfere with the wizard’s control instead of enhancing it, so good magical staves were hard to come by. Not that William had ever needed that kind of staff, even if he hadn’t had Chris. 

Although he didn’t have any evidence, William felt certain that Chris was still in Ostana somewhere. However, feelings weren’t necessarily any good, and if he was buried a foot underground somewhere, William would never be able to find him. Unless Chris wanted to not be buried, in which case nothing would stop him forever. However, since there weren’t any rumors of him, William feared he was hidden somewhere.

After visiting the market, William found himself lost in thought about Chris, and soon found himself on the road outside the city. Dong Xin cleared his throat. “Though I continued following you since you seemed to be confident in your direction, I don’t believe we have any particular business outside of the city.”

William stopped and looked around. “Right, I was just distracted…” At that point, William heard the sound of an explosion. In fact, it was a particularly familiar sound… like a fireball. The sound came from along a side road, and William found himself running in that direction to see what was happening.

-----

The young man finished chanting his defensive spell and stood in front of his sister. They weren’t too far from the city, but they couldn’t keep running. His sister had twisted, her ankle, and he was already out of breath. He was in no state to properly chant, but his spell completed successfully anyway. Two men on horses came out from behind a small patch of trees, though they were not unexpected.

One of the men grinned. “Daniel. It was rather foolish for members of your traitorous family to leave your family’s grounds unprotected.”

“You’re right…” Daniel exhaled and inhaled heavily, “I shouldn’t have expected scum like your family to respect the law. It was a mistake.”

“Respect it? We are the law. It is perfectly within our rights to hunt down traitorous, rogue wizards.” At this point, it appeared the gloating and formalities were over. Both of the riders began chants, which Daniel instantly recognized as fireball spells. The two of them were far enough apart to not interfere with each other’s control of mana. One of them was chanting more slowly, which disappointed Daniel. He was hoping they would make a mistake and clash their fireballs with each other.

All Daniel could do was start chanting again to supplement his defensive spell. He had mostly given up hope. Although if he could kill one of them he would have a chance, that was impossible. They had defensive enchantments on their robes… and Daniel knew his own limits. All he could do was try to hold off the inevitable.

The first fireball struck his defenses and the flame gouted around him, and his sister behind him. Daniel’s shields barely held, and he felt the heat wash over him still. He finished gathering more energy to supplement the shields, but the next fireball was going to be stronger, and he couldn’t sustain this indefinitely. He was physically and mentally tired from running, and he wasn’t that powerful to begin with.

The second fireball came. It was much stronger. Daniel doubted his shields would hold. He really had been stupid, thinking that he would be safe. However, if nobody knew exactly how he died… even if it was obvious, there would be little that could be done to avenge him. Plus, he would be dead. He was going to die now, in fact, and what’s worse is his sister Ivy would die with him.

Daniel knew he should face his death with courage, but he couldn’t. He closed his eyes as the fireball approached. This was it. Then, there was a sound. The sound of wind, among other things. He also heard the sound of crackling fire, which was surprising since he should have mostly heard the explosion of the fireball, if anything. There was also a sound he couldn’t have anticipated. It sounded like a cracking stick, but there was nobody in front of him to make such a noise.

He opened his eyes, and saw a young man, no, a kid, with a staff stretched out in front of him, as well as the trail of fire from the fireball. It appeared as if it had suddenly curved off to the side, and Daniel turned to look… only to see the fireball explode some distance away. Daniel turned his eyes back forward, and was glad he hadn’t been chanting a spell, because he was speechless at what had just happened.
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                William didn’t believe in fate. He hadn’t seen any evidence of it. However, though he didn’t think there was a cosmic force guiding everything, or anything, he did think that there were times and situations where somebody would inevitably act a certain way. He found himself in such a situation. Upon seeing what was happening, he didn’t think about what he was going to do- he just acted. William couldn’t exactly explain it, but it was by instinct. Maybe there was some reason he’d find.

William was dashing forward. There was a fireball flying from the direction of a mounted wizard toward two people who were almost cowering. That in itself might have been a good enough reason to act, but William felt there was something more. Regardless of reasons, he found himself in front of the fireball. Not that he was unprepared for such a situation. All it took was a quick movement… involving a reasonably large amount of ki. He merely deflected the momentum of the fireball with a gentle breeze of wind, though he also pulled air away from where he wanted the fireball to go, creating lower pressure. There was a bit more to it than that, but that was the simple explanation. Then, the fireball went off track. If it had been controlled, perhaps it wouldn’t have, but it was just given an initial direction.

In front of William, he had his staff held out. This wasn’t for any practical purpose with the fireball, but just a stance to be ready, and let his intentions be known. William waited for something to happen, but the fireball just exploded off to the side, then it was quiet. Finally, he decided to be the one to break the silence. “Is there a war I don’t know about, or are the two of you rogue wizards?” William glared at the wizards on their horses.

“Us? Rogue wizards? No, those are the ones behind you.”

“Is that so?” William shrugged. “In that case, it would be your job to capture them instead of trying to kill them, since it’s obvious they couldn’t escape anyway. Besides, they wouldn’t run toward the city.”

The slightly older of the two looked down at him. William felt like punching him in the face, but he wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t anything he had said or done, yet, or at least not just that. “Get out of the way, brat. We have criminals to catch.”

“Their crimes?”

“They are rogue wizards.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“They are traitors to the country.”

William tilted his head, then briefly looked back at the pair behind him. “Is that so?”

The younger female spoke up, “No! They just want to suppress our family, and found an opportunity to try to kill us outside the city!”

William felt that sounded familiar. Not because of the Yu Clan rivalry with the Song clan, but because of something else. William looked at the two on horses and raised an eyebrow. “Anything to say?”

“Absolutely… a brat like you shouldn’t have interfered with our business.” Then, they glanced at each other, starting new chants. One was casting a fireball, and one was a lightning bolt. It seems there weren’t sure if the fireball missing was a freak accident, or something he had actually done, so they were trying out different things.

William could have reached either of them in a very short amount of time. Instead, he bent down and picked up a rock. It was a nice rock, with a good weight to it but not too heavy, and rather smooth and round. William hefted it, and nodded.

“Run kid! Save yourself! Maybe you can make it to the city… if you do, tell everyone that the Lockridges have ambushed and killed Daniel and Ivy Cyril.”

William turned to him and grinned. “I thought there was a reason I liked you instantly. Now, I realize why.” There was only a second or so until the chants would be finished. The two riders- members of the Lockridge family, presumably, were more than a few paces away. However, William wasn’t worried. He had fought wizards before… and he had been slower. After really learning how to control ki, his speed had increased… and he had thought of many new methods for fighting wizards. Not because he thought he would have to, but because that was what he had been most familiar with.

-----

Daniel was panicking, and so was his sister Ivy. He didn’t want to die, but he also didn’t want to wrap up a kid in dying with him. The kid in front of him hadn’t even started chanting, if the staff implied he was a wizard. Instead, he was standing there like an idiot. Daniel didn’t like thinking of someone who had come to save him that way, but he couldn’t help it. Now, there were going to be three dead people. Even if the boy ran as fast as he could, he probably wouldn’t have been able to escape, but Daniel thought he should have tried.

Then, the boy disappeared. Daniel thought he’d seen some kind of movement, but it was blurry, and the boy wasn’t where he was looking anymore. However, Daniel looked up toward the two members of the Lockridge family, and his death. Then, he saw it. It was only a single instant before there was a bright flash, but Daniel clearly saw a single image. Somehow, the boy was next to one of the riders, staff extended. Then, there were two explosions, including bright flashes of light.

Daniel could hear the horses crying out. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. After a few moments he could see what had happened. One horse and rider was a charred mass of flesh, while the other was relatively whole, from what he could see of the limp body. The boy was holding the reigns of the horse next to him to keep it from running off.

It took a few moments, but Daniel pieced together the situation. Somehow, the boy had thrown the rock at one of the riders, with great success, interrupting his almost completed spell. That meant a large fireball went off there. That was somewhat reasonable, though Daniel thought he should have been able to see the motion of it being thrown. However, the boy had also managed to arrive next to the other at the same time, hitting him with a staff for similar results, though the lightning hadn’t spread to the horse as much as the fireball had.
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                William looked at the horse and frowned. Then, he pushed the body off of it and brought it with him toward Daniel. It was remarkably well trained- if the lightning bolt had gone off properly, it might not even have panicked, even though it would have been close. That was hard to accomplish. It just hadn’t expected the way it happened. William arrived in front of Daniel and gestured to the horse. “I’m not sure what we should do with him… but first, introductions would be good. I’m William. That is, Yu Hui’lam, and those two are Dong Xin and Yu Li.” William waved toward the two who were currently off to the side. Yu Li looked somewhat out of breath, but Dong Xin looked as if he could have been always standing there.

Daniel took a moment, staring dumbfounded. Then, he spoke. “Ah, yes. I am Daniel Cyril, and this is my sister Ivy.” He paused for a moment. “Thank you for saving us.”

“Not a problem,” William grinned. “I just happened to be nearby.”

“Forgive my inquiry, but you seem to be more than just a casual passerby. If you don’t mind… how did you do that? Are you a wizard? I don’t recognize those spells...”

“Of course… not.” William was too used to answering that question from his previous life, he almost messed up. “It was simple. I threw a rock, and hit a guy in the throat. Though, for a more specific answer… I’m a martial artist… a warrior.”

“Warriors… can do that?”

William nodded. “Knights could too, with slightly different timing.” William sighed. “It seems that knowledge about martial artists here is still woefully insignificant. I was hoping that would have changed at least a little.”

Daniel look at William, who wore obviously different clothing, and was clearly from Liaoyang. “You’ve been to Ostana before?”

“I’ve… heard things.” William was going to have to be more careful with how he spoke. William looked at Ivy, who seemed to have a twisted ankle. “It doesn’t seem you will be walking far. I um… found a horse.”

Ivy seemed to be about sixteen, and William thought Daniel looked about twenty. She nodded. “Umm… thanks.” She leaned in to whisper to Daniel. William still heard what they were saying, but he pretended not to.

Daniel nodded, then spoke. “My sister has reminded me that we should invite you to visit our manor… though I must say it is not entirely to thank you. We could use an escort. However, if you come with us, you might be further embroiled in the conflict between our families and… them.” He nodded at the bodies.

William nodded. “I’ll absolutely come with you. However, we should probably do something about that... “

Eventually, they decided to burn the bodies, just to make it less clear what happened. Then, they moved the earth, and buried the remaining bones. The earth was moved back, again with magic, and the ground looked fairly natural. The scorch marks nearby could be slightly covered up by turning bits of dirt as well. It wasn’t a perfect cover up, but it would make any conclusions much harder to come to. The horse might be a problem, but they currently needed it to get Ivy back to the manor. Dong Xin and Yu Li helped with the magical evidence erasure, but Ivy was apparently not a wizard. 

As they headed toward the manor, Dong Xin spoke to William in the language of Liaoyang. “Are you sure we should go with them?”

William nodded. “This is the Cyril family. Finding them was actually one of my goals for coming to Ostana. They also have a good chance of supporting the preparations against the Demon King, if anyone is still doing so here in Ostana.”

Dong Xin nodded. “In that case, I agree. It will be good to have a positive relationship with them. However… don’t forget who the current archmage is.”

William nodded. “I won’t.” William paused. “After first hearing who the archmage was, I was hoping that the family had changed, or that he wasn’t like them. I can still hope for the second part.”

William thought about how casually he had killed two people he had just met. It was strange. However, he felt he had gotten better at reading people in his lifetimes, and these two hadn’t even pretended they were actually in the right once he challenged them. More importantly, even if they technically had laws on their side, William would not support killing wizards, even criminal wizards, without a proper and fair trial. Unless it couldn’t be avoided, but it was quite obvious who had the advantage, and one of those under attack wasn’t even a wizard.

There was one additional reason that William had acted the way he did. He could see the family resemblance… in both the Lockridges and the Cyrils. He had to admit this provided major bias, but he had still judged them on their actions. As for the option of not killing them… he hadn’t killed Geoff because he hadn’t seen a good reason, but he felt that was a mistake, and he had good reason this time. Though, he supposed that they might not have died if their spells weren’t powerful enough. He couldn’t say that for sure, though, because he hadn’t been conservative with his applications of ki and force.

When the finally arrived at the manor, William got a better picture of how things were. Instead of a nice house, it was more like a fortress. There were even a few guards on the walls, though not many. Inside, it became a place to live again, but William caught some glimpses of magical wards. He couldn’t be sure what they did without looking more closely, but his first guess was that they would stop the house itself from being damaged if someone were to lob a fireball over the wall. That’s what he would have done, anyway. As they entered the grounds, many people gathered around with worried looks. Servants, a doctor who immediately started tending to Ivy’s ankle, and those William presumed were the Daniel and Ivy’s parents, and the masters of the house. At least, he saw such a resemblance. Though the actual story of what happened wasn’t long, it still took some explaining.
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                After the explanations, Daniel took William and the others on a tour of the manor. This was partly to keep them occupied while proper preparations were made. However, William also wanted to see what the descendants of his friends were living like. There was also another reason that William didn’t voice. He’d forgotten about the pulling sensation that had led him to where Daniel and Ivy were immediately after the battle. However, it had returned and strengthened as they moved toward the manor. William was now certain that there was something that was drawing him somewhere specific… but he wasn’t sure exactly why or how. He could have ignored it, but he didn’t want to. It made him curious.

During the tour, William was somewhat disappointed. Not that the manor was not a very nice place. However, it was obvious that the family was rather small. Not that William had anything against small families, but he knew a noble family would have more members if they could. That said, it seemed the family was only small for an established noble line. There were still parents, grandparents, siblings, and cousins- numbering about twenty in total. There were also guards, servants, and retainers. 

William interpreted everything for Dong Xin and Big Sister Li. They could understand simple conversation, and were learning quickly, but they weren’t yet fluent. In addition, it was good practice for William’s official cover position. William learned, and promptly forgot, many names. Perhaps if he needed them he would be able to dredge them up from the depths of his mind.

As they entered the library, William was introduced to yet another person. However, this person was not a member of the family. She was also an attractive woman. That meant she was probably at least twice as old as William, but hormones didn’t particularly care about age. “This is Lorelei Banister, a guest staying with us. Miss Banister, these are Dong Xin, Yu Li, and Yu Hui’Lam.” 

Lorelei had short trimmed blond hair, and she smiled and nodded. “It is nice to meet you all.” That was all the interaction they had, but William couldn’t help but feel strange about it later. It wasn’t the physical attraction he felt. That appeared all over the place, and besides Ivy was much closer to his age. William sighed, and thought about how much longer puberty was going to take. It was going to be rough. Continuing on his previous thoughts, however, something else was strange. William just couldn’t figure out what it was.

Then, the arrived outside of the room. In fact, they walked past the room. William asked, “What is that room?”

Daniel turned and looked. “Oh, that room? It’s just a secure storage area.” Then, he moved on.

William continued on with him. However, he knew. Whatever was calling him was in that room. William didn’t know what it was, and whether it was good or bad. William was curious about whatever it was, but he couldn’t just intrude into the room. Keeping up good relations was much more important than satisfying his curiosity.

-----

Later, there was a dinner to thank William’s group. Although William was the only one who acted, it was presumed that the others also would have helped. This was true in some respects, and somewhat convenient. During the dinner, Dong Xin- through William’s interpretation, managed to slightly shift to topic to bring up the Demon King, and indirectly the Order of the Watchful Sentry. Though it was something of a secret society, it was secret more by convenience than purpose. It wouldn’t do them any good to go around advertising their presence everywhere, but members didn’t necessarily have to be secret. In this case, it was somewhat related to the official reason for visiting Ostana. They didn’t bring up their specific goal of meeting the archmage, both because of the matter of him being a Lockridge, and the growing doubts about how much that meeting would be helpful to their goal. Although William was interpreting for Dong Xin, he also added on some comments of his own.

In the end, not much was said. In the spirit of keeping the conversation polite, they did not go too much in depth. That said, inside William felt like grabbing people and going “Do you believe in the Demon King? Are you ready to fight him when he comes back? It’s soon! Probably!” He didn’t, though. The feelings he got were that the family was aware, at least on some level, that the Demon King was a serious threat and would likely return not too long into the future, but little beyond that.

-----

It was decided that William and company would stay overnight. It was dark, and while they could probably travel back to the city just fine, their accommodations here would be much higher quality. They could perhaps stay longer, but they wanted to check up on the state of the caravan, and also didn’t want to impose their presence as guests too much.

William lay awake in his bed thinking. What was behind that door? He could sneak into the hallways to check it out, but the door was probably locked. William didn’t know how to pick locks, but he thought he might be able to circumvent it. However, he decided against that plan. He needed a better reason than feeling that there was something to sneak about and break into rooms. He was still quite tempted, though.

In addition to that, he couldn’t help but think about Lorelei. There was only a brief encounter. What was it that William felt was strange. She had politely greeted them. Was that strange? William thought there might have been a slight accent. Maybe that was what bothered him, not being able to recognize the accent. Then, he thought about her hair. That was strange, because William basically didn’t care about hair at all. Her hair had been short and blond, and he couldn’t think of why it would bother him in any way. In the end, William decided that it was probably just hormones making him crazy. That might even have been true of the strange calling he felt.
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                William found himself a bit behind as he was heading to breakfast. He had still been asleep when the servant had knocked on his door to let him know breakfast would be beginning soon. The beds were just so comfortable. It may also have had something to do with how he hadn’t fallen asleep quickly. Either way, he had hurried to dress, but he knew Dong Xin and Yu Li had already moved on their way. He’d felt their ki pass by, though Dong Xin was much easier to sense.

As he was walking down the hallway, William almost ran into someone coming around the corner, presumably also late for breakfast. In fact, they were both moving fast enough that they might have actually run into each other, but William felt them coming and moved out of the way. William found himself almost face to face with Lorelei. He was shocked for a moment. Then, she greeted him politely. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” William returned the greeting, but didn’t start walking. His mind raced. What was it? He felt her coming. That implied some level of ki training, though perhaps unconscious. He certainly didn’t feel the ripples that came from making breakthroughs in various cultivation techniques. That was fine. Point two… her hair. It wasn’t particularly special, except the fact that it was very stiff. It also looked slightly strange.

“Is there something in my hair?” She tilted her head, and William thought he saw a slight blurring, but the hair remained as it was, seemingly not affected by the direction of gravity shifting.

William wasn’t the type who acted on instinct. At least, he wanted to be the type that thought things out. Thus, he came up with a flimsy excuse for what he did next. It might seem somewhat weird, if he was wrong. No, it would be very strange. But if he was right, it would matter. William swept his hand up, in a way that it would pass over Lorelei’s head, in an awkward grabbing motion. Then, his hand stopped and there was a momentary flickering, as the illusion had to contend with something new in its area. William saw part of his hand momentarily seem to disappear, but he also felt something. It was hard, and he grabbed onto it. William had been hoping he was wrong. That would have been better. However, he found his hand on a horn.

Lorelei started at his action, and then stood there glaring at him. William glared back. It was a few seconds before Lorelei finally spoke. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that it’s rude to grab a lady?”

William thought that was a strange reaction. He had expected something else. Perhaps an attack- demons were quite strong, so the fact that she had no weapons shouldn’t have mattered. Perhaps trying to break away and run. However, she didn’t seem even slightly worried. In turn, that caused William to be worried himself. The reasons he could think of for that weren’t good. The first reason- she was much stronger than him so didn’t need to launch a surprise attack or run. The second reason- she was confident in her position here. That would mean the Cyril family was working with a demon. Maybe he had been wrong to trust them just because they were the descendants of good people.

“Soo…. are you going to let go?” She raised an eyebrow. “Or are we just going to stand here all day?”

William shrugged. “I was actually hoping that you weren’t a demon. I’m not really sure what to do now.”

“Hmm. You can let go and apologize, I guess.”

“Apologize? I’m not the one infiltrating a noble house under an illusion.”

“Have you considered that I was invited here?”

William was glad nobody else was nearby. This situation seemed like it could be very problematic if other people stumbled across it. Lorelei… this demon was peaceful right now, but could become violent at any moment. “You being invited would make it perhaps worse.”

She shrugged. “Is that so?” She yawned slightly. “Honestly, I’m surprised it was a little boy like you that figured me out, and not either of those two wizards.” She glanced up at his hand which was still holding onto her invisible horn. “Well, since it’s come to this, I might as well make myself comfortable. This isn’t that easy to maintain.” 

She smiled, and then her face changed. Not significantly in the structure, but the overall effect was much different. Her skin changed from the pale tone it had been to red. Horns appeared on her head. William looked at her… and let go.

“Umm… why did you let go? Not that I’m complaining, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

William sighed. Now that he thought about it, he recognized the voice. The face and horns as well. There weren’t a lot of demons he recognized that he didn’t think were dead. In fact, he was only certain of one. He couldn’t really tell her why he let go though. “You looked trustworthy.”

“Yeah, right.” She frowned. “So what are we going to do now?”

William shrugged. “They know you’re a demon?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I have no further reason to interfere with family business.” William turned to walk off.

Then, William was yanked backward by his shirt. “You might be done, but I can’t help but find you suspicious. You seemed almost ready to kill me because I’m a demon, but then stop caring once you see my face?” She waved her hand over William’s head, then touched his forehead in a few places. “I didn’t think so… but that doesn’t explain it. You recognize me somehow.”

That wasn’t a question. However, it did seem to demand an answer. “Actually… I’ve seen a representation of you drawn by the Archmage William Stevenson.”

“That’s a pretty terrible lie. I know he couldn’t draw any better than a horse. You’re also a terrible liar.”

William had forgotten the one time he’d tried to draw in her presence. He was fine with defined shapes, circles, squares, triangles and such, but he was bad at representative art. “Well… the truth is that… somebody is coming.”

Lorelei smiled. “Well, I am late for breakfast, so I’d best be going.” Her voice had a rhythmic quality to it. William quickly discovered that it was because she was chanting, and she had replaced her illusion. Like she said, she walked off.

William silently sighed in relief. He wasn’t sure she would let him off that easily… but perhaps she had determined that he was not much of a threat. There really was someone coming though.

“Little brother, are you just going to stand in the hallway forever? Breakfast is almost over… and it’s very tasty.” Big Sister Li approached around the corner.

“Oh, yes. Sorry. I’m coming.”
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                Breakfast was rather pleasant. It was quite tasty, and it had been some time since William had eaten an Ostanan style breakfast. It might have been even better if the demoness hadn’t been looking in his direction occasionally. Lorelei was probably not her real name, but William supposed it could be, given her apparent decision to help the humans long term. Then, William considered that it might not be long term if she knew something that he didn’t- or more specifically when the Demon King would return, or if he already had. That thought bothered William, and he could barely even enjoy his conversation with Ivy. 

After breakfast, he found himself seeking out Lorelei. Though it risked exposing his identity, William wasn’t sure whether or not that mattered. William wouldn’t say he trusted the demoness, in general, but he would say that he absolutely believed she wanted bad things to happen to the Demon King. If she found out that he was reincarnated… William wasn’t sure what would happen. It might be perfectly fine, but he decided not to find out. However, he also felt it was worth risking the possibility of it happening to get possible information on the timeline of the Demon King’s return.

Based on past experience, William felt it would be better to be straightforward in his inquiries. If he tried to be subtle in his approach, he’d probably just give more chances for his identity to be exposed through some mistake. William managed to find her in an empty hallway again, though it was probably not an accident. “So, do you have any idea when the Demon King is returning?”

“Should I know? Just because of who I am?”

“Not because of that. Do you know?”

She shrugged. “A couple dozen years. How do you know who I am?”

“That… is a secret, but I can say that it’s very unlikely anyone will have the same information to recognize you.”

“I suppose that will have to do.” She leaned forward and patted William on the head, and also smiled in a way that would have been pleasant, if not for what she said afterwards. “Just make sure it stays that way so I don’t have to find you and kill you.” Then she waved goodbye, still with a seemingly pleasant smile on her face.

William hoped that her identity wouldn’t be exposed, but there really wasn’t anything he could do about it. It wouldn’t be his fault, and nobody could even use his method. He’d just seen her in person and then reincarnated with his memories, so anyone who knew that information in this generation had found it out on their own. William supposed that Lila had seen her, but William wasn’t sure if she had reincarnated into this time, or even if she would keep all or any of her memories. Probabilities pointed to that not happening, or reincarnations would have more common knowledge. Technically, Chris had also seen her, but William thought that the chance of anybody getting the information from Chris was very low. Unless he happened to like them and they asked nicely. William found it unlikely that anybody would think to ask him that, even if they actually found him. Plus, his description would probably not be very helpful.

After his final interaction with Lorelei, William wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about staying in the Cyril household any longer. They had already planned to leave that morning anyway. William hoped that they could handle any trouble that came from the disappearance of the two members of the Lockridge family. However, since it was just a disappearance, they would have little choice but to throw accusations. The Cyril family would be more cautious about moving about without guards, and if anybody actually tried to attack the manor… well, William didn’t think it would go well for them.

William’s group didn’t advertise that they visited the Cyril manor. That way, if the deaths were somehow tracked to either side, it wouldn’t implicate the others. The servants and guards at the Cyril household were also very trustworthy, so there wasn’t a risk from that side. Thus, the group spent the next few days in slightly lower quality accommodations- that of inns in the city.

-----

After their trading was done, the caravan continued on the road. Though William’s group could have travelled without the caravan, it was much more convenient to move with it. William wasn’t sure how much bandit activity they might run into. During his previous life, banditry had been extremely low, but it could have changed. Besides, everyone agreed a small group of foreigners traveling through the land might have seemed suspicious, even if they were perfectly innocent.

William took the opportunity to survey the prosperity of the land. People seemed to be living well, and at least all of the villages along the main trade road seemed prosperous. That was about all William could say. It seemed very similar to how it had in his previous lifetime. William was somewhat disappointed that there didn’t seem to be many technological advancements, but on the other hand William wasn’t sure what he expected from such advancements. Guns? People wouldn’t see much need for new weapons in a world with magic, so it was unlikely to develop in that direction. Besides, better weaponry wasn’t necessarily a good thing. That would mean having a reason to use it. Though, William had to admit that it might be nice to have some kind of guns in the fight against the Demon King, as long as his side didn’t also have them. That was the problem though, because information would likely find its way to the demon lands. On the other hand, perhaps the demons were developing faster than the humans, and the humans were just falling behind. It was an awkward situation to think about.

In general, the trip was uneventful. That was a good thing, but it was so uneventful that William would have even called it boring. He didn’t have access to any new books to read or any new ideas to discuss with Dong Xin or Big Sister Li. All there was were hundreds of miles of plains and hills and fields, with occasional villages and cities to break up the scenery. However, William felt the journey was worth it in the end, when he saw the skyline of Canta. It was different from what he remembered, but more impressive. In fact, it even seemed that there was a new tower for the wizard’s guild. William was filled with a feeling of confidence. At least the country was prosperous, so they could fight against the Demon King. William sighed, wishing he could be happy at it being prosperous for its own sake, but he couldn’t help but feel that it would all be for nothing if they lost the upcoming war- or didn’t win in the right way.
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                When the caravan finally arrived in Canta, William’s group departed. Though, many of those traveling with the caravan had already departed along the way. Having spent so long together, William had developed a fondness for some of them. Zhan Cheng in particular displayed the same kind of ability in trade that his ancestor had. William knew that people were more than just a collection of their useful skills… but he found that knowing people skilled in various capacities was very helpful. William left a letter with him, to be delivered to his grandfather, Grand Elder Yu Jian. Although Zhan Cheng could have delivered the message that William had arrived safely at the destination, having a letter was more reassuring. 

After visiting several inns, the group finally decided to stay at one located near the edge of Canta. It was cheaper and had decent accommodations, but it was not particularly conveniently located. However, considering the group had limited though not insubstantial funds, it was a good choice. It wasn’t sure how long they would be staying in the city. Even if they completed their initial goal quickly, that could quickly lead to other goals. In fact, it hopefully would.

William’s primary goal in coming to Canta was to meet with the Archmage. Preferably, Cecil Lockridge would be nothing like his family. William was hoping but not expecting that to be true. However, even if he was a horrible person, William would still remind him, or warn him, about the impending return of the Demon King. Then he could just hope he died in that eventual fight. William would really rather not have his negative feelings justified, but he did have to make plans.

As for actually getting a meeting, William wasn’t necessarily sure whether that would happen. Completely ignoring a foreign noble, or the equivalent, who also represented a new group of mages wouldn’t be the best idea. Not that Dong Xin was a noble, or even looked like one normally. However, William was surprised at how well he could act like one if he wanted to. William himself was effectively a noble, at least as far as Liaoyang went, though not a major one. At the very least, the meeting should be delegated to someone, even if they couldn’t meet the Archmage himself.

On the matter of meeting people, there were other powers that couldn’t be ignored. The knights were still a significant and important group. William would certainly like to get in contact with them, but with their status as a group representing wizards, they wouldn’t necessarily be able to meet with anyone important. That said, it wouldn’t hurt to try. William wanted to see if they still lived up to the good image he had of them.

As for the actual leader of the country… William supposed there was a king, or possibly a queen. However, they previously held very little power, and left most military control to the knights and wizards. William thought it was the same now, considering how little he heard about them. That said, no matter how little or how much power they held, William’s group had no basis to meet with them. They weren’t representing the country of Liaoyang, nor an established organization. At least, not one that anyone knew about.

The group took a day to settle at the inn, and rest from the journey. The next day, they went about attempting to arrange the meetings they desired. They started at the wizard’s guild. At first they met with one person, then another. There was also a lot of waiting involved. In the end, about a day of bureaucracy later, they had managed to secure an appointment with the Archmage. Though, it was for a month in the future. William also wasn’t sure whether they would actually be able to meet with him then, or would be pawned off on someone else. That’s what William had done with some of those he didn’t want to meet, and he would suddenly become “busy”. Thus, people would have to meet with someone else or wait for a new appointment. William wasn’t sure if that would happen, but he still considered the option.

During that time, he had plenty of opportunity to observe the area around him. Perhaps it was an off day, but William felt the guild was rather empty, and yet rather full of bureaucrats. He didn’t see many students scurrying through the halls to go talk to professors, nor did he see many people out the window. William didn’t feel like it was a good time to inquire about it, but he kept what he saw in mind. At the end of the day, he was exhausted. He would have taken Dong Xin and Yu Li to get some of his favorite food, but William no longer knew where to find any of it. Much of the city was different, as would be expected after so many years.

The next day, they went to the knight’s headquarters. The results were somewhat disappointing, but also mercifully quick. They quickly found themselves talking to a captain, who informed them that the Knight Commander was away, and would likely not return for some weeks. The captain was not privy to the Knight Commander’s schedule, and could not make appointments. However, he did promise to mention them, and also wrote down what inn they were staying at so they could be informed when the Knight Commander returned. William could have been wrong, but he felt that everything was straightforward, and they really would be contacted. The captain seemed like the type that would bluntly told them if there was no possibility of the meeting. That said, all they could do was wait to find out.

Though they would be waiting, William didn’t plan to be idle. The city had changed, and he planned to explore it to find out exactly how. William also planned to learn as much as he could about the noble houses, and see if he could find the descendants of those he knew, nobles or not. That was partially for curiosities sake, but William felt like the best places to start were with those that at least had a chance to already be sympathetic to his cause. Not that William felt anyone should be against fighting the Demon King, but not everyone would have already considered it and be for it.
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                The next two weeks involved a lot of waiting, but it was not like William couldn’t find anything to occupy his time. He took his time to familiarize himself with the new city layout. That said, the actual layout of the main road wasn’t too different. Individual buildings were just different. The wizard’s guild was in the same place, but there was the new tower, and the other buildings had changed around as well. William wasn’t exactly sure how, because the guild wasn’t open to touring around. In fact, the library wasn’t even open to the public. Not that it had been exactly open to the public, but for a reasonable fee and a short verification process, people had been able to visit the main areas of the library. This made it more likely for foreign wizards and scholars to visit, often bringing with them new books and information. Now, however, the fee was far from reasonable, which meant it wasn’t really open to the public.

William was hoping that Big Sister Li would be able to study at the library. Not that William couldn’t teach her most of the information that was available there, but for both of their sakes it would be good for her to have the option. It annoyed William that it was less publicly available, though William could think of some reasons that it might be a good idea. However, that didn’t help him internally grumbling about how things were “back in my day”. It was mostly ironic.

William also put some time into studying the current noble landscape. He recognized many names, which was both good and bad. However, there were also a few new names, and a few missing. One missing name bothered William. He didn’t find the name Vaughan anywhere. That is, the descendants of Lila and Gerald. There could have been several reasons for that, including one generation just not having children. Since they would have been minor nobility only, they might actually have let that happen instead of adopting a child to ensure the name continued. William could think of a few other possibilities, but he would have to find some records to know what actually happened. Unfortunately, the only ones who would have that information were nobles, who weren’t particularly open about sharing their records, and the wizards guild, who also didn’t seem to want to share at the current time.

-----

Nothing much happened over that period of time, which was part of the reason that William was surprised when he woke in the night. He would liked to have said he sensed something strange and was immediately on high alert. Instead, there wasn’t really a way he couldn’t notice something. He woke up coughing, with a somewhat familiar feeling. It was a poisonous gas. If William had any time to think, he might have determined that it was probably less powerful than chimaera poison, but also in a larger dose.

William didn’t think, though. Instead, he rolled out of bed immediately, running his ki through his body to try to purify it. He grabbed his staff, and immediately kicked open the door. He might have tried to open the window, but didn’t think of it, and later realized that there may have been another person outside the window anyway. However, William did slightly detect someone outside his door. That was why he kicked it open instead of just pushing it properly.

Outside his door, William saw a dark clothed figure. Though, everything looked dark at the moment. William didn’t hesitate, striking out with his staff. The figure was still off balance from the door opening suddenly, as they had been holding it closed. That was a contributing factor in why William’s strike actually hit, and why it was so effective. Enough, in fact, that the figure crumpled to the floor. 

William coughed, and turned toward Big Sister Li’s room. He hadn’t really gotten his bearings yet, but that was all he could think of. He didn’t see any more figures in the hallway, but the door to her room was open. William half staggered, half ran in that direction. Inside, he saw another dark clothed figure, swinging some weapon, perhaps a dagger, toward the bed. William had already been readying his ki as quickly as he could, and he threw everything he had available into his movement and subsequent thrust. He couldn’t see clearly, but he feared that the dagger would arrive at the bed before he could complete his attack.

In the end, William couldn’t tell, but his thrust struck the assassin directly in the spine, hurling him into the wall. Then he went into a coughing fit, as he tried to force the last of the poison out of his system. However, there was also some in this room, though it was not much, since the door had been open, and perhaps there had been less to begin with. William also heard some other coughing nearby, which was a good sign. William looked, and saw a slight form crouching in the corner, behind the bed. William would have created a flame to see by, but his thinking had cleared somewhat, and he wasn’t sure if the poisonous gas was flammable or not. “Are you alright?” William asked.

A hoarse and scratchy voice replied. “Not… particularly...” Then she devolved into more coughing.

After the adrenaline wore off, time seemed to blur. All that William could remember was going over to Big Sister Li to try to help her remove the poison. It wasn’t something he had done for someone else before, so he had to be careful, and thus was less effective. Dong Xin showed up, and William felt guilty for not considering him at all. On the other hand, that was partly because he was confident in his abilities.

Then the innkeeper showed up, and then a squad of knights. To their credit, they did their best to provide medical care before beginning their interrogation. Dong Xin did his best to explain, but his vocabulary was somewhat limited, so the task ended up falling to William. William couldn’t think of a reason they would be attacked by assassins. Then the torchlight was shone on the face of one of the assassins. William didn’t recognize the man, but that did not matter. His features made it clear. The anger of the Song clan had caught up to him. William had nearly forgotten about their conflict. That was unfortunate, because he thought perhaps he could have been more wary. William looked over at Big Sister Li. She was unconscious, and her face was pale. William regretted that his lack of caution might have allowed pain, or possibly worse, to someone he cared about.
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                The same captain that William had seen earlier was in charge of the interrogation, though William wasn’t sure it deserved such a heavy sounding name. Upon seeing the circumstances, he seemed to have made up his mind about what had happened. Thus, he only asked for details that he couldn’t find from just surveying the scene. It wasn’t too hard to determine that the bodies were assassins. Even without the poison, attacking people in their rooms at night wasn’t the kind of thing that happened on accident or because of a minor grudge. William explained the situation to the best of his ability, but only because he was fairly certain that the captain was on his side in this matter. These people were assassins, most likely sent after them from the Song clan because of various conflicts. William recalled his account of waking up to the poison, and then killing the assassin outside his room and in his sister’s room. There wasn’t much else to say.

Next was Dong Xin’s turn, and William helped interpret and add words that Dong Xin didn’t know to the discussion. William realized why it had seemed so easy. Three assassins who were probably more skilled than the ones who William had fought had gone to Dong Xin’s room. After taking care of them, he’d also gotten the one outside the windows. They also used a much larger dose of poison on his room, but he noticed it earlier. The assassins seemed incompetent, not having done much of anything to Dong Xin even with numbers, but really they couldn’t be faulted. They had likely been hired in a hurry to kill William and his sister. The addition of Dong Xin was a last minute secret, but even if they had known about him they wouldn’t have been fully aware of his strength. As it was, their numbers and skill were more than adequate to kill the siblings, but Dong Xin’s presence had thrown them off. They had likely judged him to be weaker than he really was, which was understandable, so they still made the attempt. Fortunately for William, they were wrong. Though, William thought they slightly underestimated himself as well.

The captain didn’t look particularly happy. However, it was the kind of thing one would expect from having to wake up at this time of night to deal with an unpleasant situation. In the end, the group received a warning not to drag any citizens of Ostana into their conflicts, and that they would have to be very careful with their actions. They also had to pay for the damage William had caused to the door, but William found that was quite reasonable in any case. In the end, they were let off without any punishment, which William found was fair but not expected. However, it seemed the knights, or at least this captain, still honored the right of self defense, even to foreigners. Though, perhaps that was also because the aggressors were foreigners as well. William didn’t want to find out one way or another, because he wasn’t particularly fond of being attacked.

-----

Although Big Sister Li’s breathing was rough, in the morning she regained consciousness. She felt weak, but her life didn’t appear to be in danger. Unlike the other two, she was almost fully a wizard, with very little ki training. Thus, she had to recover at a mostly normal rate. She couldn’t do much on her own for a few days, so William and Dong Xin stayed around the inn with her. They didn’t want to risk anyone being on their own for a time. Dong Xin didn’t think it likely that there were more assassins, but he also didn’t think it was impossible. 

-----

Two more weeks passed. The date for the meeting at the Wizard’s guild finally arrived. Dong Xin and William dressed up in their finest clothes. When they arrived at the tower, they were somewhat surprised to find that they would actually be meeting with the archmage. Hopefully, that was a good sign. 

The office of the archmage was different than William remembered, as it would have to be since it was in a “new” tower. Dong Xin and William were escorted there, where they had to wait a few minutes longer, and then they were brought inside. There were two guards flanking the door- wizards. William’s eyes moved about the room, bringing everything in. The only way he could describe it was opulent. There was a giant window at the back of the room, giving a good view of the surrounding area. The walls had ornate bookshelves, and the books themselves were quite fanciful. The desk in the middle of the room had gold inlays, but William was glad to see that there were at least papers and other work on it. There was also a very heavy chair, almost like a throne, upon which a figure sat. Presumably, this was Cecil Lockridge. He himself was also adorned in a lavish robe, and he had a highly decorated staff leaning nearby. William didn’t particularly approve of the level of wealth displayed, but he could also understand the purpose of such for someone in power. Looking more closely around the room, William also recognized various wards, like those at the dueling arenas, and William absolutely approved of those.

The meeting started off with formalities and greetings. William and Dong Xin had discussed what things they would be saying and asking. Though William was translating, it couldn’t be sure that the Archmage wouldn’t know another language, though William hadn’t learned one himself. Thus, it would be best if Dong Xin could actually ask the questions that William wanted him to, as well as the ones he himself had in his capacity for the Order.

After the formal greetings, Cecil spoke. “I cannot say I have formerly heard of your guild of wizards. How many do you represent?”

“A few dozen.” William was glad that they really were representing a number of people, though they were not wizards. However, he was much better at lying if there was a truth he could say, even if it wasn’t exactly the answer to the question. Unless the demoness was involved, in which case she usually just saw through it and it was almost pointless to even try.

This kind of initial questioning continued, and it appeared Cecil was trying to scope out how much he should care, which wasn’t unreasonable. Finally, it was time to start asking the questions they were really here for, though they couldn’t ask them quite as straightforwardly as William would have liked.
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                Dong Xin asked a few preliminary questions, arranged by William in advance. They were mostly polite questions designed to butter up the archmage. One was “I have heard that the quality of student wizards has risen to even higher levels than before.” William expected more wizards to be around, and thus there certainly should have been at least a few quality students mixed in. However, the response was somewhat surprising.

“That is quite true. In fact, we have taken steps to ensure that we continue to admit only those of the highest quality into our ranks.” Cecil Lockridge smiled at this.

That response slightly surprised William. He’d thought there weren’t as many students as he had expected. At first, he thought they might be elsewhere. However, accepting those of only a certainly quality… William wasn’t sure about that. It was quite hard to determine what kind of actual quality a student might have. With the exception of someone like Lila, whose exceptional talent meant she had to put forth only a small amount of academic effort, just talent wasn’t sufficient. Perhaps that was true even in the case of Lila, because she certainly wasn’t lazy. Marius was less gifted in magic but his study led to greater abilities, though that wasn’t to say he wasn’t quite talented, just lacking compared to Lila. There were some students William had seen who could barely control magic at all, but were quite good at certain other things, such as carefully inscribing the runes for wards. William would err on the side of accepting more to see what they could do, but that was perhaps just his personal preference.

The questions continued, trying to remain polite, since the Archmage hadn’t needed to meet them. He seemed quite reasonable so far, which was a good sign. “We have heard of the dangers of the Demon King, who always returns. What do you think of the potential danger of the Demon King’s return?” The questions were designed to allow the Archmage to tell them only a little, instead of ending the meeting if he didn’t want to answer.

Cecil Lockridge just smiled and said, “The Demon King will not pose a threat.”

To William, that meant that they were either exceptionally well prepared… or significantly underestimating the Demon King. However, there was no good way to ask that. “We have heard that you possess records related to the previous Demon King incidents. We were wondering if we could view those records, or copies of some sections that might be helpful.”

The Archmage just shrugged. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I burned that paranoid pile of garbage. They were just silly stories,” he said, as if talking about a small bit of trivial news.

Normally, William translated for Dong Xin right away, but he was trying to figure out if he had confused some words. He hadn’t. Maybe the Archmage was lying, though William couldn’t think of exactly why he would do so when he could have just refused to show them. In the end, a few moments of silence went by.

The almost thronelike chair that the Archmage was in was quite heavy, being made from solid wood, and a bit of gold. The Archmage himself was not without some amount of weight himself, though he couldn’t really be described as heavy. Behind him, the glass was quite thick, and therefore strong. However, none of these factors were enough to change what occurred next.

-----

The Knight Commander, who had just returned from outside the city, stood on a balcony looking toward the opulent, almost gaudy newest tower at the Wizard’s guild. The tower was quite far, but easily the most visible thing in the city. That said, even with the Knight Commander’s exceptional vision, it was hard to make out fine details. However, there was a slight oddity, a shape appearing outside of the top of the tower, though it wasn’t clear what it was. Then there was a sound. A single word, a shout… but yet with no trace of the distance it seemed like it should have. The word was “traitor”, and it vibrated throughout the Knight Commander’s bones, and the city.

-----

Dong Xin looked at William, standing behind the Archmage’s desk. Then, he looked further along, to the window. The window was now shattered. Dong Xin had always thought that William was reasonably calm. He had made some somewhat rash decisions before, but always for a purpose, with a goal in mind. He had also gotten angry several times, but William hadn’t really ever yelled since he knew him. Dong Xin pondered, thinking over the words he had heard. Something like “no”, “fire”, “strange”. He wasn’t entirely sure, because he still hadn’t gotten used to listening to Ostanan speech at the native pace. Then, there was the word William had used. Miscreant? No… maybe traitor. The negative meaning was fairly clear.

Dong Xin hadn’t brought a staff with him. It was somewhat rude to bring a weapon into a meeting. However, he now wished he had one. So, he took the one that was easiest to get. At least, the one that would be maximally efficient. He supposed the one near the Archmage’s desk would be easiest to get, but that would bring him away from the two guards, who were currently in a state of shock, though not likely for much more than another moment. So Dong Xin took one from them. Then, a short moment and a few thwacks to the skull later, the two guards were no longer conscious. They were, after all, unprepared wizards. As guards, they had been mostly ceremonial.

Unfortunately, there were more guards outside, and they opened the doors. Then, there was a lot of yelling, magic, thwacking with staves, and running. William was only shortly behind Dong Xin, as they ran to escape the tower, which was unfortunately but quite understandably on high alert. However, in the relatively tight confines of the tower, it was quite hard for magic to be effectively used against two quickly moving targets. Though there were wards and guards at the walls of the compound that surrounded the tower, they were really geared more toward keeping threats out than in. Plus, many of the guards had rushed to the courtyard to see what had fallen there. Thus, Dong Xin and William managed to get out of immediate danger, though William had only the lower half of an ornate staff left. They left behind them a shocked courtyard full of wizards, staring at the body of their Archmage.
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                As they moved along the streets, avoiding running to refrain from drawing further attention, Dong Xin looked over at William. “Why did you do that?” He wanted to berate William for being an idiot and killing the archmage, but that could come later. However, first, he would listen to the explanation, and see if it in any way made up for the fact that their purpose in coming here was now entirely wasted… and they would probably also have to go on the run as fugitives. However, the yelling could always be done later..

William turned to Dong Xin, and translated exactly what the Archmage had said, unknowingly his final words.

Dong Xin sighed. “That could have been handled better.” He couldn’t even bring himself to yell. He could say that personally, he would have reacted differently upon hearing that information. However, he couldn’t say that he wouldn’t have done the same if his life’s most important work had been almost casually ignored and disregarded as trash. Or, in William’s case, his previous life. Most importantly, Dong Xin wholeheartedly agreed at the killing, and the fact that Cecil Lockridge was an idiot, traitor, or both. He just didn’t agree with the… execution. Then, Dong Xin stopped. “These people are surprisingly efficient. Unfortunate.”

William looked forward, and saw a squad of knights. He heard what was likely more of the same from side alleys, and saw some behind him as well. William cursed. “Can you… escape without me?” 

Dong Xin nodded, slowly. “I could.”

“Will you? I’d appreciate if you take care of my sister.”

“I am here to defend you.” He paused, thinking. “Even with your recent actions, you are still quite valuable to have around, ignoring the fact that I like you. That said…” He surveyed the numbers approaching. “It wouldn’t help for me to get captured with you, and I wouldn’t bet on us beating these odds.” He took a deep breath. “Stay alive, will you? It wouldn’t do to lose my pupil.” Then, he ran, and jumped up onto a nearby roof. William wished he was capable of doing that, but these buildings were two stories high, and he wasn’t at that level just yet. Plus, he had exhausted quite a good bit of his ki in the escape… and before that, knocking the Archmage out a window in a room with magical wards, and then his subconscious yell.

Some of the knights noticed Dong Xin’s escape, but there wasn’t much they could do, so they continued their organized advance on William. “Lay down your arms and surrender,” came a somewhat familiar voice.

William turned to see the captain he was becoming all too familiar with. “Will I have a fair trial?”

“Of course!” The captain nodded his head fervently. “I swear it.”

William threw the broken bottom half of the Archmage’s staff to the side. “Very well then. I surrender.” If it had been someone else but that same captain, William might have hesitated more. As it was, he wasn’t sure if a fair trial would do him any good. It depended on many factors. Still, even if he was executed… William thought he would still kill that dirty rotten traitor. Plus, his entire family, if given the chance.

-----

William found himself in a cell. It wasn’t big, by any means, but it had adequate room for an adult, and William was smaller than that. It also couldn’t really be called clean, but at least it was only honest dirt, and the bed and single thin blanket had at least been washed at some point this month. Having nothing better to do, William sat to meditate and train his ki, as well as working on recovering what he had spent earlier. Then, he heard an announcement.

“Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe has arrived!” Then, William heard the sound of many boots moving all at once, quite probably the guards standing at attention. William himself stood up from his meditation. The captain came in front of William’s cell, and his vision, followed by the Knight Commander.

The Knight Commander spoke in a commanding voice. “So, you killed the Archmage, did you? Or was it that other one with you?”

William didn’t respond. In fact, the words barely registered. Instead, he stood there and stared. It was only for a few moments. However, he subconsciously said a single name. “Lila?”

The Knight Commander sighed. “Do you not speak Ostanan? I was told you could.”

William’s thoughts raced. This wasn’t Lila. It was only a superficial resemblance, really. For one, the Knight Commander was dressed in armor. Plus, now that he was no longer shocked, he could see many differences. However, he hadn’t been prepared. Perhaps he could have been, if he had known the Vaughn family had renamed itself Dragonfoe. Or if he had realized that the name he thought of as Tyler could be used for women. “What? Oh, sorry. You looked like the portrait I had seen of Lila the dragonslayer.”

The Knight Commander shrugged, moving heavy pauldrons. “I have been told that before, but you did not answer my question. Who was it that killed the Archmage?”

“Oh. Right. Well, it was me who killed that traitor.”

Tyler’s face shifted into a frown. “Really? You so easily admit to murder… perhaps you are covering for someone else. I fail to see how a child like you could have killed the Archmage.”

William shrugged. “I didn’t say it was murder. I am not aware of the exact technicalities… but generally killing a traitor would bring honor, and not imprisonment.”

“A traitor, is it? It is quite easy to cast blame on those who are dead. Explain yourself.”

“Well, quite simply, he unashamedly admitted to burning all of the records on the Demon King possessed by the wizard’s guild, and seemed to have no interest in even considering preparations to fight the Demon King. Who, by the way, will be returning within our lifetimes.”

The Knight Commander frowned, deeply. “Let’s say I believe you on those unsupported statements. That still does not explain how you could have been the one to kill him. I am still waiting for that explanation.”

“Well, wizards aren’t known for their close combat prowess. I just kicked him out the window.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Just kicked him out the window you say. While I do admit that is a possibility, I am aware that there are wards in place in the Archmage’s study. Besides, you don’t look like you have enough muscle to push the chair on which he sat across the ground.”

“You’re right. I don’t. However… I can demonstrate, if you would allow me.”

“Go on then. Show me.”

William simply placed his hands on the two bars in front of him, and pulled to the sides. It wasn’t a quick process, and exhausted about half of the ki he had recovered, but after a dozen seconds the bars were almost touching their neighbors as they bent to the side. “If the recent Archmages had properly sought out information and kept records, perhaps you would know about the other possibilities.”

Interestingly enough, she just nodded, almost ignoring the fact that he could probably just walk out of his cell at the current time. “Right, you’re a warrior.” She stroked her chin in thought, then nodded. “We’re done here for now. I would suggest not trying to escape, as we have quite a number of skilled guards, and unlike the wizards, we actually keep in practice.”

Thus, William was left in his cell, to wait. He didn’t know how long he would have to wait, but it could be a very long time. In fact, perhaps that was better… because a short wait would probably mean his death. That would be terribly unfortunate.
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                William sat in his cell, though it wasn’t what he would call secure by any means. He did however believe the line about skilled guards. There was also some small hope that things would go his way, since he hadn’t heard anything about an execution, nor had he been mistreated in any way. Though, he supposed that the trial still hadn’t happened. He couldn’t do much about that, so he continued to train his ki in between meals and sleeping. Like this, several days passed.

Then, William was taken to a private room, where Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe was waiting. Before the door was even fully shut behind him, she spoke a demand, “Give us a good reason not to have you executed.”

William wasn’t really prepared. “Besides having killed a traitorous scumbag and being innocent of any real crimes?”

“Yes, besides that.” William’s face fell. “Frankly, it would be more convenient for us to just execute you now. There’s a lot of political pressure.”

“Well, the Lockridge family is still corrupt. I could help you deal with them.”

“Can you, though? You might be able to kill a few of them, but if killing them was the optimal solution, we could do that. As it is now, if we let you go and you cause more trouble, it will be even worse for us.”

“I can…” William stopped. He closed his eyes to think.

“Out of ideas?” She leaned back in her chair, seemingly relaxed. “Look, we really do appreciate what you did, even if that can never leave this room. However, for the greater good, it’s looking like you’ll have to die.”

“That’s fine.” William said. “If it’s actually for the greater good.” He folded his hands in front of his face and took on a serious tone. He leaned closer. “Is it for the greater good, or to cover knightly behinds?”

“The greater good. Normally, we’d have let you go already. However… the times don’t permit that. The country needs to stay as stable as possible. Right now, after the death of the Archmage, that would be best achieved with your death.”

“Why does it need to be stable?” William half glared. “There’s only one acceptable answer by the way.”

She laughed, a single, emotionless sound. “Not that you’re in any position to demand answers, but I’ll answer anyway. A war is coming.”

William considered. “How soon?”

“A couple dozen years. That might not sound soon but…”

William wondered if it was a coincidence. He waved his hand. “I know how politics works.” He looked down at himself. “Not that I look like it. I’m going to take a chance here, because you look like someone who was my friend.”

“Oh, what friend of yours am I like?”

William shook his head. “You aren’t that much like her. You just look like her. I need you to be as honest as possible, if you actually want a reason to not execute me. I’m going to say the upcoming war is… the Demon King returning.”

Tyler lost her neutral expression at that. “That… is correct. So?”

“Telling you how I can help might actually lose me my leverage, so before I do I want you to swear that you and the knights you command will destroy the Demon King no matter what.”

She smiled slightly, but without any real happiness. “Of course. We have to fight him in defense of our country, and all humans.”

William shook his head. “Not fight him, or kill him. Destroy him. Preferably by shattering his soul into tiny little pieces. Otherwise, he’ll just come back stronger, and we’ll be weaker.”

“You know a lot for a kid. I swear, we will do our utmost to destroy the Demon King permanently. We already had plans for that.”

“You have plans? Good. But do you have a method? I happen to know of a technique. A ki technique. It’s somewhere in this country, but I don’t know where.”

“Ah, that’s how you’ll provide value? I can see how that might compromise your position. Now, I know about it. What’s to stop me from finding it and using it? I even have more resources to search for it myself.”

William shrugged. “That’s the point. If you find it and use it, I can accept dying.” He paused for a moment. “However, you can’t use it.”

She shrugged. “And why is that? We have knights and wizards here.”

“Simple. It’s a ki technique. You can’t use ki. I mean, not really.”

“Oh, how do you know I can’t?”

“Because if you could, I could tell. Well, you’ve subconsciously used it just a bit. You ever get that feeling of a strange burst of energy?”

She nodded. “First you say I can’t use it, then you say I can. If I can just learn to use this ability, I don’t need you.”

“That’s simple. I already know I can use it, and I can teach you. At the very least, you would need me for a time.” William shifted on his feet, wishing he had somewhere to sit, but realizing he was probably left without on purpose.

“Let’s say this technique exists. What is it called, and how do we recognize it?”

“Oh, that’s easy.” William wasn’t sure if he was heading closer to his death, but he did believe that he was also heading closer to the possible destruction of the Demon King. “It’s on a scroll. It’s about, oh… this big.” William held up his arms. “All it says is…” he paused for a moment to remember the exact wording. “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” His voice echoed throughout the small chamber. “If you look at it, the letters might seem to come off the page. If they completely separate from it and flow around into your eyes, you actually have a pretty good chance of being able to use it, if you learn how to cultivate ki.” William watched the Knight Commander during this time. He thought she slightly shivered… but it was rather chilly down here, so that didn’t necessarily mean anything. “So, I’d like to go find that and learn it. I can teach you to cultivate ki so that you can use it too.”

She leaned back forward in her chair, and walked to the door of the room. “Well…” she said with her back to him. “I’ll think about it.”

Then, he was taken back to his cell… to wait. More days passed.
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                William was once again brought to a room with just the Knight Commander. “I thought about it. I’ve decided to at least stall proceedings.”

William nodded. “Okay, what do you want from me then? I can’t exactly find the technique here.”

“Can’t you?” She reached behind her, and pulled out a scroll. It was slightly tattered and aged looking, but William thought it was the scroll. His eyes widened in shock. “I have a few good reasons to believe your story isn’t just made up. Read it.”

How did they get that scroll? Well, there was one simple possibility. William had left it in Marius Cyril’s hands… and the Cyril family could certainly have passed it onto the Vaughn, or Dragonfoe, family. It even made more sense for them to have it, since it wasn’t magic. William took the scroll and unrolled it. As his eyes went over it, he felt memories buried unconsciously in the back of his brain stirring. His mind connected some points that it hadn’t before. William knew. He could practice this technique now. However… the text remained flat on the paper.

Tyler Dragonfoe frowned. “The letters did nothing. It doesn’t seem you can use it. I know you weren’t making that part up, either, because I’ve actually seen the phenomenon myself. Yet I also know you can use ki… or your muscles are much stronger than they look.”

“I-I…” William stuttered, unsure what to say. “I have an explanation that might sound unbelievable. Actually, I’ve seen it before. The technique, that is. However, that was before I really knew how to cultivate ki. Now that I’ve seen it again, my memories of it have stirred and I can train it.”

She rolled up the scroll, and looked at WIlliam sternly. “I don’t believe you. Certainly, I have observed that subsequent viewings don’t produce a result, but nothing happening isn’t exactly a point in your favor.” She leaned back slightly. “However, perhaps you will produce some results. Either way, you’re going to teach me how to use ki. Let’s get started.”

William wasn’t sure what to do. “Just like that?”

“Why not? I’ve got time… and I know you aren’t busy with anything else.”

William didn’t say anything for a few moments. He wasn’t really prepared for this. What should he do? Then, a switch flipped. He was a teacher again. “How do you learn best?”

“Huh? By being taught, of course.”

William shook his head. “That’s not helpful. When you learned to use that sword on your waist… did you learn best from watching someone? Being told what to do? Looking at forms in books? Or did you have to swing it yourself?” William couldn’t help but put authority into his voice. That was unfortunate, because of the circumstances. 

Tyler frowned. “I did all of those things.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything.” William sighed. “Can you meditate?”

“To relax? I just practice my sword moves. It takes my mind off of things.”

William pulled at his hair slightly. “Ugh, why couldn’t you have been a wizard. Maybe I’ll have to teach you something new like staffwork so we can figure this out…”

“I don’t have time to learn staffwork. Just teach me how to use ki.”

William shook his head. “It would be better to spend a day or a week learning… well, how you learn. Otherwise, I can’t tell what it means if you fail to learn what I’m teaching. Maybe I’ll be teaching it the wrong way, or you just don’t have the capacity. I can’t know. If we had a basis to start from, then maybe it would be easier.”

“I might have some free time, but I have a lot of duties to take care of… I’d rather not waste a week on something I’ll never use.” She took a deep breath. “Actually… I have learned a meditation technique.”

Why hadn’t she just said that in the first place? “Alright, describe it to me. We’ll see if we can find a common starting point for understanding.”

“How do you learn best?” William just gave her a look. “Fine, fine.” Then she went on to describe the meditation method she had learn. It was, almost word for word, identical to the method William had learned with the goal of awakening magic.

“Why do you know that? Were you trying to become a wizard?”

“Does it matter?” She raised an eyebrow.

“I… no. Not really. Let’s see here.” William tried to organize his thoughts. “Hmm, there’s a slight problem.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, I don’t think there’s a good way to say this… the only cultivation method that I’ve actually practiced is… well… Basically, I’ll have to describe the text of another one to you.”

“Why can’t I use the other one?” she glared at him.

“It’s… well… not exactly safe. Apparently.”

“Is it powerful?”

William shrugged. “It’s not bad.”

“I’ll learn it.” 

“Umm… okay. I’m going to have to give you all the warnings first.” So, William described the various problems, and the fact that if you didn’t stop at the right point it could cause irreparable damage. Though, he hadn’t experienced the feeling himself- he only had the descriptions in the technique manual and Yu Li’s explanations for what it was actually like. Then, he explained how to visualize the spiritual sea, which then lead to the explanation on practicing the Rotational Soul Pressure. “I guess I’ll go back to my cell now.”

“No. You’ll stay.”

“...Why? You’ll have to be basically defenseless. I doubt you trust me enough for that.”

“Trust you? Hmm, no, not really. However, I believe you want to live. Otherwise you wouldn’t bother going through with this. If I die, you’ll die.”

“I could kill you just for revenge… or prevenge or something.”

“There is that chance. However… I can say that I’m certain that I will learn faster with your guidance. Thus, you need to be here to watch me. The benefits outweigh the almost negligible risk. Beside… if I die, your master and sister will have to be brought in as accomplices. Yes, we do know where they are.”

William wasn’t sure about that threat, but he supposed it didn’t matter… since he wasn’t planning to kill her. “Fine, but just… be careful. If you die, way too many people I don’t want to die will, including myself and nothing will be worth it. Are you sure you don’t want to try the other technique? …. Okay fine.” Then, the Knight Commander told those outside the door she was not to be disturbed in any circumstances for at least two hours. William sat down to watch over Tyler Dragonfoe, a woman who looked like Lila… but shared very little else besides a sense of vigor.
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                William watched Tyler Dragonfoe as she sat down to meditate. She set aside her armor, but she was still quite adequately clothed underneath. Not that William had thought to spare about that at the moment. As he watched, he was surprised at how practiced her meditation seemed. She seamlessly transitioned from what was likely her normal meditation experience to attempting to see her spiritual sea. It took some time, perhaps an hour, but she succeeded. Then, after confirming a few points with William, she started to practice Rotational Soul Pressure.

William watched her with his spiritual senses. It was strange. Even though it was necessary, he felt uncomfortable looking into someone else’s soul, or perhaps their visualization of their soul… or his visualization of what he thought souls were like. He wasn’t exactly sure. Regardless, he saw a spiritual sea. It shared all the traits that his and Yu Li’s had. However, he felt it lacked a sense of depth. That was strange, because space and distance really had no meaning in such a place… did they? Perhaps it was because he knew so little about her, whereas there was much he knew about himself… though there were also many things he didn’t understand about himself or his position in the world in general. He watched, as she took control of the energy. Then she moved it according to the method, building up pressure on the outer reaches of the space. The pressure William felt continued to climb.

Then, William’s eyes snapped open, and he moved to place his hand on her head. He called upon as much ki as he could, and sent it into her. The energy went into her spiritual sea. It penetrated through the outer barrier, from all directions. It flowed in, and seemed to squeeze the small bit of ki inside, then it pulled at parts of it until it disappeared.

William felt his hand get shaken off, then he found himself pressed up against the wall, a strong grip holding onto his neck. “What the hell did you just do?”

William coughed. “Did you… did you even listen to my warnings?” He looked at her. “Didn’t it hurt?”

“Of course it hurt, with what you did. What did you do?”

William slightly frowned. “Before that. It must have hurt. I saw it… it was almost cracking, about to burst.” His voice grew weaker. “You almost killed yourself.”

The pressure on his throat lessened. “What? Was that wrong?”

“That technique, you specifically have to stop when you reach the limit. You didn’t.”

“How could I have reached the limit? I just barely started doing it. You’ve practiced for years, right? Haven’t you?”

William shrugged. “Different people have different limits. That’s just how it is for that one.”

“But… it doesn’t make sense. I should be able to do it.”

“I should be able to use magic. But I can’t.” William stared at her. “You still can definitely control ki though. This is just one way. There are still others.”

She let William down. “Sorry. What was that about magic?”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. For now… you’ll need to rest. Even a safe technique is a bad idea right now.”

Tyler nodded. “Yeah. I can tell that.”

-----

Back in his cell, William had nothing better to do but cultivate ki… and practice Shattering the Soul. Not that there was anything to practice it on, which was for the best. William instead went through the motions of activating it. Gathering energy. Shaping it and changing it. Throwing out a fist… or a palm… William would have preferred a staff strike, but the delivery method didn’t seem to matter. His hands struck the brick walls of the cell. He could have perhaps broken them, if the ki he released had any interaction with physical things, but it didn’t. As for whether it would do anything to a soul… it was hard to tell. However, William had a feeling that it would. That was just one of those things that happened with ki. He didn’t like it. It wasn’t that it was all feelings with no explanations, but the fact that he knew the feelings could be right even though he didn’t understand why bothered him.

-----

After about a week, Tyler once again met with him. He checked her over, and she seemed fine. It seemed the damage hadn’t been too serious… but it could have been. This time, they tried the other method William knew. He had never practiced it, but he had memorized it and contemplated on how it would work before he had left Liaoyang. Fortunately, that was enough. Tyler managed to start practicing the technique. William kept tabs on her, and occasionally gave her advice on how he thought she might improve. Over the course of several days, they could both see some improvements. 

Then, William taught her some simple methods to apply her ki. Things like using it to move faster, or hit harder. It didn’t do that much, especially since she was actually already quite strong, and her ki was relatively weak. However, when she held back her physical strength, the effect was there.

-----

After a week or so of training Tyler, William then spent about another week by himself. When he was finally brought out of his cell again, he was taken to a different place. Instead of the room, he was brought to a courtyard. In the middle of the courtyard was a figure. They were dressed in simple garb. The same kind of prisoner’s clothing William had been given. However, they were restrained, and had a bag covering their head.

Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe was waiting there. “I appreciate what you’ve done over these weeks. I intend to keep my earlier promise no matter what... but the time has come to prove you still have value. I don’t want to have to make this decision but… Well, you understand. The way the probabilities lie… I think a united people might have better success. Sorry. Unless… you can do it on him.” She gestured to the prisoner.

William looked over at the prisoner and sighed. “I won’t.”
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                “I won’t.” William said, his voice firm.

“You can’t?” Knight Commander Tyler frowned slightly. “I didn’t believe you, but you sounded confident. You’ve had several weeks of practice, surely you should have some results.”

William shook his head. “That’s not it at all. I said I won’t.”

“He’s a murderer, you know. He’s been tried and convicted- fairly. More than fairly, maybe.”

“Even if he has killed. Even if he killed ten… a hundred… or a thousand… I would not do it. Do you understand what I would be doing? Destruction of the soul… bringing him out of the cycle of reincarnation. It’s much worse than murder. It’s why the Demon King has to be stopped- not just because he kills people.”

Tyler looked at William. “That’s… I didn’t understand that, exactly. Sorry. However, that leaves us in a strange situation. I need something from you, and you can’t or won’t demonstrate that you can do it…”

“Ah… there’s another less… moral reason that I won’t.” He looked Tyler directly in the eyes. “I’d die.” He fiddled around with his hands, trying to figure out how to articulate his point. “Well, he’d blow up. Right? Normally, that a soul doesn’t interact with physical things, but at certain levels of energy, that’s not exactly true. More importantly, even if it was just a soul explosion… I’d be right next to it. My soul would likely be torn to shreds. It wouldn’t cause a chain reaction… probably… but that would be it for me.” His voice became even more serious. “Now… if that were the Demon King… I’d do it. Even though it would certainly kill me, and worse.”

“Ok.” Tyler said. “Well…” She stroked her chin. “Look, I want this to work out. I’d really like you alive, but I have to be pragmatic about this. Especially with you talking about how serious destroying souls is. So, I’d really like you to come up with something. I’ll try too. If we don’t, though… I just can’t. Sorry.”

William nodded. “I don’t like it… but I understand.” He swatted at a bee or wasp buzzing near him. He wasn’t sure if it would sting him, so he coated his hand with some ki as he swatted it, both to protect his hand and to be able to actually hit it. It was crushed, and flung off to the side. “Say… do you think all living things have a soul? What about insects?”

“This isn’t really a great time to discuss philosophy.”

“Philosophy? No. This is SCIENCE!” William shouted that last word… in English. “Umm… natural law.” Since magic was involved in this world, they phrased things differently. Although there was study, it didn’t have the same feeling of “science”. Especially the dubious kind that required the quotes.

“So… what? I’m not sure I understand exactly.”

“I think… I think I’d be okay trying it on an insect. Both morally and physically. Though, I’m not exactly certain on either.”

Tyler tilted her head and thought seriously. “Well, you can try. I’ll be the one to judge whether or not you satisfy… something. Still, it’s a start.”

“Okay. Fine. First… we might want to clear the courtyard.”

“Oh?”

“Well. If insects have souls, which they might… I have no idea how much energy they contain. It’s possible they’re stronger than human ones. I really have no way to know. They don’t cultivate ki, and even that doesn’t exactly give me the right feeling.”

Tyler shrugged. “Might as well. We can execute this guy later.”

Although it wasn’t something he could have even considered in his first life, William caught a bee in his bare hand. Then, he used a tiny amount of ki to stun it. Then he caught a second one, and managed not to squish that one. He brought it to the center of the courtyard. It was really hard for him to take killing an insect seriously… but nonetheless, he did. He lay it down, then gathered his energy. Some ki he converted using the method in Shattering the Soul… and everything else he used to protect himself from the possible resulting explosion. Fortunately, he would only look a bit silly if he failed. That would be fine… but it would mean he had to find some other way to be useful. Still, he didn’t want to fail. He thought he could use it, so if he failed… well, he hoped it would be just because insects didn’t have souls. He reached forward, a single finger extended. Then, he released the energy. His finger connected with the bee.

There was a slight pop. The bee’s body exploded. Then, suddenly, William was flung backwards, and he couldn’t see or hear. He impacted on the edge of the courtyard, he thought, but he couldn’t see. The protective layer of ki had been completely obliterated, and William felt his soul, or his spiritual sea at least, ache. That was probably a good sign. At least it was an ache instead of terrible agony. He could also still feel, which was good. Then he blacked out.

He woke up with water splashed on his face. The armored form of Tyler was standing over him with a bucket. “Hey. Awake now?” Her voice was slightly muted.

William held his head. “I guess? I think I popped my eardrums.”

“What was that?” She held her hand up to her ear. “I think the explosion damaged my hearing.” William pointed to his own ear and nodded. “Right. Well. So. We’ve learned some things today. You can absolutely use that technique, and bees have souls. I… I’ve been practicing it, but I didn’t really make any progress. However, upon seeing it, I knew that was it.” She sighed. “Now you’re too valuable to kill. Let’s hope my politics are up to snuff.” She reached a hand down and pulled William to his feet. 

He looked at the center of the courtyard, where there was a small crater in the stone. “I’m so glad I didn’t suggest a dog. I like dogs.”

Tyler patted William on the shoulder. “I can’t promise you a dog… but we’ll get you somewhere safe. Sorry about threatening to kill you a bunch.”

“Don’t worry about it, it’s happened before.” In fact, more than a threat had happened.
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                William sat in his cell. Although he was rather tired, he couldn’t sleep. That was because he was thinking about a few conversations he’d had earlier in the day…and waiting for a particular moment. William took a moment to meditate, just to calm down his emotions, and his ki as well. 

Then, a guard walked up to the one across from William’s cell. He nodded, and the other one left. The replacement guard took his spot across the hallway from William. He looked nice. That made this harder. William concentrated for few minutes, judging the time, then stood up from his position and stretched. Then, he leaped through the bars on his cell that were still bent wide open, and struck the guard directly in the jaw. William took a quick moment to check to make sure he was really unconscious. “Sorry.”

Then he dashed down the corridor. He turned left, left, right as he came to various junctions, and burst into a room, finding two guards. There weren’t supposed to be two. William dashed to the other side of the room and grabbed an oaken staff, then moved as quickly as he could to take out one of the guards. Fortunately, he had been surprised enough that he was only just about to start calling for help when William hit him in the back of the head with the staff. He hoped he got the right amount of power, but he wasn’t sure. The guard went down, crumpling in a heap to the floor. The other one had time to shout for help. There was nothing William could do about that. However, the other guard, the one who was supposed to be there, did nothing. He just looked at William, who grinned sheepishly, before thrusting his staff into the guard’s gut. The guard doubled over, groaning in pain. William grabbed the keys off of his belt, and opened up a small chest, pulling out a travel bag.

William dashed back out into the hallways, and made a few more key turns. He encountered another guard. *Thwack* *Crack* The sound of William’s staff breaking his leg was sickening. William didn’t feel good about that at all. Then, the guard shouted the alarm as William ran back the way he came. 

He raced down a few more corridors, supplying a small but steady stream of ki to augment his speed. He opened up some locked doors with the other keys on the ring. There was one last guard, and one more door until the outside. This final guard got cracked ribs. That was hard to do, with the armor. However, William managed to apply the right amount of force required. Then, William was outside.

He raced for several streets, before turning down a specific one and stopping. There, he saw Dong Xin, Big Sister Li, and half a dozen horses. “Let’s go.” William hopped on one horse, and they rode out of the city quickly. However, cries of alarms rose behind them, and the city gate started closing as soon as they came into sight. They just barely made it through, with arrows being shot at them, though with the combination of darkness, ki, and wind magic, the arrows weren’t much threat. The three of them, and their horses, continued on deep into the night, until the horses were exhausted. William thought about the guard whose skull he had cracked. He hoped he was alright.

-----

Earlier that day, the Knight Commander had lined up four knights in the courtyard. The same one that still had a large hole in the middle. William recognized all of them, for they were the ones who had been guarding his cell.  “These are some of my most loyal men. They would give their lives for me, and a good cause.” She paused for a few moments, “Though, I would very much prefer they don’t have to. Here’s the plan…”

The Knight Commander would be out at a meeting. She described what he would need to do next, and the route he would have to follow. The guards would have to be injured, preferably as much as possible without threat to their lives. This would of course pin some crimes on William, but that was nothing compared to killing the Archmage. When asked why she hadn’t posted better and more guards… well, it was actually assumed that the older Dong Xin had been the killer of the Archmage. William was just an interpreter who was abandoned, how could he be a threat? That was the story, at least. In addition, the four guards probably should be enough to stop anyone on their own, and normal probability would have William run into more on his escape route. All this was just to hide the fact that he was being let go, because no matter how people might call them incompetent for letting him escape, that was still nothing compared to if they were seen as connected to the escape, and likely the murder of the Archmage.

Once he was outside, he would be able to meet up with his compatriots- showing that it wasn’t an idle threat that the Knight Commander knew where they were, since she had been able to reach them with a message.

-----

William thought about the whole plan, and found it to be quite good. Certainly, some trouble would fall on the knights, but that just meant his value was more than the trouble. William was glad of that. While he wasn’t entirely happy with needing value to be let go, he understood completely. Both he and the Knight Commander were concerned about the Demon King. William thought he might have acted similarly were he in the her position. He also appreciated that she actually continued to give him chances, instead of just deciding he wasn’t worth the risk. Now, however, he had a burden resting on his shoulders. He might not stay the only person who could use Shattering the Soul, but the fact that he could use it meant he had an obligation to try. Specifically, only on the Demon King. Though, William supposed that even if someone else hadn’t been counting on him, now that he knew he could possibly do it, he would have held himself accountable anyway. Though, he’d really rather have more people who could do it. William thought the Knight Commander had potential. As for others… well, William hoped he could get the scroll to Liaoyang and some martial artists he could trust with enough time to practice it before it was needed. William thought he might be able to personally teach Dong Xin, though maybe he would need to practice it himself some more. William wasn’t exactly sure if he could use the technique on something more than an insect at this point, any he certainly wasn’t going to experiment. He liked being alive… and had a good reason to stay that way as long as he could.
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                While the group travelled on the road, after the initial flight, Big Sister Li spoke up. “So, what exactly happened William? I mean, I heard what happened, but...”

William shrugged. “We went to visit the Archmage. He admitted to burning the records of the previous archmages instead of saying he disagreed with the records or found them to be inaccurate or stating any acceptable action. So I kicked the filthy traitor out of his big, fancy window.”

“Wait, you just kicked him out the window?” She paused. “Was it really that easy? I mean… he was an Archmage.”

“I’ll have you know Archmages have a long tradition of dying. Some of them quite easily. This one didn’t look like he took my advice on keeping up the practice of melee combat… though to be fair I didn’t really give him much of a chance to get ready.”

Yu Li nodded. “Okay. Umm, wasn’t the whole point to get the wizards to prepare for the war with the Demon King?”

“Well, based on his attitude, I’m pretty sure they’re closer to the goal than they were before. Since he was going in the wrong direction. Plus, there weren’t any wizards there. Just rich fops with the ability to do magic.”

“What?”

“From everything I saw, they stopped taking students who weren’t of noble blood. Thus, they denied themselves the chance to recruit most wizards. I mean, even if they were horribly predisposed toward ‘commoners’, I would have expected them to at least give them the most menial jobs instead of not having them at all. Not that that would have been right, but it would have been more profitable. There is only so much you can do with a small number of wizards.” William paused to think for a few moments. “I wonder what happened to those with potential. We know they were hunting down some of those who practiced magic, but they wouldn’t have had the manpower or the ability to get away with hunting down everyone, including those who just had potential. Hopefully they wouldn’t have been able to get away with that either. So, there should be some who fled to other countries, practiced in secret, or who just gave up on the idea of practicing magic.” William pointed to some fields they were passing by. “These fields we have been passing by, I hadn’t realized until now, but they’re… underwhelming. Certainly, there are even more fields than when I lived here before, so food is not a problem. However, each field is… less. The plants are smaller, and less healthy looking. Except some fields, which seem to be properly growing.”

Yu Li replied, “These fields looks healthy enough to me.”

William waved his hand dismissively. “Oh sure, it’s healthy enough. It could just be doing so much better. You’ve seen a few of them.”

“I bet those fields have wizards to assist them in growing.”

William nodded. “Exactly. What do you think the wizards are doing to help those certain fields?”

“Umm... “ She furrowed her brow in thought. “Well, they could be using their magic to promote the growth of the individual plants, maybe, or enchanting the soil. Those both seem terribly inefficient, though. I’m not really an expert on plant life, so I can’t say how they would accomplish that, except perhaps a single field per wizard.”

William nodded. “It could also be done by having a wizard create, or really pull together a proper mixture of soil. However, that wouldn’t help that much. Instead, the best thing they could do is distribute the knowledge of how to properly do that without magic.” William shook his head. “I don’t know the details on that, though. Other than that, these fields seem to be all full, instead of properly rotating crops to let the ground naturally replenish its nutrients.” William coughed, then put on his best old man voice. “Back in my day,” he waggled his finger, “Wizards just advised farmers as a whole with the knowledge on how such things work.” William paused, and returned to his normal voice. “Now, it seems like the knowledge has been forgotten… or actively suppressed. That bugs me.”

“So… why do the fields matter? Except for probably making poor farmers stay poor and rich ones stay rich?”

“People need to eat. In war, people need to produce food efficiently. That’s not being done. Plus I just don’t like things being inefficient if it can be helped.”

-----

Dong Xin spoke up some time later. “I understand your reasoning for your actions in the moment. However, now that you have had time to think about it, would you change your actions?”

William pondered for a few moments longer, then nodded. “Yeah. I’d warn you first. Other than that...” he shook his head. “Not that I’ll say I thought this far ahead at the time, but it’s really better to cause this chaos now while we have time than later. Sure, we could have tried to convict him with evidence, but something being gone is hard to show. It would have taken forever to make any progress, and then they would have been prepared. I’m sorry about ruining your alliance though. Hopefully the Cyril family will be willing to help us even after this… At least they seem to be on the right side, even if they don’t seem that powerful currently. Though, there must be something about them, or otherwise…” William just trailed off, thinking about the demoness. He might as well call her Lorelei. She wouldn’t just pick random people to help, though he didn’t really know what her requirements were. Besides being willing to try to kill the Demon King, possibly forever. The knights, or possibly just the Dragonfoe family, seemed to have kept up friendly relations with them, at least for a time. However, even with that, it had only been suggested that William could find refuge with them, but not guaranteed, though he brought with him a letter that might be helpful.

-----

During the journey, the lack of people chasing bothered William. Not that it wasn’t good to not be followed, but he felt like there should be people after him. Even though he knew that nobody could come after him if they didn’t know where he went, or possibly even that he was gone. He still felt like he should have more trouble escaping… but then again, the knights had been the ones to capture him in the city, as well as the ones who let him go. They managed to find and capture him without even enough time to have much communication from the wizards guild. However, the wizards had mostly just been standing around dumbfounded. Now that they didn’t even know he was gone, there wasn’t really much they could do.

As they were travelling along, William was rather quiet, even on the topic of magic or ki cultivation. That wasn’t normal at all, so Dong Xin directly asked, “What is bothering you, William?”

William thought about that for a while. Then he sighed. “I’ve never killed someone outside of war or self defense. It’s bothering me, now that the whole situation is over and I have time to think about it. I was too busy with… other things during my whole imprisonment. Now that I’m relatively safe, it bothers me.”

“Really?” Dong Xin thought for a few moments. “If he deserved to die, then it doesn’t matter how it happened. Though, no matter how morally justified you might be, there are certainly consequences depending on the method, as you can see. Besides, this is war. Part of the ongoing war with the Demon King. In war, not to mention just negligence, but actively destroying information is a serious crime.”

“What if I kill someone who doesn’t deserve it?”

“Mistakes happen. That might get you killed. Hopefully, it won’t get anyone else killed.” He looked at William. “I’m not going to tell you that it’s better to kill everyone who deserves it, even if some innocents get involved, but I’m also not going to tell you that you shouldn’t. You know that actions have consequences. Therefore, you must act, or choose not to act. Either way, be deliberate, and live- or die with it. Whatever you do, make sure it is your choice.” He paused for a moment. “Though, in your case, you might have to both die and live with it.” That last part didn’t particularly make William feel better… but he understood the point. He needed to stop pretending he was back on Earth where he could ignore the wars that were happening because they wouldn’t affect him and he didn’t have the capacity to affect them.

            

    
        Chapter 127

    
    
    
    
                William, his elder sister Yu Li, and his Master Dong Xin all continued their fleeing from the capital city of Canta as quickly as they could, without exhausting their six horses too much so that they could no longer continue. Along the journey, because she hadn’t been involved with the assassination of the Archmage, Yu Li was the only one who entered the cities for supplies. Though it was still possible that her connection to William and Dong Xin was noticed and their trail would be found, they needed supplies- grain for the horses if nothing else. Those who would be looking might not be able to find her connection to them, however. Dong Xin had offered the innkeeper where they stayed a bribe, to only tell those who asked about the two of them and not Yu Li. The exception was given that the innkeeper could tell the knights, who obviously already knew about the connection, and were the official law enforcement in the area. Thus, it gave more of an image of being followed by suspicious characters than evading the law, which was half true.

Regardless of whether their trail would eventually be found, they travelled quickly. When they reached the border city of Domaro, Yu Li also showed herself in the city, to give the indication that they would be passing through and returning to Liaoyang, if anyone was paying attention. Then, the three of them headed to the Cyril manor. William was worried that they might be rejected, though he supposed they could just actually flee to Liaoyang if that were the case. Though they had a letter with them from the city, the Cyril household might not want to take on potential trouble. William would not blame them for that. 

The guards at the front gates recognized the group, and immediately one went to find the master of the house. Really, the current Cyril manor acted more like a fortress, for all the comfort the actual manor had. Before the guard could return, Daniel arrived at the gate. “William, Mister Dong Xin, what a surprise to see you! Come in!” Technically, he had called him Hui’lam, since William had kept his former name secret here. It was still similar, however if he called himself William he would be more likely to accidentally use his full name of William Stevenson, which was significantly less coincidental than just a first name. It could still be written off as coincidence, but William didn’t want just anybody to have more clues at his reincarnated status. Even some people he liked.

“It is good to see you again too, though the circumstances of our return could be better.” They were invited inside the gate, but they waited for Zachary Cyril, Daniel’s father, before they proceeded further inside. When he arrived, William handed him the letter. “This might help explain why we are here.” William waited patiently but nervously while he read.

Upon reading the letter, his face barely changed, but William saw him get a slight frown. “These are interesting circumstances indeed.” He smiled. “You are of course welcome to stay here. I just wish to clarify one thing…” He looked down at William. “You are Yu Hui’lam, correct?” William nodded. “This letter says it was you who killed the Archmage, but…” his eyes flicked to Dong Xin.

William nodded again. “I don’t look like I could do it.”

“That is not quite accurate. Daniel himself has attested to your combat capabilities. However, I would have thought that Mister Dong Xing would have been the one to make such a decision.”

“Well…” William paused to consider his words, “I didn’t so much decide to do it as it just happened when he casually mentioned that he burned all the records the wizards had on the Demon King.”

Zachary Cyril smiled. “I can’t say I wouldn’t have tried to do the same… though I doubt I would have been as successful. Certainly, I would be unable to perform the same tactics as you.”

Dong Xin laughed. “I wouldn’t particularly call kicking someone out of a window a ‘tactic”, but this kid did a good job of taking advantage of a wizard’s need for preparation.”

Daniel looked around at everyone conversing. “Wait… he kicked the Archmage out a window? … Wow. All we had heard was that he died.” William was surprised that they had heard at all. On the other hand, they probably had messenger birds that could quickly deliver information… though not without risk of interception. That was why they had carried the letter with details themselves.

Zachary Cyril nodded. “Though we hadn’t heard of that particular transgression, Cecil Lockridge’s time as Archmage hasn’t been filled with anything good, though until that particular bit of news he wasn’t particularly worse than his predecessors. That is, until back in Archmage William’s time.” He looked over Dong Xin, William, and Yu Li. “The three of your are certainly welcome to stay here, as long as you like. We can always use more people who take the threat of the Demon King seriously.”

-----

William found himself in his semi-permanent room, lying on the bed. This was the first chance he’d had to actually relax in some time. It was possible that there had been no need to be worried on the road, but he couldn’t know for sure. Here, he felt safe. In fact, though he didn’t believe in destiny at all, he still felt himself drawn here. As he had returned closer, the feeling had also returned. He still wasn’t sure what it was, but he would have time to figure it out. Maybe too much time. How long would it take for things to settle down? William doubted that the wizard’s guild would ever stop looking for him, but at some point they would become exhausted and devote less resources to it. He wondered if they knew about his “escape” yet, or if that was still being kept a secret. He hoped that the knights handled the situation well. This wasn’t just because their leader looked like Lila somewhat, but also because they had treated him well, considering the circumstances.

-----

At breakfast the next morning, William remembered one thing that made him feel unsafe. The demoness, Lorelei. Even though they had been allies in the past, and were still probably allies, she made William feel uneasy. She was too smart, and her intuition was too good. Plus, William could only really trust her to help as far as it suited herself. Though, that did include the destruction of the Demon King, so there probably wasn’t anything to worry about until after that. Still, when she looked over at him he felt somewhat terrified. It might have been because her face showed very little expression. William imagined it was harder to maintain an illusion on an expressive face. Still, she didn’t glare at him or even do anything negative, but William still became nervous.

            

    
        Chapter 128

    
    
    
    
                After breakfast, William walked with Daniel toward the courtyard. They were planning to spar, though Daniel would be the one learning the most. William already knew how to combat a wizard. While they walked, William told him the details on what had happened while he was gone. “...Then, we got on the horses and-” *Thump* William looked around for the source of the noise. It came from a nearby doorway. *Thump* The door shook. William realized it was the door that was “forbidden”, though it seemed like there was indeed a good reason. 

Daniel looked nervous. “That shouldn’t be happening. We should go get-” *Thwack* part of the door splintered, and it just barely seemed to be standing. “Look, just don’t panic. It shouldn’t hurt you if you don’t provoke it.”

William stood there calmly. It wasn’t because he had been reassured. It also wasn’t because he was confident in his strength, although that was true. Instead, he just couldn’t bring himself to feel worried. Everything felt fine, for some reason. *Crack* *Thud* The door finally was broken, a large chunk of it falling off and hitting the floor. Then, something streaked out the door, directly toward William. It was merely a blur, and William barely had time to fling the practice staff he was carrying to the side and get his hands in front of him as the blue streak approached. Then, it hit William’s hands. Then, there was something like a whirling storm of blue, as it spun around William, pivoting around his hands, arms, and even his torso. After a few moments of this, William caught it and held it above him. “Yesss!!! CHRIS!!!” He couldn’t help but cry out in joy upon seeing the crystalline staff. The blue crystal staff was flashing glows of many different colors in excitement. William couldn’t particularly make any sense out of it, but he also wasn’t thinking particularly clearly.

“Umm…” Daniel stood off to the side, nervously. “Are you alright?” He looked at William, then at the staff, which was still flashing various colors but not moving rapidly any more. “I’m not sure if it’s safe to hold that…”

William nodded. “I certainly couldn’t hold him if he didn’t let me.” Then he turned to look at Chris. He could now tell that the feeling had been leading him here. That was rather strange, because there hadn’t been any such connection in his previous life. It had also existed before they had come in contact again, somehow. “How did you recognize me?” Chris just spun around in circles for a few moments. “Right, we’ll need to go outside.”

At this point, Lorelei came walking around the corner. A look of surprise appeared on her face, but she continued along. “What happened here?” She asked as she looked at the broken door and the staff resting calmly in William’s grip.

Daniel shrugged. “I have no idea. It just started breaking down the door as we walked by… and then it went into his hands.” William also shrugged, offering no comment.

“That’s… unusual.” She looked at William. “You’re a very lucky kid. That’s a very powerful… and very picky staff.” Then she continued on her way. William couldn’t help but start to sweat slightly… but he also noticed that Chris hadn’t bothered to note that she was an enemy this time.

Daniel didn’t seem to know how to react. “So… so um… I think I should tell my father what happened. This isn’t really something that can be kept a secret anyway.” He looked at the crystal staff which was obviously the only one of its kind.

William nodded. “Of course. However, I’d like to go out to the garden, could I meet you there?”

-----

Once there was some dirt for him to write in, William asked Chris how he recognized him.

Chris spun for a few moments. “What do you mean? You’re exactly the same.”

“Currently I’m twelve, and have very different features. How is that exactly the same?”

“You feel the same. I don’t really see people, so even if you look a little different I wouldn’t notice. Now that you mention it… your hands are a bit smaller, aren’t they? And you’re shorter…” Chris started shrinking, ever so slightly. “... I was very sad while you were dead. I missed you.”

“I… didn’t experience anything while I was dead. However, I did miss you after I came back. I’m sorry you had to go through that.” William kept his voice relatively low, since he didn’t really want to be overheard, though there was enough open area around he would be able to see people coming.

“That’s okay. It gave me some time to think about stuff. Besides, I knew you would come back.”

“You knew I would come back? How?”

“You reincarnated before. Why wouldn’t it happen again?”

“Most people lose their memories.”

“The Demon King doesn’t.”

“He’s special, though.”

“You’re pretty special too.”

“That’s… umm… a different kind of special.”

“Is it?” Chris took a moment to wipe a section of ground flat so he could continue writing. “It feels pretty similar to me. Not that anything else about you is the same. He was a huge jerk.”

“You can feel if people will reincarnate with their memories?”

Chris flipped around in his version of a shrug. “I mean, maybe. Nobody else has looked quite that way. It could be coincidence.”

At this point, William saw Daniel and his father approaching. Zachary Cyril spoke as he approached. “Interesting. It really does seem to have taken to you. Tell me, young man, do you know the history of that staff?”

“Well, I recall that it belonged to Archmage William Stevenson.”

“That’s right. Before that… well, it was around, but it never let anybody use it. Thus how it came into his hands- anybody who could use it was allowed to. After… his death, it fell into the hands of our family. It remained in that room, locked up so that nobody would accidentally wander in and bother it.” He smiled. “Then you came along and it decided it wanted out. As far as we know, you are the second person to be chosen by the staff… hopefully, that means great things will be in your future.” William also hoped great things were in his future… but he wasn’t sure if he would end up making the right choices in this life. Still, he would try. Hopefully, someone would succeed, because this might be the last chance to really face off against the Demon King.

            

    
        Chapter 129

    
    
    
    
                After spending some more time at the Cyril household, he almost wished he had just never left. He’d certainly caused enough trouble. That said, he’d really wanted to know the status of the knights and wizards himself. The knights fortunately seemed quite steadfast, but the same could not be said for the wizards, at least run by their former Archmage. Though, from what William had gathered, the previous several hadn’t been doing all that well either. William just wished he could do more about the guild, but if he even showed his face near Canta he would be in danger. Plus, he didn’t really have any way to influence what went on there, besides killing more people. He didn’t think that would be particularly helpful. 

William came to understand that the Cyril family, at least, understood the threat of the Demon King. Not just in a vague sense, either. Lorelei was introduced to him as a spy that had information on the Demon King’s return. Obviously it was a terrible idea to introduce her as a demon, so they didn’t mention that. For some reason, she didn’t point out that he already knew she was a demon, perhaps because it didn’t really matter at the moment. What mattered was the timeframe of “a couple dozen years”. At the moment, it couldn’t be more precise. The good news was that it wouldn’t come much before that time frame at its earliest. This meant that there was still time to prepare, and get nations to prepare. Based on the speed that politics went, it might take most of that time to just convince them there was a problem. William hoped that wasn’t the case. If he still had the records the Archmages had kept, it would provide some help. However, those didn’t exist any more… which was the reason Cecil Lockridge was dead. Not that his death really brought anything helpful to the table. William just hoped other countries still kept records on the Demon King… and were willing to carefully scrutinize them. 

In Ostana, William knew the knights and the country itself had also kept some, but he wasn’t sure how detailed… and he didn’t really have any way to find out. When he had asked in his capacity as Archmage before, he had been politely refused- though he’d still gotten copies of some specific information he had requested. William wished he could remember everything in detail, but memorizing that amount of information was not his forte. Now that he wasn’t an Archmage but rather the troublemaker who had killed one, he didn’t think he would do any better. Though, it seems the knights didn’t dislike him, but he obviously couldn’t be seen near them or with them. Letting him escape had been somewhat of a gamble for them.

In the end, William was most glad for the time because it would allow him to become older, and therefore be taken more seriously. Certainly, Dong Xin and Big Sister Li took him seriously. The Cyrils did as well, and perhaps the knights. However, he didn’t think he would always have it in him to perform some perfectly timed rescue or to kill an Archmage, so it would be nice to have a slightly better basis for appearing like he should be taken seriously. At least if he were fully developed he could pretend to be older.

-----

Staying at the Cyril household was good for Yu Li and Dong Xin as well. They did have quite a few members that were wizards, and a reasonable library. Though William considered himself very knowledgeable, having just one perspective of thought wasn’t really the best way to learn. Plus, they also had access to testing potential here. Though since they were already training as wizards, the main point was rather moot. They already had ideas of how talented they were. However, it did also show elemental affinities. This is one area that William had failed. Dong Xin, though relatively poor as a wizard overall, had a strong affinity for earth. Since earth abilities were mostly defensive, he hadn’t practiced them much. However, upon knowing his affinity, it actually made a tremendous difference. Even in the area of offense, where forming a big rock to throw at someone took much more effort that just lobbing fire at them, with his amount of affinity for earth he was more efficient. Though, it would still be better for him to just hit people. It also affected his ki training, because he discovered the affinity crossed the divide between ki and magic. In terms of ki, he had slightly noticed the effects, but earth abilities tended to reduce agility, which had bothered him. Thus, he had steered away. With a strong affinity, though, he could overcome that problem.

Yu Li also had a decent affinity for water. Since she wasn’t weak as a wizard to begin with and the affinity wasn’t that strong, there wasn’t such a profound difference as with Dong Xin. However, it did open up some opportunities that wouldn’t have been as worthwhile with equivalent talent. In addition to finding her affinity, having other wizards to train and study with was rather useful from a morale perspective. William felt her time would be well spent.

Alas, William wasn’t aware of a way to test elemental affinity from the perspective of a pure martial artist, and he couldn’t use magic. He couldn’t get the orbs to react in any way, so he wasn’t sure if he had any elemental affinity. He hadn’t felt it when he was training, either. If only he had slight ability to do magic, he could see what his affinity was. However, there was no use. William wasn’t too worried about an affinity, either. At least, nothing had seemed particularly harder to train. Fire techniques were the same as water or ice techniques, as well as non-elemental techniques. He felt he was about an average affinity for all of them. 

-----

The first time after William had taken some time to train in ki cultivation, Chris mentioned it. “You can do that on purpose now too? The thing where you swirl around the inner energy and get stronger? It seems a lot better than what I remember from before.”

“Me… too?”

“Yeah, I figured out a way to make myself stronger. It took… a while, but I had time.” Then, Chris demonstrated. William watched with his Soul Perception ability. He didn’t feel any resistance at his observation, even though most people would subconsciously block out any intrusion. From what he could see… Chris’ cultivation method was a mess. That might actually have been generous. However, he came up with it on his own, without any real guidance, so William couldn’t really fault him. 

William tried to explain to him the other method he had memorized for when Rotational Soul Pressure reached its limit. William didn’t particularly trust in Chris’ abilities to sense his limits. It wasn’t really an insult to Chris… but William wasn’t even sure if he could feel the same way. It was better not to try. Chris didn’t really understand William’s explanation at first, so William tried a few different explanations. Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe had learned it more quickly, but she had the advantage of not being a staff. Eventually, William decided to practice it himself for a small time, and let Chris observe. He found that worked for Chris, at least over time as they both got used to it. However, William felt the method felt very inefficient. It wasn’t that it was bad… but it didn’t really suit him. Either that, or Rotational Soul Pressure was just that easy to cultivate, until the limits. That did make a certain kind of sense. Fortunately, they didn’t interfere with each other, because Rotational Soul Pressure wasn’t the kind of ki cultivation technique that involved breaking through limits. It was also meant to be completed, after which the user would move onto another technique. Thus, it would be pointless to even try if it interfered with other methods. William wondered when he would reach his limits in the technique… By all accounts, he should be reaching them at any point.
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                “Hey, William!” William heard someone calling for him, so he turned to look. He saw Lorelei waving to him. She grinned when he turned toward her, and William noticed the subtle signs of the illusion shifting, now that he was aware. She walked up to him. “So, you respond to William?”

“Of course. It’s basically how my name is pronounced, because I was named after a William. The same one who previously owned this staff, in fact.” William smiled, a genuine smile because even though he was always on guard against the demoness, he also liked talking to her.

She chewed on her thumb in frustration. “How do you always manage to sound like you’re tell the truth and yet feel like you’re lying at the same time?”

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response. So why did you call me William anyway?”

“Because I was trying to make you slip up and admit that you were William Stevenson reincarnated.” She paused to think for a few moments, and William started sweating on the inside, though he raised his eyebrow on the outside. She was only a tiny bit away from figuring it out, but he knew she wasn’t sure yet or she would have outright accused him. “How did you get named after William Stevenson all the way over in Liaoyang?”

“My mother was the descendant of Zhan Shengrui and the trading clan he started. It was known that he had contact with the Archmage. She named me, but I don’t know why she chose that name.” At this, Lorelei’s face frowned. That made William feel good. “Why did you so directly answer my other question? I feel like if I was reincarnated that would just put me on guard.”

“Hmmm…” she audibly thought for a few moments. “I guess it’s because I was subconsciously treating you as the real William Stevenson, and thus following our question and answer tradition.” William realized he had been doing that too, and tried to not make his grimace show. “So, how much do you remember?”

“About what?”

“Your previous life. I am formally declaring my belief that you are the reincarnation of the Archmage William Stevenson. Anyway, you definitely remember something about me and some about Chris. So how much?”

William sighed. This result had been pretty much inevitable. He just hadn’t thought it would happen so quickly. Avoiding Lorelei or deflecting her questions would have been at least as suspicious, and he couldn’t directly lie, both because he didn’t want to and because she would immediately notice. “All of the important things.” Also, all of the unimportant things, as far as William knew. “What gave it away?”

“Chris. And also another thing I can’t talk about because of a promise. Mostly Chris though. He’s never taken to anybody else ever. So,” her eyes lit up and she leaned closer to him, “has your reincarnation changed your ability to do magic?” William shook his head. “Tch. I didn’t think it would.”

William then remembered something more important than interesting discussion. “I don’t suppose you can make another copy of that ki technique scroll? It would be quite useful.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t make that, I got it from someone else.”

William shrugged. “Well, I was hoping to have one. Regardless, I suppose I can still try to teach Master Dong Xin the basics from memory.”

“You know it? How? Do your memories from your former life help?”

William shook his head. “Not really. The knights had it, and they let me see it again. That jogged the former memories in my head, along with the fact that I now actually cultivate ki instead of just… messing around with it.”

“The knights let you see it? While you were imprisoned?” William nodded his head. “You are one lucky fellow.”

“You knew they had it?”

“Well, I’d heard something about that, yeah. After it was out of my hands, though, I could only hope it would end up with someone who could use it. At least if you can teach Dong Xin there will be two people who can use it.”

“Actually, it should be four. Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe also is learning the technique. That’s four with her, you, me, and Master Dong Xin.”

“Tyler Dragonfoe knows how to use ki?”

William nodded. “I taught her. She’s obviously not that proficient yet.”

“That’s three then.”

“Four, if I can teach Master Dong Xin without the scroll.”

Lorelei shook her head. “Are you kidding? You think I can do it? Though the level of my training might… or might not… be above where you currently are, there’s no way I can do it.” She pointed at herself. “How old would you say I am? I don’t mean how old I look, I mean actually do some calculation and try to figure it out.”

“Umm…” William thought about it for a bit. A gross was a dozen dozen years. “I’d say 5-6 gross?” William knew she was around when Chris was made, and he’d been around for quite some time. That should put her somewhere in the 700-900 year range, he thought.

She shrugged. “Close enough to get the idea. Think about this, I’m still at a lower level of training than your master and he’s what… merely a gross of years old?” She furrowed her brow. “Or less? I’m not gonna lie, I’m not that familiar with how aging works.”

“He should be… 4-6 dozen years? I don’t know exactly, but he might not show that much age.”

“Oh… I forgot how short your lives were.” She paused for a moment. “Hopefully you can teach him, and properly use it yourself. It won’t do us any good if nobody can use it. I hope somebody can learn it properly, or things might turn out very bad for me… and all of the humans.” She grinned. “Maybe you can also teach it in Liaoyang, if you trust anybody there. I certainly didn’t when I got it.”

William nodded. “Well, I know I can use it, at least. I blew up a bee. I’m not sure if I’m strong enough to use it on anything bigger… or survive it.”

“Hmm… bees are pretty easy to blow up. Are you sure you actually destroyed its soul and didn’t just explode it?”

William nodded again. “Absolutely. There was a crater this big in the flagstone. It also knocked me into a wall.”

She looked over William. “When was this?”

“Umm… a couple weeks ago. Before my ‘escape’, and the journey here.”

“You did that after only a few weeks of training? No, but there’s also the factor of your previous life to take into account…” Lorelei started muttering to herself. It seemed to be the end of the conversation.

-----

As he stayed at the Cyril manor, William practiced ki cultivation and especially Shattering the Soul. Of course, he still couldn’t use it on anything without terrible consequences, but he felt that he was improving his technique. He also began to teach Master Dong Xin, though it wasn’t easy to explain in words. The knowledge infused into the technique scroll itself was a much better way to start to learn, but he wasn’t able to just bring it with him.
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                In addition to training, William also studied the languages of Eclea and Ustil, which were the countries to the east and south of Ostana, respectively. At some point, he planned to visit them, and he’d really rather not need an interpreter. William wasn’t sure if he would be able to learn all of the nuances of their language, but at least he would have a base. Given enough time, he might be as fluent as he was in the languages of Ostana and Liaoyang.

-----

William practiced Shattering the Soul on a dummy. The effects on the dummy were precisely nothing. However, actually attempting and releasing the technique on a target was helpful. William knew he was making progress. He could feel it, but he couldn’t actually say how well it would work on something with a strong soul, particularly one as powerful as the Demon King’s. William thought about practicing on an insect or an animal. However, William had already tried that once. It had terrifying results, and he wasn’t comfortable with casually destroying souls, even that of insects. Animals would be worse, and more dangerous. Regardless, the explosion would affect both body and soul of things around… and thus William continued his practice without a real target.

However, he knew he was making progress, not just because of his own thought, but because there was another who verified his actions. Dong Xin had made almost no progress with the technique, by his own admittance. Meanwhile, Lorelei had also admitted her inability to use the technique. The one who could, though, was Chris. William would watch Chris use the technique, and he could feel when it was right. Likewise, Chris watched William. Then they performed it together. There wasn’t really a conscious effort to work together, but it just happened. It seemed somewhat strange, but Chris was a staff, specifically meant to enhance performance. Though magic was generally enhanced by a staff, any good weapons could be conduits for ki. Upon thinking about it, there really was no reason that Chris couldn’t do both. After all, he could both practice ki and use magic on his own.

As for how Chris could perform the technique… well, he had managed to develop a terrible ki cultivation technique over the approximately 150 years since William had last seen him. He had also seen the scroll, so he’d subconsciously dwelled on it during that time period as well. Though Chris admitted himself that watching William perform it was a lot more useful than just thinking about it.

-----

In the city of Canta there were rumors abounding everywhere. The Archmage had died. At the same time, a mysterious shout of “traitor” had rung throughout the city. Though, people couldn’t be sure it was exactly at the same time. From the perspective of the people, there were many accusations thrown around. The knights were incompetent and worked with the killer and helped him escape. The Archmage had received divine punishment for some action on his part. However, the public opinion was on the side of the knights. Their reputation was stellar, and though the wizards held a lofty position, the public had less regard for them.

Meanwhile at the higher level various noble houses who knew more of what was going on had increased conflicts. The Lockridge family tried to have the king act against the knights, calling them corrupt. However, the knights countered with their own suspicions about the Lockridge family, and the fact that they were not allowed to investigate the death of the Archmage yet somehow responsible. In return, it was pointed out if they were corrupt, of course they shouldn’t be allowed to investigate. In the end, the king organized an investigation force of his own. However, by that time, the Archmage had been long dead, and it was a fairly pointless investigation. Nothing incriminating the knights or the wizards was found. However, the guild claimed the records that were burnt still existed, and that it was a false accusation. Since they had support of many noble houses and the Lockridge family, the attempt to demand they produce the documents stagnated. In the end, after months of political bickering, the knights were chastised for letting a prisoner escape, but it was little more than a slap on the wrist. Especially since the knights pointed out that they couldn’t have known that a child who was merely an interpreter would have the ability to bend the bars to his cell and escape. Meanwhile, they had still managed to respond to the situation quickly, though they pointed out if they had more time to prepare they likely could have even caught the more probable culprit, who had sadly escaped onto the rooftops. After the proceedings, nobody was happy. The wizard’s guild had lost their Archmage, and the knights had a stain on their record. As for the fact that the killers seemed to be foreigners… the country of Liaoyang denied knowledge of their existence, and the existence of any mages in their borders. Tensions rose, but even the Lockridge family did not have enough sway, nor the desire, to start a war over the death of the Archmage. 

Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe had no reason to smile. Though personally she believed the child they had captured was equally guilty and innocent, she wouldn’t decide such important matters on personal feeling. In his case, he had admitted to killing the Archmage, but had spoken evidence of his corruption. She believed it, but didn’t currently have the positioning to actually investigate. The Lockridge family, who was almost intrinsically tied to the wizard’s guild, had too many allies. She would honestly have liked to let the kid go just to spite them, but that still wasn’t the ultimate reason, just a contributing factor. However, just as the Lockridges were old enemies, there were also old allies to consider. It was the representative of the Cyril family who had tipped the balance. The kid had killed two members of the Lockridge family while saving some of the Cyril’s members. More importantly, there was further proof of corruption on the side of the Lockridges, though nothing that could be brought up in public. Thus, though Tyler Dragonfoe would have personally liked to let the boy go for probably being ‘innocent’, or to spite the Lockridge family, that was not why. Instead, she had other perfectly good reasons to take the blow to the knights reputation. Thus, she didn’t smile. At least not on the outside. Not even when thinking of what other trouble the boy might get up to in the future. In fact, she didn’t even smile when she received word that he had somehow managed to get Archmage William’s staff to accept him. Though a smile never showed on her face, she would admit to imagining what kind of trouble the boy could get up to with such a staff. It might be for the best if he did, since the staff had mysteriously disappeared from the public eye after the Archmage William died. In fact, there were rumors that the current guild wasn’t legitimate since they couldn’t even keep the Staff of the Archmage- never mind the fact that it hadn’t represented the guild even before the Archmage William. Rumor would do as it would.
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                William sat and pondered. So far, he had been fortunate to not be wrong in his assessments of people. Except perhaps for Geoff Lockridge, who he had thought had settled down but had just been waiting… and waiting… for an opportunity. That had cost him his life… which fortunately wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened. Now, he was considering the current Cyril family. They seemed quite trustworthy, and he hadn’t seen any reason to believe otherwise. On the other hand, they got along because their goals aligned. Granted, William thought everyone should share the goal of taking down the Demon King, but still. He wouldn’t want them as an enemy. Perhaps if they were in a more advantageous position they might act more like the Lockridge family. William couldn’t say for sure. However, he did know that currently, he had no complaints. They were decent people, and they thought things through. They had also passed down through their family that the Demon King must be stopped, so there was some longevity to their thinking. More importantly, in this case, they seemed to be good at keeping secrets where they should be. 

Because he wanted them to be as well prepared as possible for that, William was going to make sure they knew all of the tricks of magic. The only problem was that he wasn’t a wizard. It would be strange coming from him. Likewise, Yu Li and Dong Xin were admittedly new to the practice of magic. It might or not make sense for them to have a moment of epiphany. However, there was also another thing. Perhaps they already knew. William wasn’t sure. He had told Marius everything important. That chants, at least specific chants, weren’t necessary. It was a simple thing, but significant. There were other things as well, but William thought that was the most dangerous thing for the Demon King to learn. As far as he knew, the Demon King had a massive amount of magical power. William already regretted making the knowledge about shortening chants… somewhat public. If he didn’t have to take as long to cast spells… the effect could be devastating. Alternatively, he could spend longer to perform even more terrifying spells than what they had already heard he was capable of. However, it would be even worse if nobody knew what spell was coming and thus how to counter it. It also sometimes allowed continuation of a spell instead of a failure when stumbling over words. That was up to concentration, but if he still believed he would fail, he would fail.

In short, William wasn’t sure how to bring the subject up. Thus, he went to Lorelei. She already knew that he knew about such things. She already knew that he was reincarnated… although not twice. Plus, she had stayed with the Cyril family for… William wasn’t sure how long, actually. However, they trusted her, and thus she might know. Most importantly, with her William could be direct. “Does the Cyril family know how to subvert chants?”

“Oh, absolutely. I was planning to teach them that, but they already knew.”

William nodded. “That’s good. At least a few trustworthy wizards will know, then… Hopefully, that will tip the balance somewhat.” William sighed. “Though it would be the worst way to win… if we can just destroy him, even if we lose a big battle or the war… it might be enough. I’d really rather that not happen though.”

“Me too. Personally, I’d like to live. However, I might have to get personally involved in this war. More than I am now, even.”

“I don’t suppose you have any magical formations or such that would help in the war?”

“Not much that isn’t already known. There are a few that aren’t known here, but most of them are just impractical. Either because they aren’t actually that effective… or are ridiculously expensive. The Demon King can use them because he has control over the resources, or because he doesn’t care about efficiency. I suppose there are a few things I could teach, though. I just hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

“Hadn’t gotten around to it yet? How long have you been here?”

“Actually… not that long. Half a dozen years? Honestly, I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t for my apprentice. Ugh, forget I said anything about my top-secret apprentice, okay?”

“Is it strange for you to have an apprentice?”

“A real one? Yeah. Sure, the Demon King tells me to educate some people on magic, and I like living so I’ve taught some people basic junk, but I rarely ever have an actual apprentice. Sometimes I’ll have one for a few dozen years, but then they go off and do their own thing.”

“So you’re here because of your apprentice?”

“Didn’t I say that was top-secret? I think I did. It’s fine if people think I’m here just because I want to help. It’s not… entirely wrong. I do want the Demon King dead.”

“... I’m glad you’re on our side, I guess?”

“You should be!” She patted William on the head. “Without me you guys probably wouldn’t have a chance. Though to be honest I barely have anything more I can do here.”

“Maybe we can come up with something.”

“That would be excellent. I’m sure with a couple dozen years we could come up with something amazing. Though… I suppose you have other things to do as well.”

William nodded. “I need to make sure that the other countries at least stand a chance at being prepared for the war. I think that’s something I can do. Especially since I can’t show my face in this one. I suppose I also need to continue cultivating… though my individual contribution to the war might not be that critical. At least we’ll have one more person who has a chance to destroy the Demon King.”

-----

In fact, there were wanted posters for William in the city of Domaro already. Daniel brought one for William to see. William looked at it. “Hmm, that’s a pretty big number. Also, wow. That sketch… Umm, who is that?” William squinted his eyes. It still didn’t look like him. Certainly, it looked something like a person from Liaoyang, but not like William. Dong Xin’s poster was closer. However, William couldn’t relax, because there were other posters that were closer. More importantly, some amount of suspicion would probably be cast on everyone from Liaoyang. That was just the way these things went.

Actually, the posters from the knights were less accurate. Even though the ones from the wizards were only from people who saw him as he had walked into the tower… and perhaps on the way out briefly, they were closer. Not accurate, but closer. William knew the ones from the knights had to be intentionally incorrect. That said, he imagined that if he got in any trouble in the Ostana it wouldn’t matter much if he didn’t look exactly like the posters.
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                Time passed. William had long grown used to that. If he had actually been a twelve year old child, then each year would have felt like an eternity, but he was not. Instead, he was something like 150 years old, so another few years didn’t feel particularly impactful. However, the years were quite useful.

After a year, Dong Xin left on business. Much of the initial excitement after the death of the Archmage had died down. William was safe… and there were other things that needed to be done. He had plans in Ustil, the country on the south end of the continent. Both the desert terrain there and the wildlife could be deadly… to say nothing of the natives, if they chose to be. Since William wasn’t any more familiar with that area than Dong Xin himself, there was no need for him to go. So, William stayed behind at the Cyril household.

During the next few years, William spent most of his time training his ki abilities. It was quite useful for his own safety's sake, though he was not particularly planning to have to escape from any wizard’s towers anytime in the near future. In addition to that, he had a particular purpose for ki training to be the area he focused on now. It was the only solution to the problem of the Demon King. William didn’t have to be the one who destroyed him, but since he had the capacity, he would certainly want to be involved. Even as just one of many. After all, it was impossible to say if those capable of performing Shattering the Soul would die before they got to the Demon King, or perhaps they might die when they got to him. They might even die in other battles entirely. In addition to that reason, William found training to be rather relaxing, unlike getting involved in politics. As he practiced with Chris, he also found that he didn’t need to tell him what he was going to do, and they could work together, combining their ki. This was much more convenient than magic, where he had to tell Chris what to do verbally.

-----

William also spent time talking with Lorelei. He didn’t do so very often, because they could easily spend a large amount of time discussing various magical theories and experiments. While William enjoyed that, it wasn’t particularly an efficient use of his time, since it didn’t contribute toward the future war. Still, William didn’t dedicate all of his time to training, since time off was necessary to not go crazy, even though ki training could be very relaxing. During one conversation, William was talking about battle tactics. “In the worst case… if we lose, as long as we keep the Demon King away from the wizards, the number of wizards available for the next time would be just as many, in theory.”

“How would keeping them away help?” Lorelei tilted her head. “Oh, I see what you mean. I might not have explained it properly. You see, that ki technique, Shattering the Soul, isn’t what he uses. He has some strange form of magic… or something he conceals as magic. I’m not sure which. I know he didn’t come up with it on his own, but as for where it came from or how exactly it works…” She shrugged. “Regardless, it can be used at a distance. It is still somewhat limited in range, however, so perhaps wizards could indeed be kept away from him. However, that would only be true in the case of a pitched battle, where they would be most useful to have present. Not all of them will be able to avoid him. In addition to that, he spends special effort to capture wizards during the course of the wars.”

“Capture them?” William nodded. “So he needs to be present, correct? They also need to be alive?”

“That’s right. Presumably, the soul leaves the body after death.”

“Hmm.” William thought for a few moments. “I don’t like the solution I thought of. I’d really rather just win this time and destroy him.”

“Of course. It doesn’t hurt to plan for the worst, though. Let me guess… suicide?”

“How did you know?”

“Your mind always thinks of the most morbid and efficient solutions to problems.”

“Ugh…” William frowned. “Is that true? I suppose so, but I’d never do any of those things.”

Lorelei shrugged her shoulders. “While I admit some of my actions in the past have been morally questionable, I’d like to point out this particular solution is the best one. After all, they’ll be dead either way. If they kill themselves before capture, at least their soul will live on.”

William grimaced. “I’m not even sure how to bring something like that up. It’s a rather unpleasant idea.”

“So is having your soul destroyed. That’s why I’d personally like to destroy him in this war. That, or I’m killing myself before the Demon King can figure out I’ve now publicly betrayed him, or at least before he can do anything about it.”

William nodded. “I’m not personally in danger of having my soul destroyed… unless he decides I’m a wizard, which he might. Or umm… possibly if we win.”

“Why if we win?”

William’s eyes widened. “You don’t know? Hmm, right. Well, here’s what happened…” William explained his ordeal with destroying the bee, and how devastating the explosion was for just that. “I’m almost positive that other creatures will have stronger souls and thus… more devastating explosions.”

Lorelei nodded. “The Demon King’s soul is definitely quite strong. If it is destroyed at all  with that technique, it will definitely result in a catastrophic explosion. Can you repeat the procedure? I’d like to see it myself.”

“Destroying a bee’s soul? That’s umm… both dangerous and possibly quite unethical.”

“Just once? Please?” The illusion on her face fell apart as her facial expression changed. If asked, William wouldn’t have said that a demon was capable of making puppy dog eyes… but he discovered he was wrong. “After all… something different could happen.”

William sighed. “Once. Just to make sure the results are consistent.”
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                William captured another bee. He hoped that bees didn’t have the same kind of souls as sapient creatures such as humans or demons. He had the feeling they were different, but feelings weren’t always right. Feelings certainly didn’t indicate morality. William informed some of the members of the Cyril household what he was going to doing. First, he didn’t want them to be startled by an explosion, and he needed to leave their grounds because he didn’t want to damage them. In the end, it was decided that Zachary Cyril, as well as Daniel and Ivy and a few guards would come to watch. After all, this was related to the plan to kill the Demon King, so it was better if some people had some idea of how it worked, and what to expect.

Looking down at a stunned bee, William thought the whole scene would rather silly. Hopefully, the same thing as last time would happen, otherwise it would be rather embarrassing. On the other hand, it wasn’t exactly a safe thing. Still, this time William was prepared if the results were of the same magnitude. William concentrated, gathering his ki for several functions. First, he gathered a layer of ki around his body, activating Iron Mountain Defense. It was much more effective than just applying ki without the standardization of the techniques. Then, he activated Soul Armor. After all, the resulting explosion was going to be dangerous to both his body and soul. Last time he had been fine, but that didn’t mean an accident couldn’t happen, or that he hadn’t been lucky before. He didn’t want to risk it. Finally, William activated Shattering the Soul. It was rather easy to perform this time, and William found it to involve little effort. He extended his hand and a single finger at the stunned body of the bee.

The resulting shockwave carried William back over a dozen feet. However, that was because he let it. It was much safer and easier to just go with it than to resist it. This time, there was a larger crater in the center… that was to be expected, because there was only dirt around and not a flagstone floor. William shook his head, glad that his ears had also been protected from the sound. Then he turned to look at those watching.

All of them looked surprised. The guards were attempting to be stoic, but their eyes were quite wide. Zachary looked quite shocked as well. Daniel’s mouth was hanging open, and Ivy looked like she couldn’t believe what had happened. However, the most shocked one was Lorelei. She wasn’t the type to be extremely expressive, and still wasn’t. However, her face was a blank look of shock, instead of neutrality. There was also one other factor that William considered to count her as the most surprised. Her illusion had faltered, revealing her horns and red skin. Fortunately the guards who were brought were some of the most loyal, and thus already knew about her status.

Lorelei looked down at her hands in front of her, and started making gestures as if she were trying to grab something. Her expression turned to one of both concentration and confusion. Then, William waved his hand in front of her face. “Hello… are you in there?” 

Her eyes looked up at him, and her hands ceased. “Mana.” Her head tilted back and her eyes looked up as well. “It’s everywhere.”

Daniel concentrated for a moment, furrowing his brown. Then, his eyes sort of lost focus, like Lorelei’s. “Yes… well… not… exactly?”

Lorelei nodded slightly, then started chanting. “Oh, pyromancy, grant me the power to create a mighty conflagration, fireball!” Of course, she knew that the particular chant didn’t matter, but there was no reason to obscure it either. However, instead of a fireball- or a lightning bolt, which William might have expected, based on previous actions, there was only a small puff of flame. “It’s… not controllable.”

William closed his eyes, feeling around him. William sensed something, and he might have called it something like a mist. If it had a color, which it most certainly did not, he would have called it red… or black. Perhaps both. It didn’t feel good at all. “It’s definitely not mana.”

Lorelei looked at William, “Oh, how do you know?”

William shrugged. “I can sense it, even as its density is slipping away. Therefore, it’s not mana.”

“Ah… good point. What does that make it then?”

“Some kind of… spiritual mist? It’s not mana. It’s not ki. Yet, it looks something like both.” William reached out with his hand, making a grabbing motion. Then, he went over behind a tree and threw up. When he came out, he spoke in a shaky manner. “Yeah, I’m never doing this again.”

-----

Later, Lorelei was sitting next to William who was just staring off into the distance. “So, what was that stuff?”

“Soul chunks.”

“That’s not a very good name. Besides, it was a strange energy thing like mana and ki.”

William continued to look in front of himself instead of turning his head toward Lorelei. “Nope. Soul chunks.”

“Isn’t it like ki though? I saw when you reached out that you… grabbed some of it.”

William sighed. “It’s not.”

“But if you can manipulate it doesn’t that make it something like ki?”

“No.”

“Care to elaborate on how you did it?”

“Well…” he sighed again. “I just did. I mean, I have a soul, so I just did that with my soul. Then I threw up.”

“Is the vomiting related?”

“Intimately.” William finally turned to look at Lorelei finally. “Have you ever… I don’t know… ever felt someone’s guts… or brains?”

“Umm… brains. Just once. Have you?”

“Eh. Not technically. However, this is like that, except it’s also your brain and you can feel it having hands run through it even though brains don’t feel anything and also you regret everything you’ve ever done in your life and perhaps even existing.”

“Wow. You don’t look as bad as all that though.”

“Well, it’s maybe only one lifetime of regret, and existential angst isn’t anything new. I’m never exploding another soul if I can help it, and definitely not… touching one. Except the Demon King, and I won’t be around to touch the bits after that.”

“Wow. The Demon King gets entirely different effects with his method. Though he wouldn’t care about those feelings and he’d probably just try to eat the soul chunks.”

“To try to gain power or something?”

“Yeah, he’s an idiot. A very, very strong idiot.”
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                William spent the better part of a week reacting very little. The first time he’d used Shattering the Soul, he had been too stunned by the resulting explosion and the results that followed that he hadn’t really had time to observe the aftermath. He was glad for that. Eventually, William returned to his training. Not because he was extremely motivated at the moment, but because of the very feelings of disgust, unpleasantness, pain, finality… and perhaps evil he’d felt from destroying a soul, and that was just one of a bee. The Demon King used a different method, but William doubted the results were any more pleasant, especially when considering the victims were humans instead of insects. William continued training various ki techniques, studying, learning languages… and just continuing with life. He noticed himself growing, and time passing, but it seemed quite rapid. The passage of time to him was now quite normal… so even another four years seemed rather small.

-----

Dong Xin saw the border to Ustil. It wasn’t really a “border” so much as “the place designated as the border”. It was mostly just a series of guard towers placed at long distances. They didn’t have any capacity to actually stop anything, and that wasn’t their purpose. They were there as scouts. Though Ustil had not gone to war with Ostana in an extremely long time, it was still a possibility. In addition, bandits or magical beast attacks could occur. Thus, the guards were just there to keep watch, and they would send messages via eagle if something important happened.

What they weren’t there for was to keep people in or out. Though nominally they would watch for wanted criminals, if they were entering Ustil, nobody really cared. That was assuming they could even notice a lone traveller, which wasn’t usually the case. There was plenty of distance between the towers with almost a great gross of kilometers to cover. Though it might not have been quite the 1728 that a great gross implied, it was at least 1500 kilometers.

Thus, Dong Xin had no trouble. He continued across the plains, as they gradually became sparser and sparser, finally turning into desert. There wasn’t any particular point where he could have exactly said that it happened, but it was not long before he found himself trudging through sand. At least, not in the grand scheme of things. It had been a good part of a day, and Dong Xin travelled quickly. Not quite as fast as a horse… but in the desert, a horse would likely be slower. He had heard that Ustil had other animals, camels, that they rode, but there weren’t any in Ostana, at least not publicly available. Perhaps if Ustil had any sort of resources to trade, there would have been some reason, but nobody wanted to enter Ustil, and apparently camels were just terrible horses if you weren’t in the desert. So he had heard, anyway.

Dong Xin had a map, though he knew it wouldn’t be the easiest thing to follow. After all, there were very few real landmarks in the desert. He had to rely on a compass, his sense of direction, the relative accuracy of the map, and a bit of luck. Though, he also had a starmap that could get him in generally the right area, though navigating by the stars wasn’t really specific enough for land travel. Dong Xin wasn’t worried about taking a bit longer wandering the desert before reaching his destination, however. He had food and water, and could obtain more.

Food was relatively “easier”. After all, it came to him… and tried to kill him. Though many desert creatures were poisonous or venomous… that didn’t mean they were dangerous to eat, so long as certain parts were avoided. Dong Xin had not been sitting idle in the year before he set out for Ustil, and he knew enough to survive. As for water, he might have had more trouble had he not learned magic. 

Although he could create water using ki, it would generally be more effort than benefit. Generally, ki took on the properties of various things. It would act like flames (though this often caused ‘real’ flames as well), but it wasn’t the same as fire made by a wizard. It could create wind, but this was just moving the air around… the same as a wizard. It could be formed into a hard, rocklike defensive layer, but when it crumbled away it disappeared into nothingness. Meanwhile, with magic, he could call up a small defensive wall of earth. Its strength could be held by magic, or with more time and effort it could be made out of actual rock. According to William, the earth or rock was not created, but rather moved from elsewhere, though William grumbled something about energy whenever that sort of discussion happened. Still, regardless of the method, there was either a small pile of dirt or some amount of stone remaining. Finally, ki could take on the properties of water, but that was generally the limit of what was done. It could cushion against or deflect impacts as well as cool down flames. However, actually condensing water was much harder. Meanwhile, it was relatively easy with magic. That said, Dong Xin’s first thing to do upon reaching the desert was to test whether he could still create water. As he had been told, it was more difficult, but it was still possible. With Dong Xin’s talent, it may have been impossible with a normal length chant, but there was no reason he couldn’t take a minute or two to provide water for himself for a day or part of a day. The difficulty varied, but apparently water was available underground, sometimes very deep, but still there. 

Thus, Dong Xin would survive just fine in the desert, unless he got careless and was killed by a scorpion, or lizard, or some such. However, even if he was stung by a scorpion, he would likely be able to expel the poison from his body before taking too much damage. He didn’t intend to find out, though.

-----

After about two weeks of half-wandering through the desert, Dong Xin finally reached a village. It was small, merely a few dozen people. He found his reception was… rather rough. He wasn’t met with drawn blades- and they certainly had some of those, but he wasn’t greeted either. Though he’d learned the language, he wasn’t sure if he was speaking it poorly… or if they just chose to not listen to him. Perhaps it was a bit of both. Eventually, he determined it was pointless to stay in this particular village, for various reasons. They didn’t seem to have anybody extremely important here, either. Dong Xin needed to find the kinds of people who could make decisions about preparing for and going to war.
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                Dong Xin found himself wandering in the desert, and he did seem to be wandering rather than properly approaching a destination. He seemed to be having trouble pinpointing the location of the city he wished to visit. It wasn’t that the map was wrong, but rather he just couldn’t get to the location he intended. That was strange, because although he wouldn’t say his navigational skills were exceptional, they had previously worked. However, Dong Xin found himself wandering for over a month not very far from where the capital city of Jeim should be. Dong Xin considered the possibilities. In addition to a possible map error, the city could have been abandoned or destroyed, possibly. However, that still didn’t seem right. Dong Xin didn’t think he had gotten close enough that he would have been able to see it, but he should have been on the brink for quite some time. He might have given up at this point, but this wasn’t just a sightseeing trip. He did have important business.

He spent perhaps another month without anything but growing frustration at the desert and its dangers. Though he was capable of survival, that didn’t mean he liked constantly having to kill for meat, create his own water, and avoid pitfalls. Just walking around was tiring. After that month, he made up his mind to go to one of the other cities and try to procure a guide. Though the villages and cities he had passed through hadn’t been helpful… they hadn’t been hostile. Perhaps if he spent enough time in one, they would come to trust him. 

Then, Dong Xin set up camp for the night. His small tent kept out most of the sand, so it wasn’t the worst sleeping experience he’d ever had, but far from the best. It was like any other night, but when he awoke he found something different. During the night, the sand had shifted- as it always would. However just outside his tent, he saw a small bit of stone. Curious, he brushed the sand away, to find what seemed to be the top of a pillar. At first, he thought it might be a buried structure. Perhaps the city had been destroyed after all. However, upon closer observation, he noticed lines and patterns on the top of the pillar, and with some more work he found they started going down the sides. Dong Xin sighed. He knew nothing about magical formations, except that this was part of one. Presumably, it kept him from reaching the city, somehow. There would be more like it.

Dong Xin could destroy it. He knew that, even if it were magically enhanced, a pillar of rock was not going to be able to stand up to him. However, he didn’t know if he could handle the consequences of that action. First, it might have a trap that would go off if he destroyed it, which could be dangerous. In addition, destroying just one might not prevent the formation from working. The biggest reason, however, was that he doubted anybody who set up magical formations to protect their capital would be happy to talk with someone who destroyed them, given how little they seemed to like outsiders already. He would have to leave.

Dong Xin’s progress through the desert returned to how it should have been. He could tell a difference in the stars, at least over a few days of travel. At the very least, he could travel somewhat toward the direction he wished. Since he wasn’t heading to any specific place, west worked just fine.

After some weeks of travel, Dong Xin came across the first people he had seen outside of a city. A merchant caravan. He had seen one or two in the cities before, but they had not been willing to let him travel with them, and he knew they would not have taken it well if he followed them. The desert was large, however, so he hadn’t encountered them outside the cities, possibly because he didn’t know what routes were best to travel on.

Unfortunately, these circumstances were not the best to meet in. The caravan was currently under attack. From where he was, Dong Xin saw giant lizards, scorpions, and perhaps even a snake. That wasn’t a good sign, because different types of magical beasts generally didn’t work together. Dong Xin hadn’t received the warmest welcome from this country… but they hadn’t been unkind to him either. Just detached. Regardless, he wasn’t just going to stand around and watch, even if it wasn’t a great opportunity to get in the good graces of some people from Ustil.

As he drew closer, he could see they needed the help too. There perhaps a dozen guards with curved swords, but they were outnumbered, and clearly becoming exhausted. Some were already injured. Once he was within a reasonable distance that he wouldn’t exhaust himself before he reached the battle, Dong Xin dashed over. One good thing about wandering around in the desert is that he had become better at movement through and over sand. That included just walking… and using ki to harden areas of sand so he had something to stand on if he needed to move quickly. In this case, it was the second. It wasn’t the most efficient use of energy, but it was the quickest speed he could obtain.

Dong Xin appeared behind a scorpion, striking at the base of its tail. There was an unpleasant crunching sound, however the tail crumpled. Then he jumped up on its back, and swung his staff down at its head, or what passed for a head anyway, rattling whatever brain it had underneath its hard shell. Then, he struck again, until the shell broke and the scorpion collapsed. “I am a friend!” He called out to the group. He announced himself to get off on the right foot with them… as well as so that they didn’t misunderstand his presence. He would probably be fine if one took a swipe at him, but if he wasn’t ready, he might not like the results.

Though Dong Xin could see that these warriors were no pushovers, Dong Xin was a master of fighting with the staff, and had significant attainments in his ki training as well. He had passed the fourth major breakthrough, which put him in the top echelon of martial artists from Liaoyang. Thus, with his help, the battle quickly turned around, and soon the remaining magical beasts retreated, as they began to lose their numerical advantage and were becoming outnumbered themselves. Dong Xin smiled, “Greetings, I am Dong Xin.” Hopefully… he would be able to make some progress now that he had some people who were already visibly grateful for his presence.
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                Dong Xin found himself talking with the leader of the caravan. “The reason I have come to Ustil is to try to talk with some of your leaders. I was hoping you could take me into the capital…” Upon seeing the look on the other’s face, Dong Xin continued, “or at least deliver an important message.”

The caravan leader scratched the back of his head. “It’s is not that we are not grateful for your assistance. No, it is precisely because we are grateful that we cannot take you into the capital. Outsiders are forbidden except in very special circumstances. You would almost certainly be sentenced to death. As for delivering a message… Well, I am certain that it won’t be considered important. If it were, you would have already been invited into the capital.”

“How can it be known whether it is important if I have not even said it?”

“Ah, that is because of the…” the caravan leader used a word which Dong Xin wasn’t familiar with.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know that word. What is it?”

“They are… seers of the future. Prophets. However, they are not looking for you.”

“So they are looking for someone then?”

The caravan leader sighed. “I have already said too much.”

“Sorry. Can you still at least deliver my information, even if none of the prophets or leaders will meet with me, or perhaps even listen to it?”

The caravan leader nodded. Dong Xin gave him a prepared scroll with information on the Demon King. It was mostly a general outline, since they didn’t have the records from the Ostana Wizard’s guild, and thus were lacking some details, but they had the important points, even if they didn’t know specific times when he had appeared and been defeated. It had taken some time to properly outline everything in the language of Ustil, since it hadn’t been extremely familiar to anybody in Ostana, even though there were decent learning materials. Dong Xin knew he was probably not talking as eloquently as he imagined either, but his points seemed to be getting across. However, he had carefully gone over the scroll to make sure it was accurate.

The caravan leader nodded. “I will deliver this. Thank you for helping us.”

-----

As Dong Xin travelled through the sands, he wondered if William would have acted differently. At least, he seemed to have better results when rescuing people. He might have even asked to go to the capital even at the near certainty of death. Or he might not have, since there were other things to do. Dong Xin was in the second group. He wasn’t done with everything else he needed to do yet, so it wouldn’t do any good to sacrifice his life for a chance. In addition, it didn’t seem this country was entirely unprepared, though maybe not for the Demon King. Regardless, even the villages had a decent number of combatants, so he imagined the capital would as well. They certainly wouldn’t be caught completely unprepared, and in the worst case they were the furthest country from the demon lands. Thus, they would have some chance to prepare after the war started… though that wouldn’t be good for any of the other countries. It would be best if Liaoyang, Ostana, Ustil, and Eclea were all working together from the start.

However, there was still time. Dong Xin wasn’t actually giving up here, but rather knew that it wasn’t a good use of time right now. He needed to know everything was getting ready everywhere else before risking himself on this country. Perhaps things would change in a dozen years or half dozen. Though there wouldn’t be as much time to prepare… it was still something.

Currently, Dong Xin was heading back toward Liaoyang. He wanted to check up with allies and friends, as well as personally delivering information that couldn’t securely be sent by letter. Plus, he liked his home country, and was certainly looking forward to it after all of the desert he’d been in.

However, Dong Xin didn’t travel at his highest speed. He took the time to train some along the way. Especially in Shattering the Soul, which was apparently going to be important in the future. He always took time to look over the notes William had left him, as he found them very helpful. It was strange to think that this was written by someone who had been a wizard in his former life, and only been training in ki for 6 years. In fact, he hadn’t even been a wizard, exactly, since he couldn’t use magic. However, Dong Xin supposed that having a former life might give him some interesting insights into things.

Dong Xin struck out. His fist hit a scorpion. Just a regular, small sized one. He’d already cut off its tail, with a small blade made out of ki. Although blades weren’t his forte, he could still create something sharp if he needed to. *Crunch*. The sound of a scorpion being hit was unpleasant. Dong Xin frowned. His technique wasn’t any good. He might be able to still destroy it if he used more ki, but it would be messy… and it would take a lot more. He had heard William’s story of destroying a bee, and he knew he needed to keep his defenses strong. He had much more ki and training available than William, but he supposed a scorpion would also have a larger soul than a bee. Probably.

In terms of actually cultivating ki, Dong Xin only put a small effort toward his method. At his age, he wasn’t going to make much progress. Though he might reach a small breakthrough or two, he wasn’t likely to reach or pass the fifth major breakthrough, which would be the most significant increase in power. That said, small increases weren’t bad either. 

Dong Xin also trained in magic, though sometimes just out of necessity. He still needed water, after all. He could tell he would never be very good at magic… but it was a nice extra tool. For one thing, it didn’t draw on his own energy, which meant he could use it for small things almost as much as he wanted. He doubted it would be of much use in combat, in most cases. He was much better at ki training, and had also trained it for much longer. 

As for how he found time to train… during the middle of the day the sun was too hot to travel safely anyway, so he had to stay in his tent for an hour or two. At night, he also took some time to train, since he didn’t need to sleep the entirety of when it was dark.

Dong Xin moved ever closer to the border. He didn’t know where in Liaoyang he would reach… but he would be able to navigate better once there. For now, he could just barely see the desert fading. Soon, perhaps, he might see some of the Endless Forest, though it was debatable whether the southern, mostly disconnected parts he would be going through were actually part of the other forest, since there were some gaps along the way. Still, it shared in the name.
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                Once he reached the border of Liaoyang, Dong Xin readopted his sloppy, hobo-like persona. It was convenient that his clothes looked worn from his time in the desert as well. This style generally led to people underestimating him, which was very convenient. Of course, that only worked if they weren’t capable of sensing his level of training, but he had some methods to hide that from casual observers.

He supposed he could move openly, but who knew if Ostana had spies here. He doubted it, at least the wizards hadn’t seemed that organized. Regardless, it had been over a year and a half. Unrelated to necessity, he liked people leaving him alone. Although he had taken on an active role for the Order of the Watchful Sentry, his travels had mostly been because he had the capability and the least responsibilities. He sighed and shook his head. Obviously he hadn’t had the right skills to have any results in Ustil, and all the progress in Liaoyang had come on William’s end… though he had also caused most of the problems as well.

Once he was in Liaoyang, after some small incidents in the forest, it only took time to return to the Yu clan. That was where his first point of contact with the Order would be… and his friend as well, Yu Jian. At the gates the particular guards on duty didn’t recognize him. However, they had the good sense to still relay his message. After all, if he was someone that Yu Jian would want to see, they needed to deliver it. If he turned out not to be… well, they would have a reasonable excuse to give him a solid beating. They were well trained enough to not act arrogantly to any who could potentially be guests.

It wasn’t long before the guards who delivered the message returned with Yu Jian himself, who had a large grin. “Welcome back. I heard some interesting things from Ostana… I don’t suppose you were involved?”

After they entered inside to a more private place, Dong Xin explained the details, up until the death of the Archmage, including the encounter with the Cyril family, and later the assassins.

“Really? Hui’Lam kicked him out of the window? Hah! That’s great.” Then he frowned slightly. “Though I suppose that does make our plans somewhat harder.”

“Well, I don’t think we would have been able to work with that Archmage anyway. In the long run, it might be better. After that, we discovered that the knights had an annoyingly efficient network. At William’s request, I had to leave him behind… though my presence wouldn’t have helped at all.” Dong Xin shook his head. “From the way it was explained to me, he quickly became something like friends… or allies… or something with the Knight Commander. I feel like some details might have been left out… but it certainly can be seen that Hui’Lam quickly divides people into allies and enemies. He also seems to be extraordinarily lucky. They actually had the scroll for Shattering the Soul there. Though, as he would explain it, there was a better chance of it just being with the Cyril family, where he had originally left it. In the end, he taught the Knight Commander how to cultivate.”

“Interesting. While perhaps my nationalistic pride sees that as a bad idea, we need everyone we can who has the chance to use that technique. Have you seen it?”

Dong Xin shook his head. “William wasn’t able to bring the scroll with him, but he did instruct me in the basics so that I could start practicing it.” He pulled out a small scroll case. “Here are some of his notes for you.”

Yu Jian took the scroll and read it. “Interesting. It had specific instructions to me, and to Yu Huan. How long had he been practicing this? A year? Well, I suppose he saw it… before.”

Dong Xin shrugged. “That may or may not have made a difference. He certainly didn’t remember enough to practice it before.”

“Have you been able to practice it at all?”

“I’ve made some small progress, but in my attempts to use it on a scorpion I failed. Hui’Lam had previously used it on a bee… resulting in significant damage to the stone floor in the resulting explosion. Thus, anything large is not recommended, unless bees are found to have particularly large souls.”

“He had some significant progress after only a year, huh? Not bad.”

“Actually, that was after a few weeks. Perhaps he could use it on something more powerful now, but besides the personal danger that involves, it’s somewhat morally questionable. It doesn’t need to be used on something to train it, either, but only serves as a useful test of your current limits.”

“Hmm, very good. I am glad you showed up when you did. We’ve been having some trouble with the Song clan. Nothing major yet, but I could use another strong ally… just in case. More specifically, I would appreciate it if you would watch over Yu Huan.”

“I certainly wouldn’t mind… though she might.”

“She will understand. She is likely the most talented member of the younger generation, and the Song clan would very much like to cause her trouble. Besides, they can’t even try to take their anger out on Hui’Lam, since he is no longer around. Though he is apparently still causing trouble. Haha, if only I had the energy to do that, perhaps I might act the same… I imagine you would as well. It seems perhaps the only difference between us is… William happens to possess a younger body.”

“Hmph. I’ll have you know I generally stayed out of trouble.”

“Oh? What about the dragon?”

“That wasn’t even my fault! I was doing a perfectly good job of picking up the scales it had shed when somebody came and woke it up!”

“Hahaha! If I recall correctly, it was already chasing you when I reached the cave…”

“Hmph!” Dong Xin acted offended… but it was hard when he was grinning.

“It’s good to have you back, though. We really could use some reports on progress as a whole. How did things go in Ustil?”

Dong Xin explained everything that had happened as best as he could. “It seems that I am perhaps not cut out for getting things done anymore. At least I didn’t cause more trouble.”

They both nodded, and talked long into the evening, before Yu Jian had to attend to other business.
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                Dong Xin sat before the council of the Order of the Watchful Sentry. As he told the story of his journey, there were nods, sounds of appreciation, and sighs at various points. After he had finished, questions and discussion started. There were various people, mostly grey haired elders, though some were a bit younger than when their hair would start to grey.

“The publicity of the Archmage’s death is unfortunate.”

“Agreed. However, it would likely have been necessary eventually.”

“Though, the preferred method is through more… legal means.”

“Regardless, it is done. We shall now move on to other topics. We now have a concrete timeframe for the Demon King’s return, if the information is accurate. What of the knights?”

“They seem competent, and they recognize the threat of the Demon King. We should send another representative… since unfortunately the previous two are not able to publicly appear in Ostana.”

“As for Ustil… we can occasionally send different people. Perhaps that is what they are looking for. Their general level of preparedness for war seems adequate, at least, and once the Demon King actually arrives all nations will certainly act.”

“Eclea… might favorably react to those with magical ability. However, they might also strongly reject the killer of the Archmage… and those who were with him. I propose we send another group, at least for an initial assessment.”

“Finally, this technique… Shattering the Soul. It would be best to disseminate the information to some of those who are most skilled, but only if they are trustworthy. Perhaps part of our negotiations with the knights shall include attempting to get the original… at least for a time. Regardless, the notes we have here on it are quite adequate to start with, even if the training will be somewhat slower.”

Dong Xin nodded, and half smiled. He wondered what they would think if they knew those notes were made by someone who had only practiced ki for six years, and the technique for one. Still, it would provide an adequate basis for people to start learning, even if it didn’t come with any direct insights into how it worked.

-----

The Song clan had somewhat stabilized, and the conflict with the Yu clan had reached a new height. Normally, Dong Xin wouldn’t have interfered. There was the time with William, of course, but that involved an elder trying to suppress his student. However, they had also sent assassins after him. Well, after William, mostly, but Dong Xin was already sufficiently involved. Although he could have gone around causing trouble for them, or even killed some of the members of the Song clan, that wasn’t the type of involvement he preferred.

Thus, Dong Xin found himself visiting several organizations. Groups of assassins, really. He wasn’t planning to hire them, because that was no better than doing something himself. Instead, he just gently reminded them that he was going to be working with the Yu clan. Of course, he knew these groups were only interested in money. However, there were various factors to consider. First was whether a job could be completed, and how much it would cost to do so. Thus, Dong Xin thought that many of them would refuse any jobs that they might have taken even at risk of offending the Yu clan, but now would think another time about. At the very least, they would charge the Song clan more for any work. It wasn’t extremely likely that such organizations would get deeply involved involved in a feud between two clans, but it didn’t hurt to be proactive in warning them off. 

-----

Yu Huan didn’t particularly appreciate getting followed every time she left the Yu clan grounds. It was especially annoying for it to be an older man who looked like a vagrant. On the other hand, at least he only looked that way. He was quite good and proper as a guard. Yu Huan knew that he was friends with her grandfather Yu Jian, and the master of her younger half-brother Yu Hui’Lam. He was also strong. Thus, she was grateful for the protection, or at least the deterrent, but that didn’t mean she was happy about being followed. Then again, she didn’t really have anything to hide.

Mostly, she spent her time training. After all, she had to be strong to decide her own future. While her grandfather Yu Jian was perhaps a bit more willing to let her choose her own future than many, she still had to do something. Sitting around as a lump wouldn’t do her any good. Outside of the clan, strength would give her more independence than many of the other options. Perhaps she could make it as a merchant, but she would still be reliant on the work of others. With ki cultivation, she could fend for herself… eventually. For now, she was still not quite that strong.

After Dong Xin had returned, Yu Huan had received information on a terrifying technique. This was only after she had agreed to only use it in an upcoming fight against the Demon King. She hadn’t expected such an event to occur within her lifetime, but she knew it was something that happened repeatedly. Once she had been filled in on the details, she wondered why nobody else seemed to have noticed it.

As for why she was given the opportunity to train in Shattering the Soul even though she was so young… perhaps that was because of her new fascination with soul-based techniques. In the tournament when she had been subject to a soul attack, she had been terrified. Thus, she had researched various ways to defend herself. There was no better way for her to start with that than the same techniques Yu Hui’Lam had studied, most specifically Soul Armor. Not everyone practiced techniques specifically to protect the soul, because other defensive techniques also protected the soul as well as the body. They were just less effective than a specialized technique, but even just surrounding oneself with a layer of defensive ki could somewhat protect against soul attacks. Yu Huan had felt the terror of something almost intruding into her soul, however, so she had sought out the specialized techniques. As for why she had chosen the ones that Yu Hui’Lam had studied… that was because he was the one who showed up and completely smothered the power that had been trying to infiltrate her. Because she had been training in soul techniques… and was just generally talented, she had been chosen to learn Shattering the Soul as well. As she looked it over, she saw the notes that Yu Hui’Lam had written specifically for her. She shuddered involuntarily as she did. She was glad he was on her side, because even though he had defended her… the power she had seen there was terrifying. However, she couldn’t say that everyone who was so capable would be on her side… and there were people like Song Ping, though he had only been effective because she had been unprepared.
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                Dong Xin was pretending to take a nap on the side of the road, or in this case a fairly busy market street. He was off in a small indent created by the odd shape of a building. Though nobody would care about a vagrant lying on the road, that also meant they wouldn’t care if they accidentally stepped on him if he was in a bad spot. Pretending to nap was hard, because there were a lot of people around, both making it harder to nap and harder to convincingly look like he was napping. However, he had years of practice as a vagrant. Such circumstances wouldn’t stop him. The trick was to actually just half-nap. His body almost fell asleep, but he was still somewhat aware of what was happening around himself. That was good, because sometimes people liked to snatch what little he had, mostly just to show that they could. That was annoying, because he would have to get a new bindle and staff. Of course, that could only happen if he was completely asleep, which hadn’t happened in many, many years.

Both were easy to replace. He could use any cloth to make the bindle. As for his staff, it was generally just a properly lengthed piece of wood. Most of its effectiveness didn’t come from the staff itself, but from his application of ki. That would not have been the case if he had a staff like William’s… was it called Chris? Of course, there was only one staff like that, but there were others that were also quite good. Most of them just weren’t meant for melee fighting. Though, Dong Xin had started to pay a bit more attention to the semi-random pieces of wood he picked up, since it also affected how he could use magic. This was more dependent on the actual type of wood than the perceived quality of it, however. Thus, cheap “staves” worked just about as well as normal ones, though obviously not as good as magical ones with proper gems. He’d gotten to use one of those at the Cyril household, and it was rather nice, but a bit too fancy to hit people with. He’d seen what had happened to the Archmage’s staff.

As Dong Xin continued his half nap, the situation he was waiting for finally arrived. Not a specific situation, but one of many possibilities. Otherwise, he would have just shown up when it was about to happen, instead of waiting around in this area for a few days. It all started with something simple. A broken vase. Then there was some shouting from inside of the shop across the street. Soon, a man was thrown out onto the street. Although his face was bloody, Dong Xin saw him smile slightly as a bit of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth onto the ground. Nobody else would see it, because they would have to be lying on the dirty street.

Then, an imposing figure appeared. He let a feeling of intimidation flow out from him. He wasn’t particularly good at it, so it would only affect people weaker than him. However, that included everyone on the street. The figure was about to enter the shop when Dong Xin stood up. He walked toward him, stepping on the figure on the street on the way. “You’re not welcome here.”

The figure turned around, and Dong Xin recognized one of the faces of a Song Clan elder. Not that he’d met this particular figure, but it was important to research your opponents as much as you could. The elder smiled. “Oh, so the Yu clan can only afford to hire vagrants to defend their stores? How quaint.”

Dong Xin responded by swinging his staff at the other’s face. Not because he was angered at being called a vagrant, but because there wasn’t much point in talking. It was best to attack while he was still somewhat underestimated. His staff travelled along a perfect and practiced arc, the end point of which would be his opponent’s head. However, the perfect trajectory was suddenly ruined as his staff was stopped by an upheld hand. Dong Xin sighed internally, as the power flowed out of his opponent. This wasn’t going to be easy.

Dong Xin kicked out to push himself away as his opponent drew his sword, creating a flash as it swept through the air. It was fast, but Dong Xin didn’t have to follow its trajectory with just his eyes. He could somewhat predict his enemy’s movements, and react accordingly. Unfortunately, it appeared the other could do the same. The two of them circled around, the street around them quickly emptying of pedestrians who had no interest in getting caught up in a fight. The sword flashed with light, while the staff just made a whistling noise through the air. The sword was thrust, and was parried. Dong Xin countered with a sweep, but had to retreat when the sword came for his throat. Since it was becoming obvious that the two of them weren’t easily able to defeat the other, they were mostly feeling each other out, looking for openings.

The Song clan elder was still smiling somewhat. That bothered Dong Xin. He felt himself being pressured into a certain position. It was hard not to follow the flow of battle and end up there. However, Dong Xin also had a plan. Hopefully, his was better. “What’s wrong, old man? Can’t keep up?” Dong Xin wasn’t the type to waste breath on taunting his opponent in battle, and he really had very little right to call the elder an old man. Dong Xin wasn’t young himself, though he was perhaps a dozen or so years younger. However, he kept talking, even though that wasn’t an efficient use of his breath. Then, his ankle was grabbed onto by the man who was still lying on the street. The elder’s sword came sweeping toward Dong Xin, who would be unable to move as he wanted to. Just at that moment, the man on the street’s chest exploded from the point where Dong Xin had stepped on him earlier. His grip completely failed, and Dong Xin avoided the attack. His opponent was now overextended… but Dong Xin wasn’t done. “Flash.” This was the moment that Dong Xin stopped talking, and he couldn’t help but grin slightly as he manifested exactly what he had just said, a flash. However, it was all focused toward the elder. Dong Xin took the opportunity to attack, sweeping his staff through the air as he advanced. The elder retreated, but not fast enough, and his chest was struck directly, with a wicked cracking sound. However, the Song clan elder didn’t fall. Instead, stronger, more violent energy flowed out of him than before. Dong Xin cursed.
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                The aura that now emanated from the Song clan elder changed, becoming stronger, sharper. Dong Xin might have called it darker and more baleful, but that was somewhat of a matter of opinion. However, it was absolutely correct to call it demonic. Not because the cultivation technique that would provide such ki was necessarily evil, but because that was strictly where its origins lay. The Order of the Watchful Sentry hadn’t been able to gain all that much information on the demons, but they knew that some of them practiced ki cultivation. Though they hadn’t been able to gain many details, they had enough information to be able to recognize that these techniques produced recognizable ki signatures.

The sword came blindly sweeping toward Dong Xin, possessing speed it previously hadn’t. Dong Xin was unprepared for that, and took a nasty gash on his right arm as he retreated. It might even had severed his arm… if he hadn’t already used a technique to create a thin layer of earthen armor. It wasn’t as strong as it could be, but any more thickness would have lost flexibility and speed. At least it had been strong enough to serve its purpose. Dong Xin sprang back into an offensive position, taking what remaining advantage he could from his opponents temporary blindness. Though he could likely see again already, he would still be somewhat disadvantaged for a few more moments. The staff spun through the air as Dong Xin circled around behind the Song clan elder. He only got a few glancing hits, but they were still something.

After a few more moments, the Song clan elder’s eyes grew fierce, and he started his attacks again. His sword flashed even faster than it had previously, seeming to come from every direction at once. However, Dong Xin parried every attack. Normally, even with a defensive coating of ki, his staff would have been having pieces sliced off of it. However, it was now almost as if were made out of stone, and any cut or nick merely chipped off a small bit of stone, which quickly was reformed.

Then, the sword stopped flashing as much. It was not that the sword slowed down, but it was now covered in a sort of darkness. Dong Xin thought this type of energy would have corrosive properties, based on what he had seen, eating away at whatever it connected with. Upon parrying it, he found he was right. He had to spend more effort to eradicate the dark energy that was trying to spread along his staff before it could cause too much harm. As the battle continued, Dong Xin took a few cuts and scrapes himself, and the wounds felt both hot and cold, as if he were burning and freezing at the same time, though it was neither. 

Though Dong Xin was getting the worst end of the later exchanges, the Song clan elder’s chest was obviously not well either. It also seemed to take a large amount of energy to sustain his actions. Thus, he was tiring nearly as quickly as Dong Xin himself. However, he was still at an advantage. Even though he had the advantage, life and death could be decided in a single moment, at least if defenses were insufficient. Then, Dong Xin’s moment came. The Song clan elder coughed, slightly, and flinched. His ribs weren’t in a good state from earlier. This put his attack on just the right trajectory. It was aiming toward Dong Xin’s neck. Normally, that would have required Dong Xin to duck out of the way or deflect the attack. However, Dong Xin had another method. It might not work, but if he didn’t take the chance, he didn’t think much for future opportunities.

He stomped down on the ground, moving in the direction of his opponent. However, instead of impacting the pavement below him in the manner one would expect, he pressed it down. The pavement sunk below him, and shifted up underneath his opponent. At the same time, his staff was swinging down toward his opponent’s head. While Dong Xin doubted that his opponent’s defenses were weak, based on the quality of his ki, Dong Xin was moving downward and he was moving upward, effectively adding more to the force of his blow. The sword continued on its trajectory… but that was now slightly above Dong Xin’s head. The staff came down… and there was a loud crack. However, instead of impacting the head, it only hit the shoulder, as the Song clan elder had a small time to react. Unfortunately for him, it was his right shoulder, and the one holding his weapon. Thus, while he didn’t die, his arm hung limply at his side, and his weapon dropped.

In the short moment he was stunned from the attack, Dong Xin spun his staff around to knock him upside the head. However, instead of containing the same kind of force as before that would kill him, this attack just knocked him out. It wasn’t precise, because Dong Xin didn’t plan to be merciful. It also wasn’t that it would surely not kill him, but rather just left the possibility open. Dong Xin wanted him alive, but not enough to risk himself.

The Song clan elder collapsed, and Dong Xin quickly pressed on a few key points, sealing his opponent’s ki. At least it would continue to be effective while he was injured and weakened. He also injected some ki into the spine, just below the back of the head, as an emergency measure. Then he broke his legs and his other arm. Dong Xin wasn’t going to take any chances. After all of that, he flipped him up on his shoulder, similar to how he would often hold his staff, though of course the balance didn’t work the same. It probably wouldn’t be comfortable for the elder, with his spine being pressed on by Dong Xin’s shoulder, but that was probably the least of his worries.

Then, Dong Xin moved at the highest speed he could maintain. Although he was defending the shop at behest of the Yu clan, he had somewhere more important he needed to go now. Blood dripped from his wounds as he ran. It probably wasn’t lethal… but he didn’t have time to bind them, since needed to make it to his destination no matter what, and delays might cost him that opportunity. He didn’t think he could always win against elders of this same caliber, and the Yu clan certainly didn’t have many people who could pull it off in almost any cicumstances. More importantly, there was the cultivation technique. It was of demonic origin, and Dong Xin knew exactly who needed to find that out. He staggered into the closest outpost of the Order of the Watchful Sentry. “This man practiced a demonic cultivation technique,” he said to the very surprised people in the entry room. Then, he unceremoniously dumped the Song Clan elder onto the floor, before falling over himself.
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                Dong Xin woke up later in pain, for which he was glad. Not glad for the pain, but because he woke up. He hadn’t been entirely sure that he would. He didn’t think he would be abandoned by the Order, but he wasn’t sure of his exact state when he arrived. Now that he had time, he concentrated his mind to observe his wounds. It was really only a few gashes here and there. Normally, that would heal up quickly with the help of ki and medicine, but it seemed that it would be a bit harder. These types of wounds would heal more slowly. That was what demonic ki could do. Dong Xin wouldn’t mind being able to use something like that himself, if he could. Assuming the method of acquiring that power was not unacceptable.

From what they had learned, it was actually very rare for demonic cultivation methods to require sacrifices of life or any such thing to function. Most of them were fairly ‘normal’, but because of their origins, it was never going to be a good idea to cultivate one, especially for a member of the Order. They also weren’t necessarily stronger, just different. Though a few allowed large increases to the energy available to their user, like what this elder from the Song clan had used.

-----

After some time, after realizing Dong Xin was awake, a report was brought to him. He could have gone to receive it himself, but it wasn’t comfortable to move around, so he was glad he didn’t have to. The report wasn’t really useful anyway. All it really said was that they had confirmed that the elder practiced a demonic cultivation method, and that they would be watching the Song clan for any other instances. Dong Xin couldn’t really complain about that. If it came to light that the Song clan as a whole practiced or at least advocated demonic methods, then the Order would act against them, or any individuals who did. However, if this was an isolated incident, they wouldn’t act against the Song clan, even on behalf of Dong Xin and Yu Jian who were members of the order. Dong Xin hadn’t really expected anything else.

-----

Yu Jian came to see Dong Xin. As the only news of him after the fight had been him running off carrying his opponent somewhere, he had easily guessed where he was going. “You don’t look so good. I can’t believe you let one man do this to you.”

“Hmph. I doubt you would have done much better. He had a pretty powerful demonic cultivation method. As well as a very strong ribcage.”

“Do you think it was just him?”

Dong Xin frowned. “Maybe, but probably not. Certainly, I do not believe the Song clan would have qualms about practicing most demonic cultivation methods, based on their attitudes. However, he might have found this method on his own and not shared it.”

Yu Jian nodded. “I am considering requesting members of the order to watch various locations the Yu clan expects more attacks. What do you think?”

“It couldn’t hurt. You might not get any strong, old freaks like us to constantly be on watch, but then again… you might. Either way, the Song clan is under suspicion, and nobody from the order will act on your behalf if nothing relevant happens. Thus, as long as you don’t demand people with high levels of training, it will be useful and won’t overstep your authority. Besides, someone might be bored and take a shift or two anyway...”

“I thought the same, but it’s always nice to hear confirmation. Though I don’t think most people of our age ‘get bored’ and decide to go out and see if there’s an opportunity to get into a fight.”

“Shows what you know. You’ve been stuck with the responsibility of worrying about a clan for too long. Speaking of which, you should get back to that. There’s bound to be uproar from the Song clan soon.”

-----

Dong Xin focused on his wounds for a few days. This involved such things as applying medicine as necessary, properly wrapping it, sleeping… and of course using his ki. Unlike normal wounds, where he could heal more quickly just from practicing cultivation, these required careful concentration on each one. In fact, even that did very little. After a full day, he was still stuck working on a particularly nasty gash on his arm, with little progress. The energy that was keeping it from healing was particularly stubborn. At least the wounds weren’t getting worse. He was beginning to think the healing process would take a long time. It was like it could feel when it was being targeted, and would hide itself. He could heal some of the wound, but the energy would recreate the wound as he moved along, and then disappear when he moved to destroy it. There had to be some method to deal with it. For that, he had to eradicate the energy.

The demonic ki had to have some limit. However, it didn’t seem to lose strength. Thus, he presumed it must get its energy from him, or more specifically from the damage it caused. It wasn’t spreading further, so he presumed it couldn’t. Dong Xin tried to both heal the wound and fight off the energy simultaneously. That required some concentration, but he could do it. However, he soon discovered that the energy he could bring to bear on that one area was too limited. If he pulled too much energy from elsewhere, the other wounds actually could spread. Perhaps assistance from someone else would solve his problem, but he had more he could try.

If these wounds were from someone weaker, he would have been fine, but as it was he needed to bring more energy to bear at once. Fortunately, retaining a stalemate was relatively easy. Then, where could he get more energy? From another person, of course… but there was also one more place. Dong Xin concentrated, viewing the mana around him. He wasn’t very good at magic, really. However, he had time. Even if he messed up, he would have just wasted time.

He started chanting. It didn’t have any meaning, but it was something he could easily repeat, over and over. The mana flowed from the air, through his staff where it became more ordered, or at least more like he wanted it to be. After a few minutes, Dong Xin had gathered a reasonable amount of mana. Although he was slow at controlling it, his concentration wasn’t lacking. Thus, he had been able to gather what he felt was a reasonable sum… Though he was aware that any reasonably skilled wizard could have done the same in a dozen seconds or so.

Then, he set about to healing his wound. It was strange, using magic for things he had done with ki. It was an entirely different feeling. Ki was from inside of him, and as long as he had the concentration and skill required, perfectly obeyed him. Meanwhile, mana came from outside, and though it listened to him, it was more like he could give it orders. He could even give it new orders if he needed to. However, it was just that… following orders. It was strange. However, it worked. Though all he was working on was one of the smallest cuts… it was successful. It took some time, but it started healing… and when the demonic energy tried to reform the wound, Dong Xin used his ki to stop it. Because it was also unable to renew its energy, he managed to eradicate it. Dong Xin smiled. Though the results would have been similar if he had more powerful ki, he liked the results magic provided… even if he wasn’t capable of controlling much magical power at once.
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                The Song clan was obviously upset by the loss of another one of their elders, but there was no chance the Yu clan was going to give them concessions of any sort at this point. Things were obviously far beyond that, or the Song clan wouldn’t have blatantly harassed  a store run by the Yu clan. If things hadn’t already gone so far between the two clans, they might still have hired someone to harass the store… but they probably would have stopped at that. 

However, the feud was already strong between the two clans, and it had been steadily mounting in the last few years. The Yu clan saw no reason to hold back against the Song clan, because they had a stronger footing. Even if they provoked a full out war, they were fine with it. In fact, that was exactly what had happened. The Song clan started gathering all of their members. This wasn’t something that could be hidden, at least not when the Yu clan was watching their every move. In return, the Yu clan also mobilized the forces available to them, including any elders that had been in solitary training.

Normally a “war” such as this might involve mercenaries, but there weren’t many groups that wanted to get in the middle of this fight. The profits just weren’t there. Certainly, they could require that they get paid in advance, but they couldn’t guarantee which side would win. If the side they supported lost, there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t face serious consequences. Although the Song clan had been declining recently, they still had a powerful foundation, and the Yu clan was prospering.

All of the preparations only took a few days. This wasn’t like a real war, where supply lines had to be secured and thousands of people had to march to another country. That didn’t mean it wasn’t significant, but rather that it affected only part of a single city. Certainly, they were two sizable factions in a large city, but total combatants only numbered a few gross. Each side had over a gross of people who had some combat skill, either having passed the first major breakthrough, or being close and also quite skilled in other manners. Much less than that, and they wouldn’t have much effect on the battle as a whole. There were a few dozens of each of the second and third major breakthroughs, and slightly more than a dozen who had passed the fourth major breakthrough on each side.

Their forces were approximately evenly matched. However, that gave the advantage to the side on the defensive, in this case the Yu clan. There wasn’t much fanfare as the forces of the Song clan arrayed themselves outside of the Yu clan compound, a few days after the capture of one of their elders at Dong Xin’s hand. Though the Song clan wasn’t aware of where he was, they knew that the Yu clan was responsible, and this was a good excuse for them to use. Dong Xin himself was still recovering from his injuries, and had no knowledge of what was happening. Yu Jian had considered whether he should tell him, but decided to let him recover undisturbed. He had already contributed enough by capturing an elder, especially since that particular one had learned a demonic cultivation technique. Though it was what provoked the final combat, that was exactly what Yu Jian had wanted, and he would have done it himself if he had been present. 

As the Song clan approached the gates of the Yu clan, they were greeted by a rain of arrows. Although at such a distance it was relatively trivial to use ki to block an arrows momentum entirely, that didn’t mean it expended no effort. In addition, there was some chance of injuring or killing weaker members. As it was, the results were hard to tell. At the very least, there wasn’t an obvious effect where an entire throng of people fell, but Yu Jian thought he saw at least a few injuries.

At this point, the Song clan charged toward the gates, as well as sweeping out to climb… or jump… onto the walls. There was no reason for them to delay and allow more volleys to hit them. It was only a few moments before the gates were battered down, with some of the enemies elders attacking them. However, this didn’t mean they gates had no purpose. They did cause some delay, and also caused them to expend some energy. Although these elders themselves could leap onto or over the walls, many of the others could not. 

The gates burst open, and the Song clan was met by a variety of attacks prepared by those that were waiting. A few who were better trained archers attacking with arrows coated in ki. It required a special technique for the ki to remain at a long distance without fading, or there would have been more such arrows shot in the initial volley. In addition, there were attacks of any sort of ranged techniques, the most visible of which was fire manifested into various shapes, surging at the opening to the gates.

The elders at the front countered with techniques of their own, blocking most of the damage. Though the attacks launched at them were serious, the range made them somewhat weaker. If this was not so, there would be little reason for people to learn how to use weapons and engage in melee combat. 

On top of the walls, skirmishes had also begun. The Yu clan held the advantages of numbers there, but the Song clan had only sent stronger members up. If they hadn’t, they would likely have been defeated the instant they jumped up onto the walls. While those ahead by a major breakthrough were certainly much stronger than those who were below, it wasn’t to an unmanageable degree. With proper coordination, it only took a few people at the second major breakthrough to defeat someone at the third. Likewise, a dozen people at the first major breakthrough had a chance defeat a single opponent at the third. Though, everything depended on individual strengths and weaknesses, as well as coordination. Nothing was guaranteed either way.

In the initial clash, everything seemed to be going in the Yu clan’s favor. They had the defensive position, and thus possessed and advantage, and even if the walls themselves did little to directly stop the enemy in the long run, they limited how quickly their forces could engage. Thus, the Yu clan had the upper hand.

Then, the elders on both sides clashed. This didn’t mean the rest of everyone was not battling. In fact, they had the very important job of making it so that the other side couldn’t interfere in the battle of the elders. Everything was still going in the Yu clan’s favor, even there. The enemy elders had needed to use up more ki just to reach the battle safely. Then, in a moment, everything changed.

The auras displayed by the Song clan elders transformed. While they had already been powerful and perhaps violent, they became even more so. Yu Jian frowned. He had of course been informed that the captured elder had practiced a demonic cultivation technique, but he had hoped it was an isolated incident. However, from what he felt now, that was not the case. More importantly, the demonic cultivation technique was of good quality. If not, there would be nothing to fear. However, the Yu clan elders soon found themselves being pressured by the other side. Their attacks were less effective, and the enemies were more violent. In addition to that, a number of wounds caused by the Song clan elders seemed to be able to grow worse. 

Still, the Song clan only had an advantage in the fights among the elders. Either the rest of the Song clan had not been taught the demonic cultivation technique, or could not learn it. Thus, the Yu clan was still winning in other areas. Soon, they should be able to bring some others to bear to assist their elders… Yu Jian just hoped they could hold on that long. 
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                The Yu clan was now at a disadvantageous position in the battle. They had been winning until the point that the Song clan elders unleashed the power of their demonic cultivation technique. Yu Jian had to admit that it was very powerful, though the most troublesome part was the corrosive wounds it created. It required those who were injured to spend energy just to maintain their state, which was the real advantage the Song clan now possessed. As the fight dragged on, Yu Jian became less convinced that the assistance of the rest of the Yu clan would be sufficient, and in time.

So far, only one elder from the Yu clan had died, but it wouldn’t be long before more fell… and by that point it would be a rapidly approaching end to the battle. Yu Jian pondered what else they could have done. It wasn’t like there were miraculous items they could use to save the battle. Although a few members of the Yu clan had magical weapons, there were equally as many in the hands of the Song clan. These had all been collected over many generations. There weren’t an abundance of magical weapons in Ostana, let alone in Liaoyang. Even the best magical weapons eventually wore out, and very few people could make the best. There weren’t any miracle pills or drugs they could take to give them an advantage- they had already used their few energy enhancing pills earlier, because they knew it wouldn’t be a trivial fight. As for avoiding the battle altogether… that possibility had never existed in the first place. The only question was when it would happen.

Yu Jian frowned, a look of determination filling his face. He had heard of great warriors in the past who had burned their lifespan away for power. Yu Jian would gladly have done the same for his clan now, but it wasn’t such an easy thing to do. It wasn’t like he could just think about it and it would happen. However, there were always other methods. Yu Jian was currently locked in combat with one of the grand elders of the Song clan. He was currently being suppressed, and had taken a few wounds.

He and his opponent both used swords, which wasn’t strange since swords were the most common weapon. Yu Jian showed a slight opening, and his opponent fell for it, thrusting. Then, he found himself with his head on the ground. He couldn’t have expected the burst of power that Yu Jian was showing. Then, a moment later, another elder fell to Yu Jian. Finally, a third one managed to bring up his weapon to block… only to find his weapon sundered, and his life taken as well. Everyone who noticed was surprised. How could Yu Jian suddenly grow stronger? Then, those who were looking carefully noticed the wounds on his body dripping blood.

It was not that Yu Jian had a special technique or was that much stronger than any of his opponents. Instead, he had just stopped using his ki for defense. He wasn’t suppressing the corrosive wounds, and he wasn’t using any ki to protect his body. Instead, he was channeling everything onto his sword, with the exception of what he was using to increase his speed. However this allowed him to instantly kill some opponents. It seemed an unbeatable strategy… but only at first glance. If his opponent could parry or dodge his attack, they could use a simple counter attack to kill him.

Yu Jian picked off another elder who was distracted by his own fight. However, after a few moments the Song clan had started coordinating their members to defend each other. The moment of surprise was over. Perhaps other members of the Yu clan could pull off the same method, but the more likely result was that they would just perish. The Song clan reorganized their members, and devoted several elders to combat Yu Jian.

He stared at the three opponents he now faced. He no longer had the element of surprise… and the rest of the elders could hold off his allies for at least a few moments. A look of stubborn determination grew on his face. He would take down at least one more of them… He charged forward, thrusting his sword through the throat of one. At the same time, he felt a pain in his sides, and blood flowing down.

However, the pain wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. As he turned, he realized the pain was from an earlier wound. As for the other two elders that had been engaged with him… they only stared at him for a moment, before pitching forward, dead. Yu Jian saw a familiar face. “Oh. You’re here. I thought members of the Order wouldn’t interfere with personal issues… Thank you, though.”

The other man smiled. “No problem, friend. However, what you said is right. Did you somehow fail to notice that this is our business?”

Yu Jian looked around, where he saw over a dozen new figures… and a significant number of bodies of Song clan elders. “Ah… we hadn’t even managed to get you the information yet.”

“You didn’t need to tell us. We were watching. After all, we had one of their elders captive. He was stubbornly silent… but that told us something as well. You might want to start suppressing your wounds, by the way.”

Yu Jian did so. He surveyed the battlefield. Obviously the Song clan hadn’t been expecting any outside interference. Yu Jian had been so swept up in the battle that he had forgotten the Order’s promise to help if the clan truly used a demonic cultivation method. He found it somewhat ironic that their trump card was their downfall… but then he looked around at the fallen elders on his side as well. The Song clan wouldn’t have been able to cause so much harm with their previously displayed strength.

It wasn’t long before all of the members of the Song clan had fled, were captured, or killed. Yu Jian was surprised at some of the faces he saw among the members of the Order. They didn’t live in the city, so obviously they had been summoned ahead of time. Yu Jian might have wanted them to show up earlier… but he supposed they weren’t all gathered, and a coordinated attack by a dozen was better than a few staggered attacks by less. Regardless, the Yu clan had survived, and as a bonus, Yu Jian himself was pretty sure that he would live. Though it would take some time to recover from his wounds.
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                The Order of the Watchful Sentry raided the Song clan’s territory, eventually finding the scrolls containing the demonic cultivation techniques. The Song clan couldn’t do anything to stop them, since most of their combat capable members were dead or captured, and they also had to deal with the Yu clan.

Although the Yu clan would have liked to completely eradicate the Song clan, there were noncombatants such as some of the women and children, as well as their servants. Killing them would not be appropriate, even if the clans in in the city didn’t like to keep some semblance of the large clans following the laws. The Song clan would have likely been less merciful, but the Yu clan liked to think that they had a moral superiority, and perhaps some of them did. However, the Yu clan didn’t want to invite trouble, so the members of the Song clan were forced out of the city, with only enough resources to survive. All of their cultivators, however, were killed. Most of those had directly participated in the “war”.

-----

Several years passed by quickly. The Yu clan stabilized itself, though the deaths of some of their elders and members was a hard blow that couldn’t really be made up for by the resources they gained from the Song clan. The Order of the Watchful Sentry organized a delegation to be sent to Ostana, this time directly to the knights. Though they could have arranged people sooner, it was best for the general feelings in Ostana about those in Liaoyang to have time to settle down. The knights almost certainly wouldn’t care about them being from Liaoyang, but they would probably care about the public opinion, and who was seen interacting with them. In addition, there would be much more unpleasant scrutiny at the border, though they didn’t necessarily have anything to hide. Thus, the Order had chosen to wait.

Dong Xin travelled back to Ostana at the same time as them, but instead of crossing the border with them, he travelled through the deeper parts of the Endless Forest. The border was large enough that not all of it could be watched, but they could watch everywhere that there were safe paths. That just meant Dong Xin’s journey was a bit more dangerous, but nothing that he couldn’t handle.

-----

William was bored. Though for the most part he didn’t mind living on the Cyril family grounds… he couldn’t even visit the city, and he started to get tired of being in the same place. He also grew tired of just training with little to break up the monotony. Even Lorelei had left, returning to the demon lands to watch for any previously unexpected problems. He didn’t stop training, but he wasn’t particularly interested at the moment. Mostly, he was waiting for Dong Xin to return. The only information he’d received was that Dong Xin was alive and in Liaoyang. Any other details in messages might reveal something too much, such as Dong Xin’s and William’s actual identities. Fortunately, he did not have to wait much longer.

A bit more than four years after Dong Xin had left on his journey, he returned. William greeted him enthusiastically, both because he liked him, and also that his presence likely meant that William would have a new destination to go to… or at the very least, he could ask for new things to train in from Dong Xin. They spent some time catching up with each other. After explaining what he had done and seen, Dong Xin asked, “So, William, how has your training progressed?”

William shrugged. “Pretty well, I think. I would guess that my level of ki should be similar to someone who has passed the second major breakthrough. Good enough to face off against a demon in a direct confrontation… at least most of the ones I’ve seen. I’ve also had pretty good progress in Shattering the Soul.”

Dong Xin sighed. “That’s good. As for myself, my progress hasn’t been that much. I can manage to destroy insects, but it’s not that easy. No offense, but your instructions just aren’t as good as direct insight from a technique scroll.”

William nodded. “That’s probably true. How are those made, anyway?”

“Well, for it to work the creator obviously must have a sufficient level of insight and experience with the technique in question. As for the rest, I can show you, though first I’d like to see your progress in Shattering the Soul, if I might.”

“Of course. Though… I’m not going to use it on anything alive.”

The two of them moved to an area with a training dummy. William waited until Dong Xin had extended his senses to watch what was happening, because Shattering the Soul had no visible components. Then, he struck out with a palm toward the training dummy. Dong Xin was surprised at the results. Obviously, nothing had happened to the dummy. It had no soul. However, he had been watching William. It had only taken him a few short moments to gather the power he used, and Dong Xin felt that the attack itself was very smooth. The most surprising thing was that William hadn’t approached the dummy- he was still standing a few meters away. However, Dong Xin still observed that the effect travel over the whole distance, then stop exactly at, or rather in the dummy. “You… can use it at range?”

William nodded. “Though, the strength lessens considerably. I wouldn’t place any bets on being able to affect a demon, let alone the Demon King, from anywhere but close quarters. That’s if I used all the energy I have. Though, I’m probably not strong enough to affect them in close quarters just yet either.”

“Well, either way… I can tell your progress is excellent. At the very least, by the time the war happens you should have a good chance of success. Especially since your ki capabilities will be stronger by then.” Dong Xin frowned slightly. “Still training in that strange cultivation method?”
 William shrugged. “I haven’t reached the limit just yet.”

Dong Xin shook his head. “Well, let’s teach you how to write technique scrolls, in case you need to write some in the future. After that, I have a destination in mind for us to travel to.”
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                “I’m finished.” William said as he walked up to Dong Xin.

“With what, exactly?”

“A technique scroll for Shattering the Soul.”

Dong Xin just stared at William for a few moments. “... Really?”

“Of course. Have a look.”

Dong Xin unfurled the scroll. He read it. “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” The results surprised him. He wasn’t surprised that the words actually peeled off the page, and flew into him. He was aware that William had the technical capabilities to write a technique scroll. Rather, it was the actual results, the level of insight he gained, that were surprising. Mastery of a technique couldn’t be transmitted except under very special circumstances. Technique scrolls really only contained the basics, and insights on how to move toward mastery. These were things that couldn’t properly be spoken, but only felt. It didn’t require full mastery of a technique to create such a scroll, but a certain level of completeness was absolutely required for the insight to be useful. William had certainly achieved that. Dong Xin didn’t think he would suddenly be better at Shattering the Soul, but if he took some time to train and apply some of the insight to himself… he would most certainly make faster progress. Dong Xin looked up at William. All he could say was, “... Impressive.”

“Thank you.” William grinned. Dong Xin had commented on his training before. Some things were “tolerable” or “adequate”… and a few things got called “good”, but this was the first time that Dong Xin actually seemed surprised by the results. 

“I had a plan for what we were going to do next. Our representatives to Eclea were not extremely well received. The Order decided that perhaps wizards, or those who understand them, would fare better. Though there would be some danger as well, since they might react… negatively… to the slayer of the Archmage. However, before we can actually decide whether or not that is a good idea… we must make another trip.”

“To where?”

“Liaoyang.”

“Why? Not that I wouldn’t like to visit again, but the Order is already firmly established there.”

Dong Xin looked at William as if he were crazy. Then, he held up the scroll in his hand. “This.”

William held the back of his head in embarrassment. “Right, sorry… I forgot that nobody else has seen the original.”

Dong Xin just shook his head. “Your grandfather would also like to see you. We would have sent a letter to you while I was there telling you to come, but letters to you, or anything to the Cyril household… it would be problematic if any connection was found, even if there wasn’t anything incriminating.”

-----

William and Yu Li took some time to say goodbye to the Cyril family. Yu Li especially had become friends with Daniel and Ivy. William considered them friends as well, but their friendship was different, since William didn’t act at all like the child, and now young man, that he appeared to be. That was because, in reality, he was older than everyone else he had ever met, with the exception of Lorelei and Chris. Not that William thought he couldn’t be friends with others because of that, but it affected the way he was, and thus how he treated friendships. Yu Li was travelling with them for several reasons. Although it would be useful to her growth as a wizard to remain with the Cyril family, she hadn’t seen her home country in some time. Though William only had connection to Liaoyang as a place that he had lived for a dozen years, she had lived there longer, and more importantly for her entire life. Thus, it would be good for her to go with them, and see friends, family, and home.

-----

The trip back to Liaoyang was somewhat complicated by the presence of both William and Dong Xin. Though William’s wanted posters were somewhat less accurate, there was a greater possibility that they would be recognized if both he and Dong Xin passed through the border. Although they weren’t stringently checking everyone, the posters were still around, and some of the guards always remained familiar with the various wanted posters, even older ones. At least, they were supposed to, and they weren’t going to bet on them not doing their job when there were better options.

Though, the current option was much more viable now than it would have been years before, not that there was any reason for them to do anything special when they were traveling with a caravan. Just like Dong Xin had already done, they planned to pass through some of the more dangerous parts of the endless forest. However, although he was perfectly capable of defending himself, three people might attract more attention, and more importantly he couldn’t guarantee their safety completely on his own. Now, though, William was much stronger and had Chris. Yu Li also had another five years of experience with magic under her belt.

There was always the possibility they wouldn’t encounter any magical beasts in the forest, but that possibility was low enough that nobody bothered to guard anywhere but the main road, and even there travellers still experienced attacks. Though, it wasn’t like they had to entirely avoid the main road. They just had to avoid the first half, where guards from Ostana would patrol. They also didn’t have to be too far from the road, but for surety, they wanted to stay at least a couple kilometers away from the road, which wasn’t exactly straight. Thus, they would be travelling through some of the less safe portions of the Endless Forest, but not the deepest portions. Nobody travelled there, but it was easy to figure out it would be even more dangerous than anywhere else in the forest. Though the main road went through the middle of the Endless Forest, it just so happened to be an area where it was thinner. More likely, it was where two different forests met, but since the whole area was populated by trees, people still called it by the same name and considered it one forest. Regardless of whether it was one forest or two, the group was prepared to fight monsters as it became necessary.
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                Tiny speckles of sunlight shone down through colossal trees, shedding sparse illumination on the ground below, where William, Dong Xin, and Yu Li were currently walking. Around them were tangles of roots and bushes, though these did not cover the entirety of the ground. There were also relatively bare spots just covered by twigs and fallen leaves. 

William looked at the trees around him. They had wide trunks, like redwoods or sequoias. Some of them were big enough that it might take a half dozen or more people to wrap their arms around the trunk. However, unlike what William remembered of redwoods, these trees were not so tall, generally reaching a few dozen feet, but not too much more than that. They also had massive limbs closer to the ground. From that perspective, they were more like massive oaks.

The light was a bit dim, but he had long gotten used to it. He thought that the sound of the wind blowing through the trees was rather relaxing. Other than that, it was silent. There were no birds chirping, or sounds of other animals. It was not that the sound of birds had suddenly stopped. Dong Xin would have noticed that. Instead, the sounds had gradually lessened. That happened occasionally, so it wasn’t startling.

Then, from the shadowy treetops, a figure pounced. It was behind and above William, and had the element of surprise. It move almost silently through the air, but its strength and speed also carried with them power. A figure somewhat resembling a panther landed almost on top of William. However, it did not manage to crush and maul him, as the staff in William’s hand moved to stop it, fending it off in the same manner a spear would impale charging horses. William himself was surprised… and while Dong Xin had just barely managed to react, he hadn’t been able to do anything. However the staff, Chris, had moved on his own to block the attack. Since he wasn’t supported by any strength other than his own, he merely managed to repel the creature away, seemingly unharmed.

Then, more figures leaped down toward Dong Xin and Yu Li. Dong Xin had already had a few moments to react, however, so he managed to avoid the one aiming for him, as well as blocking for Yu Li. William, meanwhile, faced off against the strange creature in front of him. It resembled a black panther, but mostly in aesthetic. Its skin was really more of a dark purple-blue, and it had six almost stick-thin legs beneath it, though all were equipped with vicious claws. Its emaciated ribcage showed, and its body only tapered off even thinner, until where its back connected to its hips and rear legs, it appeared to be little more than a spine. From its front shoulders, where there were already four limbs placed onto the ground, two more strange, long tentacles extended. William had heard about these beasts. Some legends called them night cats. Sometimes they were called demon panthers. William had another name for them, but it didn’t really matter. He had been hoping they were just legends, but sadly had discovered that was not the case, even before this attack.

Fierce battle broke out. Dong Xin fended off two of the night cats while Yu Li started to cast a spell. William faced off against the one that had leaped at him, striking out with his staff. He thought his hit was going to connect solidly… but struck nothing but air. Then he remembered. He thought it was the poor light levels at first, but could now tell this was not the case. In front of him were two figures, half-overlapping. It was as if he was drunk, not that William got drunk often. However, it was a good analogy for the blurry form that he now saw. The figure of the night cat shifted, seeming to swirl around and through itself. Only one image was real, but unfortunately the night cats didn’t stay still long enough for which one it was to become clear. Instead, the one facing William swung the tentacle appendages on its back like whips. William moved to deflect them with his staff, but it was hard to tell what their actual trajectory was. Fortunately, Chris shifted his movements slightly, allowing him to strike them away. However, at the same time, the night cat ran at William, swiping at his side. Once again, he blocked with Chris.

Dong Xin, meanwhile, appeared to be nearly as ephemeral as his opponents. However, instead of a distortion of light like they seemed to have around them, he was just moving very quickly. His staff whirled around, deflecting attacks from both of his opponents. In addition, in the moments when one tried to attack Yu Li, he would strike with his staff. It wouldn’t necessarily hit soundly since it was hard to judge the proper distance, but that night cat still had to slightly dodge, stopping its attacks. The other one would often take the chance to strike at Dong Xin, but he had a layer of earthen armor protecting him, which allowed him to withstand lesser blows. As for more powerful attacks, they fortunately took a bit more time to wind up, and he was able to dodge them.

William was having trouble with his opponent. Although he could defend himself adequately, he wasn’t having much luck with striking his opponents. Though Chris would redirect his attacks, they were weaker than when he and Chris were directly working together. Although the night cats appeared to be all skin and bones… it didn’t seem that they were weak in any way. In fact, based on what he knew, William thought these were perfectly healthy specimens, even though they looked emaciated. Their hide was annoyingly tough, and since he couldn’t get a solid blow in, he hadn’t done any discernable damage. Fortunately, Chris kept guiding him to block the attacks. In fact, Chris always pulled in the right direction. At first, William wasn’t sure, but as time went on he was more sure of this. It only took another moment to realize why. Chris didn’t have eyes. He wasn’t looking at his opponent. He was sensing them… and that seemed to work.

William concentrated. He didn’t have the ability to sense the exact location and form of his opponent. The only sensing technique he’d learned was Soul Perception. However, what that did tell him was where his opponent’s center was. He struck out… and Chris didn’t have to re-aim his attack. He knocked back the night cat… but it was obviously not too injured yet. They were certainly a lot tougher than they looked.
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                As William struck the night cat he was engaged with, he briefly wished he was the sort who used swords to fight. Only briefly, because he imagined that most swords wouldn’t be sharp enough to do that much to these monsters either. More importantly, a sword rebounding from an enemy instead of cutting through them would generally leave the user more open, since they would generally not be expecting that to happen. However, in addition to that, Chris was a staff, and William thought he wouldn’t be able to get a better weapon in any form. He also thought that he needed to focus on the fight he was currently in… An explosion brought his mind back to the battle.

Dong Xin was still facing off against two of the night cats, but Yu Li had not been standing around doing nothing. To begin with, she hadn’t ever just been “standing around”. She watched the flow of the battle and moved around so as to make it easier for Dong Xin to keep the night cats away from her, though this was basically just moving away from the night cats but not too far from him. She had also been chanting a spell, which resulted in a fireball. This was aimed at the feet of one of the night cats. There were two reasons for this. First, they were very fast, and thus could somewhat dodge one aimed directly at them. In addition to that, actually telling their precise location to begin with was hard enough. The fireball impacted the ground, and night cat was too distracted with Dong Xin to even dodge. The explosion was large enough to cover it in fire… but although that fireball might have killed a human, it wouldn’t be enough to kill the night cat. However, the sudden occurrence of fire was both painful and frightening. This caused the freakish, six-legged beast to retreat to a distance of about ten meters.

That left Dong Xin facing off against just one night cat… and he smoothly switched from purely defensive techniques to offense. His staff left arcs through the air as it pummeled the night cat from seemingly all sides at once. The force was like it was being struck with boulders, but it was never moved far in one direction before being struck again from the other side. Dong Xin also seemed to have no difficulty hitting his target, either. The sound of bones cracking could be heard throughout the formerly quiet section of forest.

Now that William had a way to consistently target his enemy, he grew more confident in his attacks… and this transferred over into Chris. More specifically, Chris didn’t bother to add much ki to his attacks when William didn’t. Chris never needed it to protect himself, since they had yet to find anything that could even scratch him. In addition to that, it was much more efficient when William and Chris combined their ki to strike. If asked to explain how they did it, William would shrug, and Chris might note that he was a staff. Not that nobody combined ki to attack, but generally they had strategies and plans to do so… instead of just doing it by feel. However, Chris was a magic staff specifically made to enhance fighting capabilities… theoretically including magic, though that part hadn’t been actually tested. The end result was that William and Chris working together in sync were not much worse than Dong Xin’s attacks, even though their level of training was much less. In the dim light, a blue streak moved through the air, striking at the head, neck, and any of the four front legs of the night cat William was facing. At the same, time, it fended off the tentacles that were flailing about. Though they were not as visible as cuts, wounds were building up on the night cat. The night cat in front of William hissed, then turned and retreated. The one that was already a distance away retreated as well, leaving behind only the scent of its burned flesh. The one still engaged with Dong Xin, however, had no chance to run… and with a final loud crack, its skull was caved in.

-----

William was rather disappointed they had to leave the night cat’s body behind, but he understood that there was no way for them to carry such a large body with them, even with the emaciated appearance. That was too bad, because its hide would likely be valuable, or more important to William, useful. However, nobody had the tools or the skills to skin it, and thus it was left behind… though they did take a few teeth as trophies.

As they continued through the forest, they proceeded more cautiously. Just because nobody had been significantly injured in that fight didn’t mean that it couldn’t have happened. If Yu Li had been the one attacked first, that would actually have been quite likely.

William considered the things he had thought about during the battle. “Hey, Chris… can you be any kind of weapon besides a staff?”

There were a few moments of no response, before the response “no” came. Then William had to stop for a moment to let Chris scrawl a more complete answer in the dirt. “I can change size, basically, but my shape is quite set. I’ll always be a hexagonal crystal.”

William shrugged. “That’s fine. I like you just fine as a staff just fine, I was just wondering.”

-----

In a few more days, while they still had a significant portion of the forest left to travel, the danger where they were was reduced. That was because they were far enough from Ostana that there wouldn’t be any knights patrolling, so they could travel on the road. That left some risk that people would notice them travelling and mention them… but that was fairly low. However, William did keep Chris in a special leather case he had prepared. It was basically just an extra large scroll case. The reason for this was that Chris had a very unique look which would draw attention, and it might not be best for the general public to know he had Chris… who was a rather famous staff, even if most of the stories involving him before he met William were made up, and most of the ones after were exaggerated. Still, there were some possible political ramifications if Chris was just shown around everywhere, and it was best to avoid them. Plus, he looked expensive, which would just invite unnecessary trouble in some places.

            

    
        Chapter 149

    
    
    
    
                William thought back on the fight with the night cats. Not anything in particular, just that it had happened, and could happen. Somehow, even after two lives in this world, he wasn’t quite used to the fact that he could be attacked by monsters just walking through a forest. Wild animals, sure, and maybe magical beasts, but night cats were definitely in the category of “monster”. He hadn’t been as ready to be attacked as he should have been, though to be fair the night cats were exceptionally stealthy. Still, he could have reacted somewhat if he had been more aware. He had lived in a mostly peaceful world for more time than he had here in two lives. Though, in not too much longer that would no longer be true.

-----

When they finally arrived at the Yu Clan grounds, the guards took a moment to recognize William and Yu Li. Especially in William’s case, a half dozen years had changed him from a pre-teen into a young man. However, it really took them just a moment, then they recognized him and stepped aside promptly.

The group planned to meet with Yu Jian first, but he was currently occupied. After all, he didn’t know they were coming, and even then wouldn’t have known the time. Instead, the person who came to greet them first was William and Yu Li’s father. They had a cordial discussion, which was about the best things were ever going to be. As a father, William would rate him as the worst he’d ever had, with his father Archibald from his previous life being the best. As for his first life, he hadn’t thought about his parents for a long time, even before he had died. However, at least they hadn’t been openly neglectful, like Yu Kun.

Eventually, Yu Jian arrived, and Yu Kun quietly and gracefully took his leave. Yu Jian smiled. “I hadn’t expected to see you back so soon, old friend. I also hadn’t expected to see my grandchildren. You’ve both grown marvelously.” He paused to think for a few moments. “I imagine you’re not just here for a visit, however. You had other plans, I recall.”

Dong Xin nodded. “Indeed, we intended to travel to Eclea. However, something came up which made it worthwhile to stop by here.” He pulled out the scroll case that contained William’s writing of Shattering the Soul. “Give it a look.”

Yu Jian read the scroll. The letters glowed, flying off the page and around his head, rotating a few times before entering into his eyes, and his mind. “The negotiations with the knights were successful? No, if that were the case it should have gone directly to the Order. Then, this is…?”

Dong Xin smiled. “Young William created that one. What do you think?”

“William made it? It’s good.” He smiled broadly. “I would still like to see the original, but this is good. You must have made astounding progress training this technique.”

William smiled. “Well, I did spend most of the last half dozen years training it. It should be good.”

Yu Jian stroked his chin. “Perhaps, but it still requires some amount of skill in the area. Otherwise, no amount of time would be enough.”

-----

A number of people, with varying age ranges, were gathered in a training ground. Yu Huan was among the youngest, at around two dozen years old. Then there were a number of young men and a few women, as well as those who were middle aged and older. Finally, there were a few around the age of Yu Jian, as well as Yu Jian himself.

Standing in the middle as the focus point of the group’s attention was William. He appeared to be the youngest person present, but was technically the oldest. Not everyone was privy to that information, but everyone present was trusted. Since William was the most proficient in Shattering the Soul, he was called upon to demonstrate. Once everyone was ready, William did just that. He attacked the dummy with punches as well as palm strikes. His hands impacted upon the surface, but that wasn’t what people were watching. They were watching how the energy flowed from within him, and through him, becoming an attack. Then, William took out Chris. He took up a stance, seeming to face off with the practice dummy. Other than that, nothing visible was happening. However, those who were watching for the flow of ki could see that it was gathering. In addition to that, everyone could feel… something. It was like a chill, but also hot, as if the temperature were rapidly changing between the two. Then, William struck out, a single attack. The staff thwacked against the training dummy, but many of those watching nodded appreciatively. In contrast Yu Huan slightly trembled. She was not afraid of William… not exactly. She knew William wouldn’t hurt her. However, there was still the vague feeling of fear, because she knew that he could. It was also because she knew the Demon King had an ability that produced similar results, and he most definitely would hurt people, when given the chance. 

Yu Huan knew that the most William had used the technique on was a bee, but she could feel that he was well beyond that level now. At the very least, she thought that most people here wouldn’t be able to stand up to the final strike he had done. Though she was one of the youngest, she was also one of the most qualified, having spent most of her recent training developing her abilities in the area of the soul. After all, what terrified her most was being unable to defend her innermost existence against attacks. If she failed to block a killing blow, it would merely do just that, kill her. That bothered her, and she obviously continued to work on her ability to fight in matters not related to the soul. However, that was almost inconsequential compared to having her soul damaged or destroyed. When she had dueled Song Ping, he hadn’t even really managed to do much damage to her, but it was as if a knife had stopped just short of reaching her eye. It wasn’t something she could forget. Now, she would prepared to defend herself against similar things… and she also had a good foundation to train Shattering the Soul, which would unfortunately be very important in the upcoming years.
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                William stood before the council of the Order of the Watchful Sentry. He wasn’t sure whether he was officially a part of the order or not, but he at least believed in their main goal. Today, they had specifically called for him.

“You must not create any more copies of this technique,” one elder said.

“You understand why, of course. It is too dangerous,” another one said afterwards.

“At the very least,” a third continued, “You must make sure it is always secure and guarded. If not, it should be destroyed.”

“We repeat ourselves as such so that you are clear on the gravity of the situation, even though you most probably already understand. The Demon King must not know of this technique. First because he could defend himself against it, and also because it would be a terrible addition to his abilities.”

William continuously nodded. “I understand. I have no plans to make any more copies of that. I am also well aware of the threat of the Demon King.”

The council members nodded as well. Though not all of them necessarily believed he was William Stevenson reincarnated… a few more did, now that he had Chris. Regardless, he had proved useful to the order, even with the troubles caused by killing the Archmage. However, even that wasn’t necessarily considered a bad thing. Even in the situation where it hadn’t ended up with positive benefits, the Order wasn’t in the business of judging snap decisions. Instead, they only judged intentional, methodical things such as practicing demonic cultivation methods. As for working with demons… well, William didn’t plan to go around talking about Lorelei, for various reasons. It would almost certainly be deemed as necessary and acceptable, but there was no reason to advertise it either. William almost wanted to see her again, but that would probably mean something unexpected came up, which would be bad news.

-----

William was preparing for the journey to Eclea. It would be faster to travel through Ostana, but that carried more risks for William and Dong Xin, even though they would be able to travel on real roads. Meanwhile, travelling through Ustil was more physically dangerous, but it should not be at a level they couldn’t handle. Especially since they would not be going deep into the country, so they should be fairly safe, as such things went.

In Eclea itself, it had already been confirmed that there were no wanted posters for William and Dong Xin. While sometimes the two countries of Eclea and Ostana worked together to capture criminals moving between them or into them, that wasn’t always the case. The members of the Order of the Watchful Sentry who had been to Eclea reported that there weren’t any posters for William and Dong Xin, but didn’t know why. It was possible they felt the charges were flimsy, or it could have been the fact that the wanted posters were too varied and thus weren’t reliable, or perhaps Eclea just didn’t care. Of course, actually asking too deeply about the situation would be seen as suspicious, so there wasn’t much to go on. 

As for the general populace in Eclea, many of them were aware that the Archmage in Ostana had been killed, but after that the details varied. Along with the truth, and things similar to the truth, there were rumors that the Archmage had been struck down by a demon, or that he had been arrested by the knights and sentenced to death. There were also plenty who knew the truth that he had been killed, but the details that the killer was William or even from Liaoyang were lost, as the supposed identity seemed to change nationalities for each person who was asked. As for border security, they weren’t particularly inspecting those from Liaoyang more closely, which meant the authorities either didn’t know the specifics or didn’t care enough to bother with the effort.

The members of the Order hadn’t been able to accomplish much else, however. They had not been able to meet with any important members of the mages guild in Eclea, and when they finally received some appointments, they kept being delayed. The excuse was that everyone was quite busy, which wasn’t untrue. However, it seemed likely that unless they could present more impressive credentials, they wouldn’t be able to actually have their opportunity to speak. After all, they could only present themselves as a diplomatic group from Liaoyang, but not representing the country. As for meeting with other important groups, there weren’t many to be had.

Eclea was actually controlled by the wizards guild there, under the authority of the Archmage and the council. Not all of the members of the council were wizards, but many were. In either case, they derived their authority from the same place, and any meetings were arranged through the same channel. A small group from the most distant nation wasn’t considered particularly important to meet with, so they instead returned to Liaoyang with the news to attempt to form a new strategy.

This was why William, Dong Xin, and Yu Li were going. Two of them were actually wizards, and would likely be better received. At least, that was the hope. William was actually somewhat of an accessory while the official representatives would be Dong Xin and Yu Li, but he still had the right kind of knowledge necessary, so he would be useful. In a pinch, Chris could also do magic, but they decided it was better to represent William as someone with little magical ability for the most part.

Unlike Dong Xin’s trip in Ustil, this one had more planning- and more funding. Thus, camels had been secured for the journey, which would greatly help reduce the travel time. More importantly, it would allow them to bring more supplies and “gifts” which shouldn’t hurt their chances of meeting more important people. In addition to Dong Xin, Yu Li, and William, there were several other members of the Order who would serve as both attendants and guards. Having a larger group would at least make them look better, though hopefully they wouldn’t actually need more combat prowess, or even any.

Yu Jian made sure to spent time doting on Yu Li while there was a chance, since he “only had a few exceptional grandchildren”. Yu Huan was always around. As for William… he was in a somewhat awkward position of technically being older than Yu Jian, however he was still treated as much like a grandson as was possible in those circumstances. In this case, it was a practical but expensive gift in the form of some enchanted robes. They weren’t as good as the best ones William had possessed in his previous life, but they reminded him of the ones he had won in the tournament and used for quite some time. In Liaoyang, even such relatively minor enhancements were hard to come by and expensive, and William greatly appreciated it. Yu Li also received some enchanted robes, as well as a staff that, while not enchanted, was of good quality and would be quite useful. William obviously didn’t get a staff, both because a staff made for a wizard wouldn’t be useful for him, but also because any enchantments that they had would be geared in a completely different direction than was useful for him. More importantly, he had Chris, and William probably wouldn’t have given him up even for a better staff, if such a thing existed.
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                William decided that he liked camels even less than horses. It wasn’t that they were much more uncomfortable, though they certainly weren’t any better to sit on. To be fair, part of his discomfort was the fact that they were going through the desert which was hot and uneven, though at least the ground wasn’t particularly rough since it was sandy.

One good thing was that the group didn’t have to worry about water. Not that any water they got was anywhere near cold, but they had water. This was mostly thanks to Yu Li, who had an affinity for water and also decent talent as a wizard. Dong Xin could mostly provide enough water for himself. Of course, they still brought sufficient storage to last them between some villages and oases. However, being able to access more water let them be a bit more free with its use. That helped to alleviate some of the unpleasantness of the desert.

The villages that they stopped by on their path through Ustil were as unwelcoming as Dong Xin had previously described. They had no objection to selling some supplies, but beyond that showed little interest in the travellers. On the other hand, William couldn’t say that would be much different from villages in most places.

-----

Travelling through the desert made William appreciate planes… and cars, and trains. William even appreciated the idea of carriages, but those weren’t nearly so fast. Obviously, most cars couldn’t have travelled through the desert either, but the point was that they were much faster. A journey that would have taken at most a few days in a car was already over a month, and little more than halfway. In a plane, it would have only been a few hours. William wondered if cars could be powered by magic. The answer he came up with was “maybe” but also that he didn’t really know the details of how cars worked. He knew that a lot of things were very precise, which meant that humans couldn’t control any of the relevant functions through magic. For example, there was no way for a human to do a better job of timing and properly sizing an explosion than a well built piston engine. However, William could think of some possible magical enchantments that would increase the efficiency of an engine, if he had one.

This brought his thoughts to Eclea. From what he remembered, they had some different uses for magic back when he was Archmage. However, after he had died there had been little interaction between the magical communities of Eclea and Ostana, as far as he could tell. That was only going from publicly available information, however, since he couldn’t exactly ask anyone at the Ostana wizard’s guild anything. He wondered if Eclea had done anything interesting, because as far as Ostana was concerned he felt they had fallen apart, even if they were perhaps making more money than they had been. However, the Ostana wizard’s guild had neglected uses of magic for useful things like helping maintain fields, and other things which could be good for the country as a whole. Instead, they had spent more effort on creating magical items for nobles. Well, it was a bit late to get upset about that.

-----

As they stopped at an oasis, they finally saw a group from Eclea. There wasn’t much trade going through Ustil, since it was faster to and safer for trade to travel from Liaoyang through Ostana and to Eclea, and back, than through Ustil. However, that didn’t mean there wasn’t some trade with Ustil itself. From what William could tell, the Eclean traders were trading animals and various materials such as wood that were more rare for crafts. William could see how such things would sell for good value in other countries, since they were rare. They would likely stay that way, because there were only so many that could be traded, and eventually they would wear out.

Other than noticing their presence, William’s group had little interaction with the trade caravan from Eclea. William had already known about their dark skin, but their manner of dress was unexpected. It didn’t seem strange, particularly, except that William didn’t really recognize the style. In Liaoyang he could compare the styles to asian clothing and architecture, and similarly with Ostana and european influences. He wasn’t sure if this was a huge coincidence or influenced by others who had reincarnated before… or even his own biases. After all, they were not entirely the same, so perhaps he was just seeing the similarities he expected. In Ustil, most people quite sensibly wore clothes covering all of their skins, and there were only so many ways to do this. However, the people from Eclea were wearing tunics with short sleeves and what basically amounted to shorts. That was unexpected, since William hadn’t even read about such a manner of dress. It also made no sense, because even William’s group was wearing clothing that somewhat fit in with those from Ustil. After all, though long sleeves made it somewhat hotter, it was more important to keep the sun off. Even though the people from Ustil had dark skin, it wasn’t like they couldn’t get sunburns. Yet, they seemed to be fine. 

It was only when Yu Li spoke that he figured it out. “Look. Around them… isn’t the light… different? Somewhat dimmer, but not much,” she paused for a moment. “There’s a sort of magical barrier, I think.”

William nodded. He had an idea of what was happening. “Maybe the barriers are bending away… harmful light.” William wanted to say “ultraviolet rays” but he didn’t know any words for that. However, that was the only way the clothes made sense to William. He expected long sleeves to help keep direct sunlight and heat away, not to mention sunburns. Perhaps the barriers also diverted some of the heat… but that came from light being absorbed into materials and skin to begin with. However, there were certainly ways to do it. In fact, William thought that perhaps the heat energy could be used to maintain the deflection of UV rays. Obviously, they would have to have magical items somewhere. That surprised William, because they didn’t appear to be particularly rich merchants. William wanted to ask them about the magic to confirm his theories, but he wasn’t sure if it was a good idea, so he restrained himself. Still, it didn’t stop him from thinking about the possibilities.
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                William was somewhat disappointed to learn that the merchant caravan from Eclea wasn’t going to be heading immediately back, but it made sense, and he doubted they would have preferred to travel with a group of strangers. Still, he wondered about the magic they had to protect them from the sun, and also if they might have anything else interesting. He felt somewhat relieved to see that the traders from Eclea didn’t receive a positive reception either. Instead, it was also firmly neutral, but they didn’t seem concerned. At least William’s group didn’t seem to be offending them unknowingly… or at least not more than anyone else.

After taking a day of rest, the group continued on toward Eclea. So far the journey had been safe, and it was likely to stay that way. After all, they weren’t wandering the desert like Dong Xin had been, but just cutting across the northernmost part. This wasn’t deep into the desert, so it was safe, though of course with the right knowledge the deeper desert wouldn’t be dangerous all of the time either. Otherwise, it would be impossible to live there, even with many strong combatants. William considered the ward Dong Xin had told him about, but since there was apparently trade with the capital, there had to be some restraints on the danger. Dong Xin’s conversation with the traders he had helped on his previous trip indicated that such attacks weren’t normal, or at least not usually that dangerous.

-----

After some more unpleasant travel on camelback, they finally reached the border between Ustil and Eclea. They could tell this because the desert sand gradually seemed to be fading, and they could even see indications of a road. Since they were intending to legally enter Eclea, they followed the road intentionally. As they approached closer, Yu Li also spoke, “There’s a barrier.”

“Where?” William turned to look at her and asked.

“It’s just like a big wall.” She squinted. “It starts at about the same place as that city there, but just stretches out as far as I can see.”

As they rode closer, William discussed the barrier with Yu Li and Dong Xin. It appeared they could notice it because of the mana it was using and emitting. It wasn’t clear what the purpose was. If it actually blocked entry, it would almost certainly be visible in other ways, but William and the rest of the group that weren’t wizards couldn’t see it at all. Unlike the ward keeping people away from the capital in Ustil, this one wasn’t disguised or hidden in any particular way. William supposed it might be to catch people sneaking across the border, though William wasn’t sure exactly what it would use to do that. It seemed like a massive project, and likely expensive to maintain a barrier of that size even if it didn’t do very much.

As they approached the border city, they saw that the gates were open. That was a good sign, because if they were actually interested in keeping people out they would likely have shut the gates. At the very least, that would do a good job of relaying their intentions.

Once they entered the gates, they were approached by some guards and went through what William felt was a fairly standard border check. Because their purpose was diplomatic, it wasn’t strange that they mostly carried necessities with them, but that wasn’t all they had. There was a fairly routine check of what they had with them and in their bags.

William became slightly worried when they asked for declarations of any magic items. He wasn’t sure if they were forbidden, or if there was a tax that he didn’t know about… but he declared Chris anyway. If they had any way to detect magical items, it wouldn’t be too hard for them to find Chris, because while Chris had many strong points, subtlety was not among them, and he was highly magical. However, William was glad his worries were unfounded, as they didn’t even require him to take Chris out of the leather case he was in, though they did have William set him on a table for them to look over. William just whispered for Chris to behave himself, and after about a minute of inspection the guard was satisfied and handed Chris back to William. Fortunately, Chris allowed himself to be held for that purpose without protest such as hitting him in the face. William also declared his robes, but they just nodded.

The process seemed about done, but the leading guard seemed to remember something at the last minute. “Ah… any wizards?”

Dong Xin inquired. “What level of magical ability is required to count as a wizard?”

“Any. Just having gone through a magical awakening.”

“Ah. Then we have… three?” He asked that last part to William in the language of Liaoyang.

“I probably count by some standards… I suppose it should be three.”

Dong Xin faced back toward the guard. “We have three.”

The guard looked slightly surprised, then continued, “Very well. If everyone would step onto this circle, one at a time. Wizards and non-wizards alike.”

The group proceeded to do so in approximate order of seniority. Dong Xin was the leader of the group, since he was the oldest wizard, which was a key spot in this delegation. The circle glowed a soft blue as he stepped onto it. Then shortly he was told he could step off and wait beyond it. As the rest of the members of the Order of the Watchful sentry stepped onto the circle, there was no reaction, and after a few moments they were told to move on. Yu Li stepped onto the circle, and once more it lit up. Then, it was William’s turn. As he stepped onto the circle, he was immediately aware there was no reaction. However, it was only for a short moment, before William touched Chris to the circle. Perhaps the delay might have seemed strange, but none of the guards commented on it. William noticed that Chris was glowing red… however he could only barely see that because he was holding him, and the leather case mostly hid that glow. After a few more moments, the guards were satisfied and waved William forward. The group was allowed to enter the city with no more fuss, after being given some papers signifying that they legitimately entered the country. William wondered what danger Chris had been warning him about… but he couldn’t very well ask in front of the guards.
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                Once they were out of the “customs” area, William was going to ask Chris about the danger he had sensed, but Yu Li spoke up first. “Something different happened when you stepped on the circle. Obviously, there was nothing at first, but when you touched your staff to the circle, it did something different. It was like it washed over you with something. It didn’t do that for either of us.”

“That… doesn’t sound good. The guards didn’t seem concerned though. Do you see any lingering effects?”

“Umm… I don’t see anything, but…”

“But that doesn’t mean something didn’t happen. I didn’t feel anything, but that’s pretty much what I expect in situations involving magic that doesn’t create fire or something.”

Dong Xin spoke up. “I think someone is following us.”

William sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t expect anything like this to happen.”

“It’s too late now,” Dong Xin shook his head, “I would suggest you split away from the group, but we’re obviously together for more than convenience of travel. It would be more unnatural to do that now.” He paused for a few moments, “I’m not sure if we could have predicted something would happen. However, it was also something that was easily detectable in how it happened, yet they didn’t immediately arrest us, so that means the results are perhaps unclear. It might even not be something negative… but I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Later, Chris wasn’t able to shed any more light on the situation, except that “something happened”, and beyond that he couldn’t give any better details than Yu Li had. It was only later  when William was preparing to go to bed and got a small tear in his sleeve after it was caught on the back of a chair. That was strange, but for a moment he couldn’t figure out why. Then, it hit him. His robe shouldn’t get tears. It was magically strengthened, and in addition to that it should repair minor damage over time. However, this tear didn’t seem to be fixing itself.

He took off his robe to examine the magical runes on it. None of them seemed to be damaged, and they were made out of much tougher material than the rest of the robes. However, after conferring with Chris he determined that no mana was flowing into or through the robe. “Was it some kind of magic disrupting spell?” William looked to Chris.

After spinning around in thought for a few moments, Chris glowed two different colors, indicating “Yes-maybe” or “probably”. He couldn’t write because they were inside, and William didn’t happen to have any convenient large writing surfaces and ink.

William pondered for a few moments. “Maybe they thought I was magically disguised? Do you think that would stop spells like Lorelei used to hide her appearance?” Chris responded with a solid “yes”, and William considered that. “So, something made the circle think I was in disguise, maybe. It could have been the delay between stepping on the circle and it feeling a wizard. Maybe it just recognized that there were two of us… or it could have been something else.” William shook his head. “It could be any of those things. Hopefully it won’t lead to any problems… but that seems a bit too optimistic.”

-----

In the morning, William was glad to find that the rip on his robe had started to repair itself, if somewhat sluggishly. He had been worried that his robe might be rendered permanently non-magical. As for Chris… he doubted there was anything that could affect him without causing a huge scene, certainly not a regular dispelling spell, though William wasn’t sure how Eclea even had a way to generally dispel magic. That wasn’t a technique he had ever heard about, but then again perhaps it was a secret… or alternatively, it could have been developed while he was dead. Considering how it seemed to work, it just seemed to remove the mana in the area, stopping anything currently active from functioning for a time. He couldn’t be sure, though. Yu Li agreed that his ideas seemed sound, but Dong Xin mentioned that no matter the reason… they were still being followed.

William couldn’t see who Dong Xin thought was following them… but that just meant they were good at it. That was worrisome, because that meant that they weren’t being ignored. Somebody still thought he was a threat, and while he probably was capable of being a threat, William really had no intentions of causing trouble. However, he felt this would probably make their purpose here harder to accomplish.

-----

The group travelled toward the capital city of Kufra. That was where the main presence of the Eclea wizard’s guild was, and thus where they needed to go. William noted that the roads seemed to be very safe. At least, most of the other travellers had very little in the way of defenses. In addition to that, William noticed that there were plentiful fields on the way. They reminded him somewhat of fields of crops he had seen back on Earth. They were well organized and seemed to be growing very well. That didn’t mean they had anything to do with Earth, of course, but it did mean they were well taken care of. With what he had seen so far, William thought there might have been some magical assistance as well, but according to Yu Li there were no currently active magical effects. However, improving the soil quality wouldn’t leave traces of magic for long, nor would using it to level the ground. On the other hand, it was also possible that all of the work was done by hand, but either way William approved.

Riding camels along the roads wasn’t the most comfortable method of transportation, but selling them to buy horses only to have to obtain new camels for an eventual return trip wasn’t a great plan. William also didn’t find horse riding particularly comfortable, so it wasn’t that this was much worse. He might have liked a carriage, though, and he had seen several of those pass by as the trip carried on.
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                The trip to the city of Kufra was fairly uneventful, except for the fact that each city grew larger along the way… and with larger cities came more magic. Most of the uses of magic were small things such as lights. At first, this made William think that Eclea was very rich. While that was not particularly wrong, even shops that didn’t look particularly prosperous had at least one magical light, even if it was rather dim. From what he saw of homes in passing, the same was true in them. This meant at night the city was still lit up, until a certain time where it was either agreed upon or mandated that the lights needed to go out. However, there were still things like street lamps lighting the walking paths, though they were not particularly bright.

Mansions that William saw all had magical wards on their gates. Many in Ostana also had them, but not all of them. William wasn’t sure if magical wards were still too expensive, or just considered more important by those with more to lose. It was likely both, because magical wards required more materials and skill to create than magical lights, and that wouldn’t change even if they were both prolific.

In addition to magical things, William noticed something else as well. Most of the shops had signs with words on them. Even the smaller ones had names for their shops, or at least descriptions of what was sold. This indicated that the literacy rate was high, or otherwise it would be a waste of effort. William also saw some other things with signs… including a few schools. Specifically, public schools. There was at least one in all of the bigger cities, and over the course of the journey William saw students entering and leaving. If he had to judge, he would say they were poorer, at the very least none of them were wearing lavish clothing. However, there were enough people attending that the admission fees were either paid for by someone else or very cheap. That didn’t necessarily mean the quality of education was good… but some education would almost certainly be far better than none. William imagined those with more money went to more exclusive schools, hired tutors, or both but that was true elsewhere. Liaoyang had many schools as well, but they were a bit more expensive. However, families would often have at least one child go to school and then teach others as well as they could. William thought back to Ostana, both in the past and during his most recent visit. Obviously the education had been lacking when he first arrived in this world. He was educated because his parents had money and education themselves, but Lila hadn’t been able to get an education. She had been quite poor, but her parents would likely still have given her an education after learning about her magical potential, if it was at all feasible. As for more modern Ostana… William would say that it certainly hadn’t seemed worse in terms of education, but he also couldn’t say that it was better. However, from what he had seen the nobles and especially the wizard’s guild seemed to like being in control of the knowledge… even if that actually limited their prosperity.

-----

Upon arrival in Kufra, William was briefly worried that the wizards of Eclea might have fallen into the same sort of manner that those in Ostana had. The towers were immediately apparent upon entering the city. They looked shiny and new. However, William had also seen evidence that the wizards here weren’t focused on just profits, if they really contributed to the agriculture like he thought they had. Though he supposed the growth of the population would be good for profits in the long term. However, William wasn’t even the slightest bit opposed to gaining profits by advancing a country and its economy. Still, he would reserve his final judgements for once he had more details. At least the wizards towers weren’t the only things that looked prosperous.

-----

Dong Xin mentioned that they had been followed up until they entered the city, after which point he either lost track of the person following them, or they left. Their motives still couldn’t be known, but it was almost certainly related to William. That was the only strange thing that had happened at the border. However, they also hadn’t directly come out and accused him of anything, and it would have been possible to arrest him there if they felt the need to. However, that still created an awkward situation for their group from the political side.

The decision, after much discussion, was to not have William show up at any negotiations. While he might be useful for some things, he wasn’t critical. However, he couldn’t just leave Eclea, because it wasn’t known what they thought he might have done, and it would also look like some kind of admission of guilt. Thus, he would be staying mostly alone for much of the time. Mostly, that is, because one of the elders from the Order of the Watchful Sentry would be guarding him. His life was still important after all, and a guard could at least prevent anything except an official arrest. If he was officially arrested… they just had to hope there was some kind of proper or at least minimally corrupt legal system. It wasn’t necessary to have all of the members of the Order present at meetings either, so the plans only changed slightly.

-----

William personally found his relative autonomy to be convenient. He had learned that there were publicly available libraries, and he wanted to see what they had. Though they were public, they still required a security deposit in case books were damaged. Books were still expensive, after all. However, the deposit would be returned upon exiting the library. William couldn’t wait to see what was available in the libraries.

When he got there, he found that most of the books were written in the language of Eclea, which wasn’t surprising but also meant that he would be slower in reading them. Mostly, he browsed through, skimming a few histories and other books. He was pleasantly surprised to finds books on the basics of magic available in the library, though they didn’t contain anything he didn’t know. For a week, William spent most of his time in a particular library, except for lunch times when he left the compound that contained the library as well as one of the smaller wizard’s towers. He had found a nearby restaurant, something he might have called a cafe, that was rather cheap. William was glad to not have to deal with any of the politics… but still couldn’t help but worry as there didn’t seem to be much in the way of progress toward arranging a meeting with anybody of significance.
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                William talked with Dong Xin about how his time had been going. “Are you making any progress?”

Dong Xin slightly shook his head. “Not really. It’s hard to tell, anyway. We’ve met about half a dozen unimportant people. They might have been able to get us meetings with some people higher up the chain, but only if we told them our actual reason for being here. However, going around spreading the information that we’re working on a plan to take down the Demon King once and for all isn’t the best idea. Thus, we have to be rather vague, and make little progress.” He shrugged. “At least we’ve had a few discussions about magic. It seems we’re making more progress than the last group that came here, anyway.”

William nodded. “I’ve been reading histories and whatever else I can find here. While I haven’t seen any detailed records, the reincarnation of the Demon King is mentioned several times. Nothing I’ve read has been exactly the right kind of book to go into details about when exactly each happened, so I’m not sure if they know that information.” William shrugged, “On the other hand, I wouldn’t expect that to be available to the public anyway. At least the books admit to the reincarnation.” The discussion ended with William clarifying a few points about magic that had been brought up in Dong Xin’s discussions, with Dong Xin suggesting a few subjects William could try to research.

-----

William stared at the book he had pulled out. Its contents weren’t particularly interesting, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something weird about the book. He looked through a few pages, finding nothing that particularly caught his eye. Then he put the book back onto the shelf… right next to another copy of the same book. When he noticed this, he pulled them both out and brought them over to a table. He started comparing them side by side, but once he had realized what it was it was pretty obvious. The lettering was exactly the same. That wasn’t completely inconceivable. Someone might make two copies of a book. They might even make sure exactly the same words were on each line, and have a steady hand. However, this wasn’t the case for these books. These books were exactly the same, though the letters looked somewhat different than normal. However, William hadn’t noticed it at first because he had spent so many years with similar text. Printed text. He immediately took one of the books to the librarian. “Can you tell me who wrote this book?”

The librarian shrugged and pointed to the cover, where the name of the author was, reading the name aloud.

William shook his head. “Sorry, that wasn’t what I meant. Who…” William didn’t know the word for printed, if there even was one. He wasn’t even that proficient in the language of Eclea. “...Scribed this book? Where was it made.”

The librarian took the book and looked it over. “I’m not sure exactly, but this looks like it was made locally. It’s new, too. It could be one of the apprentices, but with the quality it’s more likely someone higher ranked, though I couldn’t say who.”

William wasn’t sure if the librarian knew about the book’s printed nature, but he also didn’t know how to describe it to him. For the next few hours, William looked through the library, but didn’t find any other printed works. That was disappointing, as he thought he would find more if they had some kind of printing press. However, perhaps such books were just elsewhere.

-----

While William was taking a break for lunch one day, someone actually came up and talked to him. That was rather rare, since either people in Ustil liked to leave people alone, or just figured someone from Liaoyang wouldn’t speak the language well, or would be uninteresting. However, this time he heard a woman’s voice. “I’ve seen you around here a lot recently. You’re not a local, I imagine?” William thought that was an understatement. He was obviously not local, with what he still sometimes thought of as asian features among a large number of dark skinned individuals. He turned to look at the woman, only to see something unexpected. From her speech, he had assumed that she was an Eclean native, but she looked like someone from Ostana, with what he thought of as caucasian features.

William immediately discarded the possibility that she was doing some kind of flirting with him, because her words didn’t have the same kind of connotations in this world. She was certainly actually just curious. “Indeed, I am not local. You don’t look local either, but you speak pretty close to one.” As William looked more carefully at her, she appeared to be about thirty, though he could have been years off in either direction. She wore robes, indicating she was a wizard, though it wasn’t an absolute certainty that a wizard would wear robes, nor that someone who wore robes was a wizard. However, William noticed a few patterns that indicated they were probably magical, which greatly increased the probability that she actually was a wizard. He gestured to the table he was sitting at and the empty chairs. “Go ahead and sit, if you wish.”

She did sit down, across from him. “Well, I may not be a local here, but I’ve lived here for almost a dozen years. As you might have guessed, I used to live in Ostana. However… I had to leave.”

William nodded. “If I had to guess… You had magical potential but no money.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re right. It almost sounds like you’ve been to Ostana.”

William shrugged. “I was there for some time. I found that they were doing a poor job of managing their potential wizards. I can’t say that my home country of Liaoyang is any better about that particular thing, but at least it is less hypocritical about it.”

She nodded. “So, what brings you to Eclea?”

“I’m part of a delegation from Liaoyang, though perhaps it might be better to say I am travelling with them. I’ve studied some magical theory, but I’m not much of a wizard. However, in Liaoyang having read a few books on magic makes one almost an expert. They thought it might be good to have more people who understand something about magic in the delegation.” Everything William said was true to some extent, though he had obviously read more than a few books on magic.

“Ha! And such a young expert you are, indeed. Welcome to the city of Kufra. I’m Amelia Roderick.”

“Thank you. I’m…” William almost said ‘William Stevenson’, but stopped himself, “...Yu Hui’Lam.”
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                William saw Amelia several times during the next week. Their discussions ranged from the history of Eclea, which William was currently learning, to magical theory. However, William professed some ignorance in magical theory, since he was currently only eighteen… and of course there were some things that he didn’t want to share. However, he still enjoyed the conversations. Not as much as conversations with Lorelei, but he didn’t have to particularly worry about what he was saying with Lorelei, though he thought that maybe he should.

However, after several conversations with Amelia, William felt something was off. The conversations were interesting, and while Amelia seemed to genuinely think the same, William felt there was something more than just what he saw. For one thing, she didn’t feel like she was a long time regular at this particular cafe. She seemed like she was hiding something. That could have been William getting paranoid, but he felt like he had gotten better at reading people as time went on, though that didn’t mean he was particularly great at it… just better.

-----

One day when William showed up, along with some other regulars at the cafe, he found Amelia idly playing with some disks. They weren’t coins, since they were bigger than any of the coins found in any country William had seen. They would lay on the table, and she would flip one of them, causing the other one to flip. William saw that as he walked up and asked, “What are these… magnets?” The last word he didn’t have the right word for in Eclean, but Amelia was originally from Ostana. He had actually seen her with them a few times before, but only briefly.

She shook her head. “No, not magnets. They’re just a silly little magic toy.” She moved as if to put them away.

“Can I look at them?”

“Sure, I guess.” She pushed them across the table to William.

William took them and started experimenting. When he flipped one, the other flipped. They did act something like magnets, except when he separated them they still flipped over with the other one. Also unlike magnets, they didn’t flip over after the other one was finished flipping over, because the forces of the poles had changed. Instead, they seemed to try to reach the same state as the other. If one was laying flat, the other one lay flat. If he put one on its edge, the other one moved to its edge. However, when he lifted one at a 45 degree angle, the other one still lay flat, until about sixty degrees where it would stand on its edge. Likewise, when one was on its edge and he moved the other, it didn’t move until it was around thirty degrees. He could also stop one from moving by placing his hand on it, because the force they seemed to be able to exert was only just enough to make them stand up or fall over. It wasn’t transferring force from one to another, because if that was so he could turn the one in his other hand harder to provide more force. William wasn’t sure how long he played with them, but it was more than a few minutes. “These are fascinating. How far apart do they work?”

Amelia shrugged. “Any distance really.”

“Any distance?” William raised an eyebrow. “Is that an exaggeration or the truth?”

“The truth. Any distance.”

“So, if I had one of these in Canta, and one here, they would still work?”

“Sure. Not that you’d be able to tell.”

“Wow, that’s awesome. Do you make cubes or something like these for messages?”

Amelia tilted her head. “Messages?”

“Yeah. Unless this only works with disks? Either way it’s pretty good. You can talk with other cities instantly, that’s pretty convenient.”

“I suppose, if you just want to indicate that there’s a message. However, there’s not that much that can be conveyed with just two sides of a disk.” Amelia stroked her chin in thought.

“Are you kidding? With two states, you can indicate literally anything, if you’re willing to put the effort into it. Besides, you might have three states, counting the edge. Or if you had a cube or some other shape you’d have a lot more options.”

“You can say anything? How does that work?” She looked at William, unsure if he was serious or just making something up.

“Well, let’s start with one of the simplest and also least efficient method. Let’s call this side A and this side B. I start with the disk on its side… which means nothing except that it’s in between. Then, I put side A up. Then side B. Since I put side A up once, and then ended with B, I can indicate the first letter of the alphabet. Then I could go from nothing, to A, to nothing, to A, to nothing, to B. That’s the second letter. It’s not particularly fast… but much faster than a letter or a bird.”

Amelia just looked at William for a few moments. “Did you come up with that on your own?”

William shrugged. “It’s actually a pretty bad example, but it’s the basics of coded messages. Studying this kind of stuff is like solving fun puzzles.” William also knew about Morse code… but if he was asked to replicate it, he wouldn’t be able to. Not that it mattered, since no language here used the English alphabet. “Actually, you can do a lot better than that… especially if you have two or more pairs of these, or different shapes.”

Amelia leaned forward and grabbed the disks. “Sorry, I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow, maybe.”

William found her exit to be rather abrupt, and barely even had a chance to say goodbye. One possibility was that she realized what the time was and was suddenly in a hurry. She could have also been upset at him for some reason. However, William didn’t think it was either of those things. Maybe nobody had really thought of using the disks for communication. That would be important enough to go tell somebody. However, he could only speculate, because she didn’t tell him anything. 

His stomach growled. William realized he still hadn’t eaten lunch, since he’d immediately started playing with the disks, and thinking about how they could be used. William finally ordered some food, but while he was eating it he couldn’t help but think about what other things might exist that weren’t living up to their full potential. He didn’t particularly consider himself an inventor, but he could certainly describe some things, even if he couldn’t build them. Still, with magic as a factor, things might be different. When he’d been Archmage in Ostana, he hadn’t found anything that could be done with the magical items they had… but maybe he had been thinking about things wrongly, or he simply didn’t see the right things. William spent the rest of the day thinking about better ways to encode the Eclean language, though his search for books on the subject was fruitless.
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                William wondered about Amelia. She hadn’t shown up for two days, which wasn’t unprecedented, but was still a bit unusual. William wondered if it was related to what he had said about the connected disks, but he knew everything could also be a coincidence. The disks could be used in a way that was effectively a telegraph… which wasn’t particularly amazing to William, but was still quite useful compared to a rider carrying a message or even a bird. On the other hand, from what William had seen here they might already have some better form of communication, and he just didn’t know about it.

William briefly wondered if he could accidentally cause too much technological or magical advancement with his knowledge from Earth. After a short while, he realized it was a stupid thought. For one thing, he wasn’t sure if there really was “too fast” of a progression to any advancements. The only thing he was worried about was the possibility of the Demon King, or the demons in general, getting too much more knowledge than the humans. In fact, he would prefer if they were quite a bit behind, so that the Demon King would be easier to defeat once and for all. William also didn’t really believe he could influence things that much. After all, he really only had bits and pieces of knowledge. Did he know what computers were? Certainly. Did he know how they worked? To some degree, yes. Could he build one? Absolutely not. It was physically impossible to make the necessary parts, and he also didn’t have enough detailed knowledge. Technology was all interconnected, and this world seemed to be going down a path of magical advancements, which would mean all he would be able to provide was ideas… though that would be the case anyway. William casually thought about the fact that Amelia was not going to show up again today or was late, the immediately stood up to leave.

-----

Amelia hurried through an alleyway, in a somewhat hostile mood. She was late, and she didn’t like being late. However, she had too many thing to do, and she couldn’t just neglect any of them. She wasn’t paying too much attention, until two gruff looking men stepped out in front of her, blocking off the exit to the street. She just glared at them. She also noticed the sound of more walking up behind her. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get out of the way.”

One of them, the one with the uglier face of the two, gave a half grin. “Oh, really? What are you gonna do?” Then, with a speed Amelia was completely unprepared for, he moved forward, and his hand grabbed onto her throat. The words she was just about to say got cut off, and a slight arc of electricity moved through her hair, as she had managed to start a magical chant with barely half a word, which was unfortunately also where it stopped. “You gonna use magic? Go on. Try.” Amelia just glared back at him. She looked angry… but she wasn’t afraid. Her hand came up, jabbing his wrist with her nails… she then looked slightly surprised as she was unable to penetrate the skin at all. She almost sighed, but she couldn’t really breathe properly. “Oh? Looks like you have some tricks, but people like us have to be tough.” Then Amelia’s knee came up toward his groin. It connected, but he barely grimaced. In response, he gripped her neck harder. Her expression started to show pain, but still no fear.

Then Amelia heard a loud *thwack* and saw something pass in front of her eyes. The grip on her throat was released, and Amelia was surprised to see Yu Hui’lam. He cursed, or at least it sounded like some form of expletive, but Amelia didn’t recognize the language. She thought it was probably something from Liaoyang. Then, Yu Hui’lam spoke. “What is this guy made out of? Iron?”

Amelia shrugged. “They obviously train in body techniques.” She looked around, seeing that this young man had managed to get himself trapped in the middle with her. She coughed once because of the pain in her throat, before finally sighing properly this time.

The ugly faced man, who was probably a leader of some sort, shook his arm, as if it were slightly numb. “Better be careful there son, you might hurt someone with that stick of yours.” Then he grinned. “We were planning to come for you later, but I suppose this will save us some time. Why don’t you just surrender real peaceful like and we can take you back to Ostana without too many bruises and broken bones.”

Yu Hui’lam just grinned for a moment, before he moved like a blur, even though Amelia had some training for combat. Amelia couldn’t see exactly, but he seemed even faster than the other man. Either way, all she saw was a brown blur from his staff swinging up, and a loud *crack*. From the results, he was either faster the other man or just faster than he expected… because his staff had come up directly into the jaw of the ugly man… knocking him backwards, and from the sound of it breaking something.

The next moment everyone was in motion. The three men, Amelia would have bet a large amount on them being bounty hunters, all drew swords, surrounding Yu Hui’lam. Amelia dashed past the single enemy, moving to a more advantageous position. Then, she began to chant. The battle before her seemed like it wouldn’t go in Yu Hui’Lam’s favor, since he was surrounded. However, his staff spun around him like he had eyes everywhere, parrying attacks from behind and in front… and even attacking where he couldn’t see sometimes. He didn’t seem to have the freedom of movement or time to get in a strong strike, but he could push someone away, giving him some breathing room. Then, Amelia shot a bolt of lightning into the alleyway. Normally, that would have been a dangerous proposition with an ally nearby, but Yu Hui’Lam was not wearing armor… and his staff surely wouldn’t be metal. Thus, the lightning was attracted to the iron sword of the intended target, after being controlled to arc overhead.

In that moment, Yu Hui’lam spun around and tripped the second enemy that had been behind him with a sweep of his staff, then swung it down on his head. Amelia could only watch as the remaining bounty hunter swung his sword down with two hands, seeming to want to chop his opponent in half. When Amelia saw Yu Hui’lam turn back, she expected him to deflect the attack, but was shocked when he held his staff firmly perpendicular to the attack, as if he was going to block it. She could imagine the staff splitting in half now, with the sword digging into his skull, but it was too late for her to act. Then, the weapons connected with a loud *clink* and a snapping sound. Amelia’s eyes grew wide at what she saw. That wasn’t the sound of a sword striking leather or wood, but rather the sound of metal on metal or stone. Instead of the staff splitting, the sword itself had broken from the collision. Then, the end of the staff was thrust into the belly of the last bounty hunter, knocking him into a nearby wall. Yu Hui’lam looked up at Amelia and flatly asked, “Are your bodyguards really this slow?” as he looked around, seemingly for those very same guards.
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                After knocking out the last bounty hunter, William looked around for the guards that had been always in the tavern at the same time as Amelia. After he specifically mentioned them, they stepped out from the far end of the alleyway. “We’re not slow. You seemed perfectly fine to us.”

William shook his head. “Sure, I was fine, but what about her?” he gestured to Amelia.

“We were going to act the same moment you arrived… and then we were no longer needed.” One of the two gestured to a bow they were holding. “It’s not like we couldn’t have helped at any moment.

William shrugged, and turned to Amelia. “Are you alright?”

Amelia briefly rubbed her throat. “I’m fine, thank you. I must say, I didn’t expect an apprentice wizard to be so… proficient at melee combat.”

William shrugged. “Liaoyang doesn’t really produce much in the way of wizards. In fact, I’m still not much of a wizard. However, we do have other things.” He looked down at the bodies. “What do we do with these guys?”

Amelia’s guards shrugged. “While bounty hunting is legal… it’s not legal to hunt bounties from other countries that aren’t also valid here. It’s likely these fellows knew that, and thus they’ll have to pay a small fine of their heads after we interrogate them. We especially don’t like those who go after honorable members of the wizard’s guild.” 

Amelia turned to William. “Thank you for your help, though I might ask how you knew that I needed help…”

William answered, “You were late, so I searched around with a ki ability… actually, I noticed these fellows first.” William gestured to the men lying on the ground, who were currently being tied up. “They had been hanging around the same cafe for a few days, seeming a bit suspicious since it seemed a bit… fancy… for them. Today they seemed especially suspicious, so I followed them, and then found you.” 

-----

Amelia was wrapped up in taking care of the incident, so she ended up leaving and not coming to the cafe that day. She also didn’t show up for the next few days. William presumed that she was busy with other things as well, because it had sounded like the incident with the bounty hunters would be rather easily wrapped up. 

He thought back on that incident, and was worried that they had mentioned him. Had they somehow recognized him from old bounty posters? That was unlikely, but unfortunately they did have his real name on them. It was unlikely they had been primarily after him, but since he knew his bounty was rather large, any worthwhile bounty hunters from Ostana would at least be aware of the incident, and they might be willing to investigate any people from Liaoyang they saw. 

What bothered William most, however, was that it was mentioned in front of Amelia. That could cause problems. Perhaps normal guards might not care about a bounty from Ostana that Eclea had decided wasn’t valid, but that didn’t mean that wizards wouldn’t be somewhat wary of two people accused of killing an Archmage entering their country. Then again, maybe the worries were for nothing, since if anything was going to be done it would have likely already happened.

However, when Amelia showed up with a serious look on her face, William’s hope slightly started to fade. William wasn’t really sure what he was going to do. He’d thought about various situations, and how he would react in them, but in the end he couldn’t really say what would actually happen. It ranged between almost as bad to possibly even worse than being completely unprepared. One thing that did give William a bit of confidence is that she hadn’t shown up with a group of people prepared to arrest him, though he did see her two normal guards take places elsewhere in the cafe as normal.

“You don’t look like you’re just here to chat.” William decided to be as straightforward as possible.

“Wouldn’t that be nice.” She sat down across from him, half glaring at him, though he didn’t feel as if she were particularly angry at him. He couldn’t say for sure, though.

“...So?”

“Well, some people want answers to some relatively stupid questions, but they also don’t want me to take the time to do my job properly. Since attempting to bring you in for interrogation would be stupid, and both trying and succeeding would be unpleasant for both of us, I’m just going to be straightforward. I’ve already concluded that you aren’t a threat, but some people aren’t satisfied yet, so you’re going to help me come up with reasons that might penetrate some thick skulls.”

William nodded. “That sounds fine… did it get quieter?” That wasn’t exactly a question, since William could tell that the sound around had muted… in fact, they had stopped entirely. He could still see people lips moving, however.

“It’s better to not say too many things for everyone to hear,” She shrugged. “First question. Are you a demon, and how can you prove you aren’t?”

William just stared for a few moments. “Wow, that is a stupid question. Besides the fact that enchantments were dispelled on me at the border and I still look just like this… let’s see… I don’t have horns.” He leaned forward, and Amelia touched around on his forehead.

“That’s a quite good start. Then… how did you, as a wizard, defeat four people with just a staff?”

“I used ki. I’m mostly a ki cultivator, just like basically everyone from Liaoyang who can fight. These guys only used a really bad method of body training, so though they were rather fast and tough, they weren’t anywhere near the level of knights from Ostana or presumably your guards.” William paused for a moment. “I know this is off topic, but I have a question. How are you getting the energy to maintain this sound dampening field?”

“You’re right… that is off topic.” Amelia shrugged, “I suppose I can answer… but how do you think it works?”

William had already been thinking about that very subject, and it had been distracting him, which was why he had to ask. He hadn’t actually been able to tell when she even chanted, which meant that either it was being produced by some kind of magical item, or she knew that magic could be used without a specific chant. However, which of those it was didn’t matter. “Well, if this field was set up with a magical item, it could have some amount of stored mana, but the area seems a bit too specific for that. So, maybe it’s using the energy from the sound absorbed as an energy source somehow.”

Amelia nodded. “The second one, as you can see.”

William shook his head. “I actually can’t. It takes more than just a little concentration for me to be able to see mana at all. I’m not a great wizard.” William wasn’t sure what it would take more than concentration, but whether it was a little or a lot of concentration, he couldn’t see mana. He still had some ideas about what it was that allowed wizards to see mana, but still hadn’t confirmed any of them.

“...Interesting. I suppose we should continue with the questions. What do you know about the death of the Archmage Cecil Lockridge?”

William had thought that question would come up. He knew that the bounty hunters would have told about his bounty, if Amelia hadn’t already had knowledge of it. He could say he was falsely accused, which wasn’t even close to the truth but was a lie William felt was perfectly acceptable. He also had some other idea in mind, but for some reason his mouth spoke without authorization from his brain. “Oh, that? I kicked his pretentious, fat body out of his window.”

Amelia just stared for a moment, as if she had expected almost any other answer. “Sorry, what?”
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                “Sorry, what?” Amelia asked. “Did you say you kicked Cecil Lockridge out of his window?”

“I… might have said that, yeah. If you’ll give me a moment, I can explain.” William wished his mouth would always listen to his brain. It was pretty good at it, but it still slipped up occasionally. This caused him to sometimes say stupid things, but it didn’t usually lead to situations like this.

Amelia shook her head. “It’s not that we didn’t know you were connected to the incident, but we expected that the older man in your group, Dong Xin, was the one who actually performed the assassination.”

“Whoa now, assassination is a strong word. We didn’t go there with any intent to kill him. It just turned out he was a horrible person who deserved to die.”

“...While I am not particularly fond of the policies he enforced, I wonder what specific transgression was revealed to you?” Amelia herself had need to flee from Ostana because she was an ‘unlicensed wizard’... specifically because she wasn’t rich enough to buy her way into the guild.

“He admitted to burning all of the information the guild kept on the Demon King, and acted as if he wasn’t a threat. So, either he was massively stupid or an intentional traitor. Either way, it’s better without him.”

Amelia slammed her fist on the table. “He did what? That idiot!” Then she straightened in her chair and took a few moments to calm herself down. “Okay, so that happened. How could it have been you? You were twelve.”

“I don’t want to use the same answer for everything… but it was ki. To be clear, I’d been training since I was six, and the wards in the room didn’t really do much to prevent attacks of that sort. The guards weren’t really that good either.”

“Yeah, I’d heard the capabilities of the Ostana wizard’s guild had been falling steadily.” She shook her head again, as if to clear it out. “Given all of that, why is your group here?”

“Well, we came here with a similar goal to the one we had in Ostana… though that one didn’t actually accomplish our goal there. We need to meet with somebody trustworthy and important about a certain matter.” William paused for a moment. “I think I trust you enough to say this, and you may have already guessed. It’s about the Demon King.”

Amelia nodded. “Go on.”

“Well, based on various factors, we know he’ll be coming back soon. Within two dozen years. We’d thought to go around informing various leaders of this, but our first stop turned out to be the worst possible one.”

“Okay. I believe you.”

“That seems… too easy. You didn’t even ask for any of the evidence yet.”

Amelia smiled. “That’s because we already had a pretty good idea about that. It’s good to know that somebody else cares too.”

“Well… that makes part of our trip pointless. However, we still would like as many people as possible to be coordinated in stopping the Demon King… and we have an idea of how to permanently kill him.”

“Really? I’d love to hear about it, but I honestly don’t have the authority to do much with that information, at least not directly. However, I can certainly get your group a meeting with my teacher who is both very trustworthy and has authority here. As for this current meeting…” She took a deep breath, and William was shocked by the sudden return of the other sounds, “...We’re basically done here. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.”

-----

Dong Xin had kept William updated on their progress, which had mostly been absolutely nothing. However, this time he had something to say. “Today, a messenger came to tell us that we had a meeting scheduled with the Archmage, even though we were previously having trouble meeting with anybody more important than secretaries.” Dong Xin looked at William, his eyes indicating that he thought William was connected.

“Well, as you know I have been having discussions with a member of the guild. She seems to be the apprentice of someone important. Also…” William explained approximately what had happened earlier that day.

Dong Xin shook his head. “Well. Things certainly seem to happen around you. I’m not sure whether that’s necessarily a good thing, but nothing happening doesn’t particularly lead to progress either.”

-----

William supposed that since everything had been cleared up, he could join in on the negotiations. However, he wasn’t asked to, and he decided not to volunteer. He looked young, and was physically young, so it felt somewhat in appropriate. William also didn’t want to give up the chance to spend as much time at the library as he could. He thought that the private libraries which the wizards guild almost certainly have would contain some pretty nice information as well, but he could only guess.

He was somewhat surprised to see Amelia again, but not unhappy. When he saw her again he started off with, “I thought you were done investigating me?”

“That’s true. Is having me around so bothersome?” 

William could tell she was joking, at least mostly. “You just seemed very busy. Now it’s not even really official business.”

“That’s true, but I was kind of hoping to see if you had any other good ideas. Some people really liked your idea with the disks.”

“Those sound like people I’d want to meet. I can’t say if I would think of anything else good, though. Plus, I don’t imagine you’d want to give out too much information to someone who isn’t a member of the guild.” William at least hoped they didn’t give out information too freely… mostly because of the demons. 

“Well, the guild is open to members of all levels of skill and with talent in different fields joining. Unlike the one in Ostana, where you just have to buy your way into their little circle.”

“That… does sound interesting. However, I really am not very good at magic. I’m not sure if I would be qualified. I also have other responsibilities, though obviously I don’t look like it right now.” William nodded. “I will certainly consider it, and if there are no conflicts I would be pleased to join.”

“Good,” Amelia smiled, “we can always use more people.”
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                Dong Xin continued to relayed the successes they were now having to William. “The Archmage is quite reasonable, even without comparing her to the other one we met. We mostly just need to organize everything now.”

“I’m glad I don’t have to do that. I was terrible at those kinds of things.” William shook his head.

Dong Xin raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? Shouldn’t an Archmage be able to handle those things?”

“Probably. I did have people who could help me with organization, but it would have been better if I had the skills myself. Maybe I would have realized how much certain people were holding back the guild… and the trouble they might cause in the future.” William shrugged. “Hindsight is… not actually that useful or clear, actually.”

Dong Xin nodded. “Regardless of that, everything is going well. The Archmage wished for a demonstration of Shattering the Soul, but was quite reasonable when we explained why that was… not a great idea. That leaves her somewhat unconvinced that we will be able to defeat the Demon King permanently, but that doesn’t particularly affect any of our preparations. We’re not asking her to field troops or wizards that she wouldn’t have anyway. We at least bring with us a highly probable timeframe for when the war will begin, and our efforts to organize all of the humans to be ready and fight together.” He paused briefly. “It would have been nice if the wizards in Ostana had been willing to join us, but they seem to have very little strength compared to those here.”

William nodded in agreement. “Instead of stagnating in their study of magic, the wizards here in Eclea have come up with some truly fascinating things. They have also accepted all of the wizards chased out of Ostana over the generations, at least those who managed to survive. The guild here is better than a dozen of the guild in Ostana.” William sighed. “I really wish that weren’t the case, but it is.”

-----

William had been wondering about some of the things he had seen wizards from Eclea do, as well as magical items they had created. He hadn’t been able to find much information in the library, which made sense because that was publicly available. He hadn’t officially joined the guild here, so he couldn’t enter the private libraries, at least not on his own. However, Amelia had no problem discussing some things that weren’t public knowledge with William. 

The most important thing that William learned was that they had discovered ways to use energy other than mana to power their spells. This didn’t mean spells didn’t require mana still. In general, it just made spells and the abilities of magical items easier to maintain. William had been mostly right about the merchants in Ustil. They had items that deflected harmful rays from the sun. They were relatively cheap and easy to produce because they only required a small amount of mana-reactive materials. They only needed enough to start the barrier as well as to absorb some heat to use as power. Mana was still required to control and convert the heat, but it wasn’t too much, and mana would naturally return to the area fast enough that it wouldn’t be depleted.

-----

At another time, William remembered the printed books. He decided to bring them up to Amelia. He didn’t actually know the word for “printed” in any language from this world, so he brought her to the library to show her the books. “See these? They’re exactly the same. Whoever made these has a way to make a large number of books.”

“Oh, these?” Amelia smiled, “Actually, I didn’t know these were here…” She paused for a moment. “Would you like to see how they were made?”

William’s eyes lit up. “Absolutely. Can I?”

“Of course.” Amelia led William through the compound. He was taken to places that were forbidden to the public, but nobody tried to stop him since he was obviously with Amelia. Eventually, they came to a rather large room with something William had never seen.

It was obvious that William had never seen this before. He could tell it was a printing press, at least a magical version, but he couldn’t have put together a mechanical one, so he wasn’t exactly sure what the differences were. As he was taken on a tour, he could tell that it was still rather simplistic as far as printing went. Each page had to be manually typeset, and then a run of the same page was completed until there were as many copies as intended. The process wasn’t particularly fast yet, but it was still much faster than doing each page by hand, even though it required a few people working to keep it at optimal speed. William didn’t have much to say about it, but he let it be known that he was impressed.

-----

Time passed, and William learned how much Eclea had advanced the study of magic, and thus technology. He supposed he shouldn’t have been too surprised, as it had been over 150 years, but he wasn’t conscious of most of that time. He supposed he had already seen some other changes before he came here, but he accepted them as normal because he had lived in a world with computers. He didn’t particularly notice when carriage styles or building techniques changed, since he didn’t actually watch or participate in any of that work. He had also only visited Ostana, which had basically stubbornly restricted themselves. Although things could advance without magic, in Ostana the wizards also controlled a lot of the knowledge, so things hadn’t gone well there. William supposed he didn’t know exactly what level Eclea had been in his previous life, since he had never visited.

Finally, it came time to leave Eclea. Most of a year had passed from the time they had left Liaoyang, though the journey had taken a portion of that as well. Only William, Dong Xin, and two of the members of the Order of the Watchful Sentry were actually leaving. Yu Li was staying, which William found to be a good idea. After all, the wizard’s guild here was good, and she could actually study instead of just learning from him. In Ostana, the Cyril household had some good material to study as well, but they were much more limited than an actual guild. William knew that Yu Jian would be sad to not be able to see his granddaughter, but it wasn’t impossible to visit, or at least send letters. The rest of their contingent was also staying in Eclea, to help with coordinating the efforts between the countries. 

William didn’t know exactly what he would do when he was back in Liaoyang, but while he would have liked to stay in Eclea, he felt that wasn’t the right move at the current time. He knew he would be back, though, so it wasn’t too hard for him to leave. Still, William couldn’t help but glance back frequently as he was heading back into the desert of Ustil. He couldn’t say when exactly he would be back… but he hoped it wouldn’t be too long.
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                William found the journey through Ustil much more pleasant the second time. It wasn’t that he had grown used to it, or that Ustil had changed. Instead, it was because he had something to make the journey easier. Although they weren’t technically supposed to be given or sold to foreigners, Amelia had given William and his group some “sunshields”. William couldn’t say there was really a better name for them, either. William’s group still wore clothes that covered most of their skin because that was what they had, but the heat was more bearable. 

While they were traveling, William wondered what could be done to get Ustil prepared for the Demon King. They were stubbornly uninterested in talking, but William wasn’t sure why. When he was Archmage, they were actually the only ones to send help against the Demon Lord that Ostana had to face. While enough time had passed for a country and its people to change completely, William didn’t know if that was the case. While they were certainly not open to anything at the moment, this might be a special case now. William wasn’t sure what could be done, though, because asking why Ustil wasn’t receptive to outsiders wasn’t helpful, because they would not answer. 

The journey was expected to be uneventful, and it was. Though they were attacked by a group of giant scorpions who perhaps thought a small group would be easy prey, it had been pretty much the same as the journey in the other direction. However, when they arrived in one of the larger villages, perhaps even worthy of being called a town, William found more looks on him than usual. Usual was actually almost nothing, since the people of Ustil seemed to prefer to pretend foreigners didn’t exist unless actively engaged with them in conversation or trading. However, he occasionally noticed being looked at. That wasn’t too strange, since people would naturally look at people passing by, but he felt that their gazes lingered longer than normal. He couldn’t think of what would be different, since he was still the same.

Then a small group approached William’s group. That was a particularly unusual occurrence, and William didn’t feel that it was a good sign, since the group was mainly composed of warriors. The leader of the group was a man who obviously wasn’t a warrior, since unlike the others he wasn’t heavily muscled, and he also didn’t have any weapon at his side. The group actually ignore Dong Xin and the others who were walking at the front, and instead turned toward William. “Greetings.” The man bowed slightly.

William had learned many of the formalities with the language of Ustil over the years he had studied it, but he was taken off guard since he had usually been the one to initiate conversations. However, after a moment William bowed back, “Greetings.”

“May I see your staff?” 

William wasn’t sure what he had expected to hear, but it wasn’t that. It was phrased politely, and didn’t sound like a command, but William wasn’t sure if the warriors were supposed to be there as… encouragement. They weren’t particularly acting in an intimidating manner, but they were around nonetheless. “I would really rather not hand my staff to anyone I do not know…” William didn’t directly refuse, because he was still trying to read the situation.

The man shook his head slightly. “I need not hold it. I merely wish to see it in its entirety… not covered up by leather.”

William thought the phrasing was slightly odd, but then he thought about it for a moment and looked down at Chris. The leather case covered him, but the word “entirety” made William look more carefully, and then he realized. The spot where he had blocked the sword back in Eclea had been damaged. William hadn’t been particularly worried about it, but as time passed the leather had frayed, and either time or that and the desert sands had revealed a small part of Chris’ light blue color and his shape. William thought internally. Perhaps this man saw that Chris might be valuable, and upon seeing the whole thing might try to take him. William didn’t think this man was that sort, but it wasn’t hard to put up a very polite manner for just a short time. Besides, the body language was slightly different between cultures, so perhaps William might be misreading the situation. However, William felt that showing him Chris should lead to a tolerable result. It was possible he really was just curious, in which case it wouldn’t hurt. If he tried to take Chris… William didn’t think there were enough warriors in this city to stop him, Dong Xin, and the two with them. William carefully took the top off of the case and pulled Chris out.

The man nodded slightly, almost so little that William half-doubted whether he had moved at all. “Would you come with me, please?” The man gestured toward the center of the town, and his voice remained polite. William didn’t ask anything, but was reassured when the man explained, “There is someone who will wish to see you, but he is not up to walking around.”

William glanced over at Dong Xin, who just rolled his eyes. William wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but he seemed to be leaving the decision up to William. “Can I bring these three with me?”

“Of course, that is not a problem.” The man turned to walk in the direction he had earlier gestured, but only walked a short distance before checking to make sure that they were following him.

William was slightly encouraged by the fact that the warriors didn’t seem to be particularly on guard. It didn’t take long to travel to the center of the town, where there was a slightly larger house. The group was led directly inside, and into a room where an old man sat. The room was relatively unadorned, containing only a few small shelves laden with books, as well as a small table next to the chair where the chair the man sat. The old man seemed to have been dozing, but returned to alertness upon the arrival of William and the others. He looked over William casually, then spent longer looking at Chris. Then he nodded, so slowly that William wasn’t sure if he was actually nodding… or just falling back to sleep. However, after a few nods, the old man sat up straight. “It does appear to be the staff we have been watching for. I can’t imagine there are others like it.” His eyes shifted to William, “I didn’t expect it to be carried by such a young man, but that is where my assumptions came into the picture. I am told you should have an important message… but listening to it is not my job. I just need to know… are you the right one?”
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                “I just need to know… are you the right one?” the old man asked William.

“Am I? How should I know? I don’t even know why or how you were looking for me.” William paused for a moment. “I do have important information though.” William supposed that they could have noticed him on the previous trip, or taken Dong Xin’s first trip into account, and decided they would listen to them. However, that wouldn’t explain why they were looking for Chris. William couldn’t be sure if they were looking for Chris when they passed through previously, because he had been fully covered up. 

“If you have a message you think is important and that staff, then you are the right one.”

“How can you know that? What if someone else had this staff? What if someone faked it?” William thought for half a second, “Nevermind, don’t answer that, I suppose I shouldn’t be complaining.”

The old man chuckled slightly. “I can see that you actually care about those answers. While I can’t explain the precise details… it should not be easy for someone to fake having that staff, especially since they would have no reason for it. As for actually possessing it… it should be unlikely, or we would not be looking for whoever had it.”

“Ah… thank you for the explanation. You said listening to my message is not your job? Does that mean I should meet someone else?”

“That is correct.” The elder nodded to the group who had brought them here. “These men will escort you, and your companions if you wish, to the capital. Unless you have pressing business to attend to elsewhere?”

William shook his head. “Nothing that should be more important than this.”

-----

“This is too easy.” William said to Dong Xin.

“Too easy?” Dong Xin gave William a doubting look. “What about getting arrested by the knights and then convincing them to help you?”

“They were very reasonable people. Besides, I was totally prepared to be executed.”

“What about saving the apprentice of the Archmage in Eclea even though you were being investigated by her?”

“To be honest I think that was just the final piece of the puzzle. Those in Eclea seem quite reasonable as well, and I had been working on showing myself to be useful and not a threat.”

“Fine, fine. What’s so bad about being taken directly to the capital, presumably to those we need to meet with?”

“It’s suspicious! Why were they looking for me? Well, for Chris? They shouldn’t even know about him! He’s been hidden from the public. Why aren’t you worried this could be a trap?”

Dong Xin shrugged. “It might be a trap, but I see no reason to worry if it is. You are quite a capable fighter now, and we have these two and myself. I think it is worth whatever risk you see.”

William shook his head. “Obviously I think so too… otherwise we wouldn’t be going. Still...”

-----

Dong Xin had told William about the barrier… or ward… or whatever it was that kept people away from the capital city. William supposed it was a ward, since it didn’t physically prevent entrance to the city, but the name for it didn’t matter much. William kept an eye out for any of the pillars that would be part of the ward’s foundation, but he didn’t see any. On the other hand, it was highly probable that they would be both buried in the sand and out of the range of his sight anyway.

William did ask Dong Xin and Chris to watch for signs of it, since they were the only ones who would be able to see a magical barrier. After many days of travel toward where the capital was, they were close enough to actually start looking. Chris noticed it first, glowingly slightly to inform William. He couldn’t see or feel anything, but he believed it was there. Dong Xin confirmed it shortly. However, instead of anything William had expected, such as pulling out magical tokens or moving to a specific place, they just walked through the ward.

Now that Dong Xin was specifically looking, he could tell that the area inside was also actively doing something to confuse direction. It seemed like their guides were walking in a strange pattern, but it turned out to be that they were actually just continuing straight forward. Then, Dong Xin noted the end of the ward’s effect. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to figure out how it worked, but that was mostly William’s curiosity that made it important anyway.

Shortly, they came into sight of the city. Unlike Ostana and Eclea with their wizards towers, or even Liaoyang, the city of Jeim was very flat. The buildings appeared short and squat, but that was mostly in comparison. The city was bustling with people going about their day to day business, even in the evening when they arrived. The first thing they did was find an inn, which William was grateful for. Tents were tolerable, but he much preferred sleeping in a real building, on a real bed, even if both the building and bed were different than what he was used to.

When they mounted up on their camels in the morning, William had assumed they were going to meet with whoever it was that he was supposed to meet. However, he soon noticed that they were leaving the city. “Where are we going? I thought I was supposed to see someone in the capital?”

The man leading him nodded. “That is correct. We are heading to the capital.” He waved his hand to indicate the city they were leaving. “This city is merely the one that outsiders are allowed to know about, and have in the past been allowed to visit. The real capital is still almost a day’s journey away.”

“The real capital?” William turned to look at the city they had just left. Though it was smaller than Canta, it was still a sizable city, especially considering that the population of Ustil was much lower. “Why hide the real capital… as well as the ‘fake’ capital?”

The man shook his head. “I do not know why this city here is hidden… however you will understand why we wish to keep Jeim itself secret.”
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                William was surprised to hear that the city they were heading away from was not the real capital, but he supposed that was the point. He certainly remembered that people could reach the capital in his previous life, people not from Ustil. That had obviously changed. As for having another secret capital, William wasn’t sure what purpose it would serve if you could just prevent people from getting to it anyway. However, as they rode along William gained some ideas of why it might be secret. The approach to the real city of Jeim itself was not as William had expected. While the various towns and villages seen previously had each been built around an oasis and even the “fake” capital, that was not the case with the capital. It wasn’t entirely the wrong thing to say, but William felt that oasis was too weak a term for what he was seeing.

The desert sand quickly faded, becoming somewhat dry grasslands, then becoming actual green. William saw a stream bubbling out of the ground. Trees started to be visible, not cactus or the palms that would be expected to be found in an oasis.

It also became clear that the “capital” wasn’t just a city. William started to see houses… perhaps even whole villages, and farms. As they continued on the into the afternoon, William noticed more and more streams, some of them combining into rivers. More importantly, they were flowing in the same direction they were heading. Though it was a gentle slope, it still seemed to be downhill. Then, the actual capital came within sight. First, there were the outlying buildings. There were no walls around the city, though there was little reason for that if nobody could reach the area to begin with. The structures became more dense as they moved on, continuing until the edge of an enormous lake. William couldn’t actually see the whole lake, but upon getting closer, he actually noticed that the structures didn’t stop at the lake… some of them continued to be built out over the lake, supported by massive stone pillars.

William wondered how such a place could be kept secret… but then again, people from outside of Ustil weren’t even allowed to visit the ‘public’ capital. In the past where they had, they would have not even known this place existed. William supposed there were likely even more powerful wards preventing approach to this place, but he wasn’t sure. However, it seemed that this true capital had been secret for a very long time. That made William wonder why he was being brought there. He could have very easily been made to wait around in the capital he knew about, and those who needed to know what he had to say could have come to visit him. Although having important figures effectively come to him would somewhat demean their status, William thought that it would be better than displaying their secrets to William and his group.

All of the implicit trust bothered William. He had no intention of betraying that trust, but at least everywhere else had been cautious to some degree. Here, they had been looking for him. Well, they were actually looking for Chris, but regardless it was strange. Though Chris was somewhat of a famous or infamous staff from the past, he’d only seen real use once. Before that, he was just an interesting anomaly that was around. Thus, though they could have been looking for Chris because of that, it seemed unlikely. More importantly, they seemed to have some idea when he was going to appear, since they had been very vigilant in spotting just a small part of him. On the other hand, they could have gotten lucky.

Unfortunately, the people escorting William, Dong Xin, and the two others didn’t know why or how people were interested in them. The other possibility was that they wouldn’t speak of it. William had learned that the denial of knowledge didn’t necessarily mean that it wasn’t known, and in Ustil denying knowledge of something wasn’t even considered deception, unless asked in a specific way. William didn’t want to push anything, however, and whether they didn’t know or didn’t want to say wasn’t extremely important.

As they entered further into the city, the real capital this time, William noticed a distinct lack of magic. That was mostly because he had just come from Eclea where magic was quite prevalent, but regardless William still noticed it. Though, he hadn’t been sure until he asked Chris and Dong Xin. William felt that was somewhat odd, since they had large wards that kept people away, they obviously had some capacity for magic.

The group approached the waterfront, and actually boarded a ferry. William enjoyed the crossing, since the lake was quite beautiful, and a welcome change from the desert that had occupied the last weeks. At the bare minimum, there wasn’t any sand blowing in his face, though there was still a nice breeze and a good, clean smell.

Once they disembarked on the other end, they headed for a larger building. It wasn’t excessively large, but it did stand out. It wasn’t ornamental, instead being built in a very practical fashion out of stone and plaster. They went into a small waiting area, its function made clear by the various reasonably comfortable seating arrayed around the room. “This is the council building. I will go announce you, and they will meet you… soon.” Then their guide went off to explain the situation to the man who appeared to fulfill the role of receptionist, among other things. William saw that there were not too many people waiting, but was rather pleased to see that there were both rich and poor among their numbers.

While poor petitioners didn’t necessarily mean that the process was fair, at least it tried to appear that way, which was a step in the right direction. Everything was pure speculation on William’s part though.  The lack of numbers could also mean that either there weren’t many problems, or it was hard to receive an audience with the council. Since he had time, William continued to observe the others. The poorer citizens, based on their dress, at least did not appear to be too poor. They looked healthy, anyway, and seemed to have sufficient food. There was even one with patches in his clothing, so it wasn’t that just the less-poor were present. William’s speculations continued as he saw one of those in finer clothing strike up a conversation with the poorer man who was sitting next to him. The conversation was pleasant, which pleased William. Perhaps that didn’t say anything for the country as a whole, but at least this particular person was civil to those who had less, which William couldn’t say for many of the nobles in Ostana. Then, one of the guards by the door to what was presumably the council chambers announced that it was William’s opportunity to see the council. Nobody else had been called in before him, so he knew he had a special priority. He just hoped he didn’t disappoint the council… and that they didn’t disappoint him either.
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                William entered the council room. He looked around cautiously. Everything was going too smoothly, he expected a snake to jump out and try to bite him, or the building to suddenly collapse. Neither of those things happened, of course. Instead, he saw a dozen figures seated on a raised platform. However, other than the raised platform, there wasn’t anything designed to make them appear more intimidating or important. The lighting covered the room evenly so their faces could be seen, and they were all arrayed in one direction so that they could all be seen at once instead of having to turn back and forth.

The guard at the door announced William and the rest when they entered, though of course William had given his name as Yu Hui’lam.

“Welcome to the chamber of the council,” one of the men on the platform spoke, “You may proceed with your… normally I say petition, but that is not what you are here for. Proceed to speak what you must.”

While the people of Ustil might beat around the bush when they didn’t want to say something, they could also be very straightforward when they wished to say something. William was glad for that, because he wasn’t sure if he had the patience to come up with flowery language to say what he wanted and not make it sound stupid. Still, he wanted these people on his side, and they hadn’t done anything to him except make things feel too easy, so he tried to speak respectfully. “Thank you for the chance to speak. I bring a message of dire news, but also hope. The Demon King will be returning in less than two dozen years.” He paused to let them take in that information, waiting for the slight murmuring of whispers to die down before he continued, “However, we are working on creating an alliance between all the nations, and we even have a method that might kill the Demon King once and for all.”

At that, William heard an intake of breath, the first actual sign of surprise. “A way to kill him permanently? That is indeed important information. You will have our full cooperation.” Murmurs of assent echoed throughout the chamber.

William just stared at the group. “Shouldn’t you hear the plan first?”

“Of course we will hear the plan,” a woman in the group spoke, “otherwise we would not be able to assist you.”

“What if the plan turned out to be very terrible? How can you be so trusting in someone you’ve never met?”

“It is not that we trust you, directly,” a wizened old man spoke. “Rather, it is that we know you must come bearing the plan with the most optimal results. It has been prophesied.”

“So, someone just said something vague and you interpreted it to mean you should blindly follow what someone holding a certain staff said?” William immediately regretted saying that, even as the words were leaving his mouth.

There were a few moments of silence, then the same old man spoke again. “I see that you do not believe in prophecy.” He held up his hand as William was about to speak. “No need to defend your position. It is widely held, and not entirely incorrect. You may have heard practice of divination magic and prophecy is often said to be incapable of even predicting what a person’s next meal will be.” William nodded slightly, and the man smiled. “That is not untrue. However, that is not a proper use of divination magic. Tell me, does it matter what one person will eat next? It does not, and thus a person might change their mind and get something else. Besides, such a minor event is hard to discern, even if it were not arbitrary.” The man paused for a moment before continuing his explanation, “However, that is not the case for more important, larger scale divination magic. There, details are often lost, but less important. For example, there might be an upcoming war. How certain battles will go, or when they will occur… such things fluctuate and are unclear. However, without any major changes, one side will most likely be the victor. That information, however, is not useful unless you are the winning side. If you are the losing side, you want to grasp for that chance for your country to be the victor… or at least for the war to end without one. At that point, you could attempt to look into the future, seeing all of the different possibilities, and grasp upon a chance. That might be possible… though it might take a dozen years, after which the war has already started and ended, and you are left with only an unverifiable possibility of what could have been.”

William was actually listening intently. Ostana had long ago dismissed divination as useless, and William could see why. What someone saw could be only what they wanted to see, and it wasn’t clear if any divination actually told of the future. It was even possible that details were filled in after events were over, making the wizard believe that the prediction was specific and correct, when it really meant nothing. However, whether it worked or not, William enjoyed listening to this man talk about divination and how it might work.

“If one cannot even win a war, or even change the flow of it in almost any capacity, what good is divination?” The old man stroked his chin as a slight smile was growing. “However, even with all of these failed points, a working method can be brought together. First, the event in question must be very important… affecting many people. It might be an event involving a war, perhaps one between two large nations, or more than two. It must also involve major change, for if things stay the same no matter who wins… what can be predicted? Then, time must be spent determining what can actually be done about the events, combing over the details for years before finding a useful possibility… more importantly, a useful probability, because if the events in question are unlikely to happen, grasping onto that chance is almost impossible.” The old man saw that William was actually listening and not just being polite, so he continued. “For one specific example… there might be a great war. This war affects five great nations. If things go poorly, four of the nations struggle against the fifth, mightiest nation, eventually losing completely. They might form alliances, two, three, or all four of them… or they might try to survive on their own. Regardless, none of the four nations alone or combined can stand up to the fifth. They are eventually defeated, but more than that, wiped out. The fifth nation takes over their land, but the four nations and their people are gone. This is a major change. However, for such a big event… there are many fine details that require working out. How can it be changed, you might wonder. The details must be taken, one at a time. What if this person becomes general? What if the leadership of this country changes? Years must be spent, analyzing every detail. Then, perhaps after a dozen years… the four countries have a way to win the war.”

“Ah… I’m sorry,” William knew he shouldn’t have said anything, certainly not the way he did. “I didn’t realize the detail and effort that went into making divinations… practical.”

The old man coughed slightly. “Do not be bothered. Very few do.” He coughed again. “Excuse me. I am not used to speaking so much.” He turned to look at a person who had previously gone unnoticed, standing off to the side quietly. “Some water, please.” The servant went scurrying off. “Now, where was I. Ah yes, the four countries have a way to win the war. Yet somehow, nothing has changed. What then are they to do?”
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                The wizened old man on the council continued to speak. “The four nations win the war against the fifth nation, yet nothing changes. Everything returns to equilibrium for a time… and then the fifth nation once again becomes the aggressor in a war, this time defeating the other nations in a resounding manner.” The old man shrugged in an exaggerated manner. “After a dozen years, there are still no results to be had from this divination, so it can certainly be considered useless.” The old man smiled again, in a sly manner. “However, after another dozen years… or two, or three… what might be found? Then, one might find a few details that stand out, seemingly unimportant and yet they are not. Minor details change, like what one eats for breakfast, or perhaps what year certain countries join into alliance. Still, there is one detail that appears, nagging at you for all its seeming insignificance. A simple, blue staff. Of course, the staff is not simple at all, but no matter how magical it is, one staff cannot change the tide of the war. Indeed, it doesn’t change the war. Sometimes, the staff never appears and yet the four nations defeat the fifth, and sometimes it appears and they are still defeated soundly.”

William continued listening intently. Obviously, this wasn’t just a theoretical divination that was being discussed. This was one they were expecting, and it involved Chris. What made Chris so important? Maybe it was just that he stood out in divinations. Chris was a highly potent staff, so it made sense that he would be easily seen by those using magic to try to discern the future.

“Beyond that, the bearer of the staff always has a plan to defeat the Demon King once and for all. Sometimes the plan works, and sometimes it doesn’t. The plan changes, as does the young man who carries the staff, but sometimes, the plan works. In those cases, even when the war is lost… the four nations survive, or at least remnants of them.”

William was actually slightly upset by the fact that Chris was sometimes wielded by someone else. He knew it was just a silly sense of jealously, but he still felt it. Still, he hoped his plan was one of those that worked. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure if the divination was actually real, but at least it had accurately predicted a few pieces of information. That is, Chris showed up carried by someone with a plan to defeat the Demon King. Since they had been looking for Chris, William supposed that particular detail was rather set. While William wasn’t sure if any of the rest of the prophecy would come true, he supposed that was really up to the implementation of his plan. “I certainly understand why you offered me unconditional support, then. I hope I can fulfill your expectations.”

-----

Dong Xin took a look at William and shook his head. “Don’t look so upset about a success.”

“I feel like… They’re just helping us because of a prophecy, right? It feels like they aren’t really invested in the cause the same way.”

“Is that so?” Dong Xin raised an eyebrow. “It sounds to me like they’ve been doing what they think is most likely to keep humans from getting wiped out. I’d say that’s pretty invested. You just don’t like prophecy.”

“I don’t!” William flung his arms in the air. “It’s unreliable, that’s why Ostana and Eclea don’t practice it. Though I can’t say I agree with everything Ostana does…”

“It seemed pretty reliable to me. It predicted you coming here, after all.”

“Did it though? They didn’t know when I would show up… they didn’t really know anything about what my plan would be. They didn’t even really predict me, just Chris.”

“Hmm. Let us say for a moment that the prophecy is useless. Does it matter? It certainly won’t hurt to have full support here. You can just pretend the prophecy doesn’t exist, it shouldn’t affect what you are doing anyway. There is a plan and you- we need supporters for it. That is all.”

William sighed. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter.” William shook his head and sighed again, trying to calm himself down.

-----

With knowledge of when the Demon King would be returning, at least approximately, the council of Ustil was able to provide good projections of what forces they would have available. Mostly, that meant soldiers. Unlike in Ostana where there was a clear divide between knights and regular troops, in Ustil the line was a bit more blurry. They had elite troops, but those were merely troops who took better to the body training methods they had available, who either grew faster naturally, practiced more, or both. In the case of the upcoming war with the Demon King, they would be preparing top-quality equipment for as many troops as possible. Although William wouldn’t have even considered that as a possibility, the country was much more prosperous than it seemed from the outside. William would say about half of the population lived in the capital- the real capital, and the areas around it. 

The only thing that William found lacking about the support that Ustil would be providing was that there would be no wizards. Obviously they had some, who created and maintained their wards. They actively practiced divination. Granted, William didn’t expect many wizards, and without those details he would have expected none. When he inquired about the lack of wizards, politely, he was told that Ustil no longer practiced magic, with the exception of the wards which were necessary, and divination. Beyond that, all William was told that they “don’t practice magic anymore.” This implied that they had once practiced other magic before, though William didn’t remember seeing any mentions of that in records. It wasn’t that they couldn’t, with none capable being born. Nor was it that they had lost methods to use magic. They just didn’t. That puzzled William, but nobody seemed to want to speak about it. That made William feel it was probably something important, which made him want to know more… but he didn’t want to upset people, and calling on the “unconditional support” promised for something that didn’t matter to the effort of defeating the Demon King seemed wrong. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder.
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                William was alone, thinking. Except, as alone as he ever got, Chris was around. William was grumbling to himself, with a frustrated look on his face, when Chris tapped him to get his attention. “Hmm? What is it Chris?”

Writing letters in the dirt had been one of their traditional methods of communication, but that had been too specific to use everywhere. On the other hand, glowing colors had its limits, and even with a more comprehensive code developed, it could take a long time to communicate words. Writing with magic was generally more effort than it was worth, but eventually they had come up with several methods. One method for indoor communication they had developed was that Chris would dip one end of himself in water, and use that as a sort of temporary ink. William wasn’t sure exactly how, but Chris could somewhat control how much dripped off of him, which meant he could actually write things instead of just sloshing water all over the floor. Of course, this required something like a stone floor, but that was still better than having to go outside, in most cases. Now, Chris indicated he wanted to talk. “You’ve been very upset lately.”

William found it hard to tell what tone Chris intended. After all, there were no facial expressions to read. In this case, it was probably just as it appeared. A statement of fact. “That’s right.” William didn’t know how else to respond to that. He could say he wasn’t, but that would only be because he was.

“I think that it’s because you don’t understand how prophecy works.”

William almost read that as taunting. He wanted to say, “That’s stupid!” or “You’re stupid!”. He almost did, except Chris didn’t bother putting in the effort to communicate unless he felt it was important. Thus, William thought about the statement. Was that the problem? William’s immediate response was rejection. He understood it just fine. It was all about seeing various probabilities of things that might happen. Except, unlike creating a fireball, he didn’t understand the mechanics behind it. There weren’t any atoms being manipulated, there wasn’t any energy that he knew of involved. It didn’t strengthen the structure of an item, or influence thoughts, or cause any physical effects. William also couldn’t experience it, because he couldn’t use magic. William sighed. “Is that it?” He thought about it more. That was probably most of what was upsetting him. Now that it was pointed out, he was able to choose not to be upset about it. He accepted that he couldn’t understand it… at least not with the information available to him.

Of course, William didn’t instantly feel better, nor did he actually accept the truth instantly, but he couldn’t ignore how silly it was after it was pointed out. It didn’t really matter if he understood it… but he knew he liked to know everything that was going on. It made him feel good, and thus not being able to understand everything upset him. Over the next few days, William grew less irritable, but he wasn’t exactly calm and collected either, and he couldn’t figure out why. He was just unhappy about something. William took the opportunity to talk to Chris about it. Though Chris wasn’t exactly a good therapist, he wouldn’t tell anyone else what William told him… partly because he never felt like communicating with other people. Sometimes, though, Chris had actual insights into things. Sometimes Chris just asking for deeper explanations of things he didn’t understand actually sparked understand in William, even though Chris didn’t actually intend anything of the sort.

William tried to review everything. The Ostana wizard’s guild was run by idiots. That upset him, but it wasn’t causing him current distress. He’d taken out a large amount of frustrations by kicking the Archmage out of his window, and William felt that he could let the situation in Ostana be resolved by the people there, such as the Knights. He didn’t feel responsible for that. Liaoyang had an annoying obsession with keeping cultivation methods secret, but generally that didn’t matter. In the current situation, people who cultivated ki were necessary because that was part of the plan to destroy the Demon King. That was somewhat frustrating, but wasn’t a problem that William was concerned with at this very moment… though perhaps he would need to worry about that soon. In Eclea… William was actually pretty content with everything there. Everything had gone… relatively smoothly.

That brought him to where he was now, in Ustil. Certainly, it bugged him to not be able to understand the details behind prophecy, and therefore how much it could be trusted. On the other hand, he also recognized that it didn’t matter, because what he actually did was important. More importantly, the only prophecy he knew basically just said that he needed to kill the Demon King, and he was already working on that. That actually caused him some distress. He felt under pressure to succeed… but on the other hand he knew that he wasn’t solely responsible for the situation. Other people were learning Shattering the Soul, and the Order of the Watchful sentry now had contacts in all the nations, and they would begin organizing people to fight against the Demon King. William felt good about that. However, William would be lying if he said the end result didn’t bother him a little bit. More specifically, if the plan succeeded… Well, William knew he would almost certainly be there. He wouldn’t necessarily strike the killing blow, and he might die before that. However, if he was around when Shattering the Soul actually succeeded… or perhaps even his body, there was an unfortunate situation to deal with. He would die. That was expected, though. It was a battle. Even outside of battle… everyone died eventually. William had died twice. That wasn’t what bothered him. More specifically, William knew that destroying the Demon King’s soul would create a massive explosion… one that affected other souls around him. William didn’t think there would be a chain reaction or anything of that sort, but William would almost certainly be around. Then, if his soul was destroyed, he would die. For real. He wouldn’t reincarnate again. Although William thought he wasn’t really afraid of death, that still actually scared him. The first time, on Earth, he had pretty much accepted his death, but now that it didn’t seem to need to be the case, he kind of wanted to live. However, he also understood that he wouldn’t want to live if he didn’t do his very best to remove the Demon King. Yet, with all of this… William found that he hadn’t actually discovered what was causing him to be unhappy and upset at this very moment. That was where Chris managed to provide a useful piece of insight.
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                At the end of all of William’s musings, Chris provided the final insight into what was making him upset. William once again went over everything that he thought about, ending with the current time, and him being in Ustil. Chris asked for more detail on the prophecy, again. Even though Chris had been around to hear it, William obliged. What he knew that was the humans most probably lost the upcoming war with the Demon King, at least if they weren’t united. Then, if the Demon King wasn’t destroyed, they would certainly lose the next one. The effective end of the world did bother William, but Chris breezed past that. William finally finished with the only way that had been seen that actually succeeded. Someone came with Chris and a plan to defeat the Demon King… and sometimes it worked. “That’s it,” Chris noted.

William shook his head. “I already thought that over. Although this being seemingly the only way for humanity to survive is certainly a lot of pressure… It’s not what’s bothering me this much.”

Chris glowed in a manner representing no, then expounded. “No, that’s not it. You’re upset because a staff… I show up, carried by someone with a plan.”

“You think I’m jealous that you’re important?” William pondered. Was that it? “That doesn’t seem right. I’m glad you have an important part.”

“That’s about half of it. However, in most of those cases, it looks like something is missing. That is… you.”

That thought hit William hard, because it was right. He was upset because he wasn’t there. He wasn’t important, he was just someone who could bring Chris. William thought he didn’t care about being important, but that wasn’t entirely the case. It was nice to be special. “That’s… probably it. Also, I think… I also wanted to be the person who brought you, because you’re important and that would make me someone special as well.”

Chris spun for a few moments, thinking things over. “Well, how do you know it isn’t always you?”

“It’s simple, they specifically mentioned that it was always a different person who showed up with you.”

Chris tilted forward a bit then straightened, in poor imitation of a nod. “Right, so… you were born in Liaoyang, right?”

“Of course I was. I already told you, and it’s pretty obvious if you look at me.”

“You were also born in Ostana.”

“No- well, yes. But that was in my previous life.”

“Why were you born in Liaoyang this time?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem that souls care about where they are born.”

“So… why can’t it always be you in the visions? Honestly… I can’t think why I would go with just any random people.”

“Wait… so you’re saying... “ William thought about it, for a moment. “I could have been born anywhere, and then I would have found you and come up with some plan to defeat the Demon King?”

“Sure. Why not? When you got close to me I felt you, and eventually we’d both realize that and fine each other. I can’t imagine you not trying to find a way to defeat the Demon King. So, you just happened to actually be born in Liaoyang, instead of somewhere else, or to different parents.”

“Huh.” William said flatly. “That kind of makes me feel better, but also now I feel worse because I always am against those people with an inflated sense of self importance, yet I also seem to have or desire that. If I think that I’m in the prophecy, it also upsets me more in some ways… but not in a lasting manner. It’s just… thought I might want to be that important, I don’t know if I can actually handle it. On the other hand, maybe almost everything is a coincidence, and the prophecy is bunk except for the fact that you exist.” William shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter. I don’t have to change anything.” William thought for another moment. “Actually, I might have literally done everything important that makes me relevant. The nations can probably carry out the plan without me just fine at this point. They were already working on such things, but I might have just been the push that got them properly organized.” William let out a breath of air. “Wow, it might not even matter if I die right now, and yet that somehow makes me feel better.”

“Of course it matters if you die!” Chris interjected.

“Oh, how so?”

“I’d be sad and bored for a long time!”

“Ah… that’s right. Still, I’m sure you can find another friend if you actually look for one.”

“I don’t want another friend. I’ll just wait for you to come back.”

“Listen, Chris. Just because it happened once doesn’t mean it will happen again.”

“It will.”

William shook his head. On some subjects, Chris wouldn’t change his mind no matter what. “Okay, maybe I would. However, in the fight with the Demon King… well, he has ways to destroy souls, and even if we succeed, I’ll probably be close enough to get mine destroyed as a side effect. I don’t think… I will be coming back again.”

Chris flopped on the floor for a few moments, rolling around, then continued, “You’ll be fine, you have a strong soul.”

“So? The Demon King has an even stronger soul. At best, my soul might hold up enough that it can technically reincarnate instead of being pulverized. However, even if that happens I probably won’t remember anything. That’s the normal way of things.”

“Then, I’ll look for you and find you, and we can become friends again.”

William shook his head. “I wouldn’t mind that, but I can’t say I would be the same person without my memories… and that’s only on the chance that I even still count as me, and that’s even in the small chance that I don’t actually get destroyed. I am going to be there for that, because I am one of the people who has a chance at actually pulling off Shattering the Soul, and that absolutely must happen for the future of humanity.”

Chris spun slowly, and glowed a dull blue. “Then… I’ll miss you.”
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                William found that he was feeling better after his discussions with Chris. For some reason, relatively trivial things had upset him a lot more in the moment than a future looming event that was really much more important. That was just the way humans seemed to work, and William didn’t think he’d ever understand why, or be able to do anything about it even if he could. People just felt things, and though William would have liked to believe was purely logical, he wasn’t above his feelings.

William had come to terms with the prophecy. He realized it didn’t matter whether it was true, and that he would be fine with either result. As for why the prophecy seemed accurate up to the current point, he had a theory about that. Perhaps the only point of certainty was Chris appearing. That was hard to argue, since they had been looking for him- though of course they would have thought about the situation as looking for “it” since they didn’t know about Chris in detail, and Chris was a staff. Regardless, Chris had certainly been predicted somehow. It could have been assumed afterwards that there should be an important message associated with it. Then, after William showed up and said his part, the rest of the prophecy could have been made up on the spot. William didn’t think that he was being lied to, nor that anyone would have even believed it was being made up, but it could happen. Memory was a fickle thing, and it was possible prophetic magic could fill in likely details after certain conditions were met. It would feel like these were known the whole time, but that wouldn’t be the case. Or… the prophecy could really have been legitimate, but William still didn’t like to admit that… because he still didn’t understand how it worked.

His time in Ustil was soon coming to an end. There was little point in staying around much longer, and William probably should have been prepared to leave a few days earlier. However, he couldn’t give up the chance to spend just a little bit more time at a new library. He hadn’t had any particular goal in mind, but the librarian had been paying attention to what he had read. He had started to recommend things to William. Today, he had actually shown William a particular book- little more than a pamphlet, really. “I think you will find this… interesting.” The librarian smiled, and stroked his chin. “It’s from when we used to practice magic here… a long time ago. Not that particular copy, of course, but it is a faithful copy.”

William sat down to read it. It took some time to puzzle through, since the wording was older… and it was not in one of his best languages. The text was not too long, and he finally managed to get through it. When he had, he wasn’t exactly sure what he should think. The writing detailed a particular magical endeavor. The prosperity of a nation’s capital often reflects the prosperity of the nation as a whole, not just as a symbol but in a practical manner. Thus, they decided that they would make it so that their capital would always have water. Making it always able to rain would require a large magical formation, which would be expensive to set up and maintain. However, they had a different plan. It would theoretically possible to shift things behind the scenes, changing the weather patterns. Some people thought it could be done permanently, in a manner that wouldn’t require magic to maintain it. They were not wrong, and the plan was finalized, and then it worked. The capital city of Jeim had more water than it could ever need. William thought that the results were pretty good, except for one thing. Ustil hadn’t been a desert country. Instead, the land had been relatively fertile… but after several years it became obvious that what they had done drained most of the water from the rest of the country. By the time they noticed what they had done, it was too late to stop the damage.

Various plans were made to counteract what they had done. They couldn’t exactly set things back how they were before, but they could try. However, as they considered what they could do, they also thought about the effects on the surrounding countries. They couldn’t say that they would avoid affecting them if they changed more things. That was the biggest problem they encountered, that they didn’t know what the exact results would be.

Finally, it was decided that they would do nothing. They should do nothing, for fear of making things worse. They had the power to change the weather on a large scale, though they were not completely certain whether it would be permanent. However, even if it wasn’t, the damage wouldn’t be easily repaired. The mages of Ustil gathered together and made a decision. They had power, but not the knowledge to use it properly. They thought they knew what they were doing, and found themselves to be wrong. Perhaps in the future something similar or worse could happen again. They decided against letting that be a possibility. They destroyed all of the work that would allow them to attempt such large scale magic, and made a pact to never research or perform most kinds of magic ever again. They left behind their capital as a symbol of what could be done… and why it shouldn’t. It was a warning, as well as a reminder of the past. 

William couldn’t say he disagreed with their decision to give up magic. He thought he probably wouldn’t have attempted anything that large in scale to begin with, but on the other hand he had never really had the chance to use magic. Perhaps he would have thought that something dangerous was a good idea, and others might have been convinced of that as well. Regardless, he thought it was a wise if somewhat depressing decision to give up on magic because of such a mistake.

            

    
        Chapter 169

    
    
    
    
                William and Dong Xin found little reason to stay in Ustil much longer, so after settling affairs there, the decided it was time to move on. They made sure that there were places that both William in specific and the Order of the Watchful sentry could be contacted, as well as way that they could contact the leaders of Ustil, or be brought back to the capital if necessary. After that, they began on their way back to Liaoyang. They had never intended their trip through Ustil to actually have such a long diversion… but it was certainly worthwhile. It was still rather strange, since at least in the other places they had visited they had specifically sought out those in leadership, who fortunately shared their views already. That could be said to be a coincidence as well, but since it was a recurring issue, all that people had to do was not forget the past. Granted, William had found that the wizard’s guild in Ostana had done that very thing. In fact, they had even made the situation worse. People could certainly not be counted on to remember the past. It didn’t help that many generations passed, so there was never any living memory of the Demon King.

Even William, who was reincarnated, hadn’t actually seen the Demon King alive. William would have preferred that to be the case forever, and even more so for that to be the case because he did not exist. However, William knew the Demon King existed just like he now knew that Ustil had once not been a desert- records that were kept. In the case of the Demon King, each country and many organizations had records of his appearance, though whether or not they believed it was a reincarnation wouldn’t necessarily be the same. However, all the records could agree that wars with the demons, and someone calling themselves a Demon King, occurred on at least a semi-regular basis. As for Ustil’s case, William hadn’t seen the information elsewhere, but it was believable, and William thought he could find the information if he looked. In that case, it didn’t actually matter if it was true, because the desert wasn’t going to be any different no matter how it came to be. 

William found he had too much time to think during a long journey, and he was actually somewhat glad when the group was attacked by several giant scorpions. He just had one last thought… were the giant scorpions a product of there being a desert in a magical world, or were they a side effect of the same magic that made Ustil a desert to begin with? If they were a side effect, why were they suited to the environment that was created unintentionally? William did have to admit that they probably came about later, either developing larger, or coming from elsewhere… or both.

Regardless of how they came to be in the area, William now had to fight them, though not alone. Dong Xin, William, and one of the other two each faced off against a scorpion each, while the final member of their group watched for openings in the scorpions, where he could intervene to help. William considered his options, and found that scorpions actually had many openings. For example, they were of almost no danger when approached from the rear, since neither the pincers nor the tail could attack in that direction. However, they were quicker than they might look, and could actually turn quite rapidly. More importantly, the tail might stab out when attempting to go around them… and they were large enough that one of their normal legs could topple a person if they collided with one.

William had a plan for the particular scorpion he was fighting. He had been developing a new technique, based off Shattering the Soul but somewhat less… violent. Not that it wouldn’t still kill its target, but William thought it shouldn’t cause their soul to explode. This was better in several ways, because William felt that the giant scorpions had souls that were much stronger than bees, and thus would explode in a fashion that was probably deadly to those around them. It was also better to not destroy souls if at all possible, which it always was. The most important point was that Shattering the Soul would have little to no effect if it failed to destroy the soul of the target, while his technique would cause damage no matter what. As for why he bothered developing this particular technique instead of just using another… William felt that he was more talented in the areas of the soul than in controlling ki in the form of fire, electricity, or even in it’s forms where it acted as kinetic energy.

William had fought against giant scorpions before, though fewer times than Dong Xin. This was enough for him to understand how to avoid the pincers, as well as to watch the tail. Though they were very powerful and even quite fast, they did not have much finesse, nor did they try to hide their movements. Thus, William could dodge the claws by either stepping back, to the side, or ducking, as was appropriate. The tail was more important to watch, because the poison it contained was deadly. The poison wasn’t actually any stronger than that of normal scorpions… but there was much more of it. The stab from the stinger itself could also be lethal.

Still, William found that the scorpions speed made things much closer than he liked. He could feel the wind from things brushing past him, anywhere from a few centimeters to a dozen, but with the size of the pincers and tail, it seemed much closer than that. Then, the tail struck out. William move to the side, though he also pushed it a bit further with Chris. That left an opening. It was not that it took long for the scorpion to retract its tail, less than a second, but for that brief time it would be somewhat harder for it to use its pincers to attack William, and the biggest threat was also incapable of hitting him. William swung Chris down in an arc. His technique didn’t require any particular form, so he took the most direct route to hitting the scorpion. There was a loud sound as the crystal staff met hard carapace. There were no sounds of cracking or anything breaking… but the scorpion collapsed. William couldn’t see any real damage, at least not with his eyes, but with his ki perception he felt that it was dead. William smiled. That was another advantage to soul techniques… a hard shell did nothing. William thought for a moment and considered that magical armor might or might not make a difference depending on the type… before he lept into action to help finish off the other scorpions.
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                For all that William was now based in Liaoyang, once they actually entered the country and were headed toward the Yu clan, he couldn’t help but think about Ostana. To be fair, he’d lived in Ostana more than twice his current lifespan in his previous life… and a third of his current life as well. However he was also worried about them because they seemed the least ready to fight the Demon King. Perhaps that was not true, but at the very least that was what William had seen, with the entire Wizard’s Guild, such as it was, being completely unprepared. On the other hand, it was possible that William just hadn’t seen factions like that in the other countries. It just grated on him particularly hard in Ostana because the guild should have been prepared, but instead had made things worse than doing nothing at all.

William found that the city streets were rather empty. It wasn’t that it was a strange time of day, the sun was high in the sky, but not many people were out and about. Upon reaching the gates of the Yu clan, William learned why from the guards at the gate. “Greetings, young master. Most of the clan is over at the arena, where a tournament is happening.”

William hadn’t heard about any such tournament coming up… but he had also been gone for about a year, and it was entirely possible to organize and hold one in that time. That would explain where everyone was. William and Dong Xin made their way to the arena, and then to the section where the Yu clan was watching. Everyone seemed to be concentrated on the current match, so William turned to watch the stage as well.

On the stage he saw Yu Huan faced off against someone he didn’t know. He had somewhat felt ripples of power, but they were quite muted outside of the arena floor. However, upon looking and concentrating, he got a better sense of what was going on. It wasn’t particularly an interesting spectacle to watch with just the eyes. While William had to admit that there was a rather impressive display of unarmed techniques, that was the limit of the visual interest. William knew that different tournaments had different rules, and some of them forbid weapons for the sake of safety. However, William thought such a tournament wouldn’t draw so many people… and more importantly such tournaments generally focused on what martial techniques people could use. It was not that there wasn’t anything being used, but it was just that it couldn’t be seen.

Not that William couldn’t tell what was going on, but he was somewhat surprised to find that both Yu Huan and her opponent were using soul techniques. They really weren’t that common, since they were very hard to train to an effective level, as well as generally being kept secret. William watched as he felt that waves of power were pouring out and then crashing against each other, creating ripples and new waves as they collided into each other and deflected each other. Visually, Yu Huan had just thrown a punch and her opponent had kicked out, with neither connecting in a solid hit.

William watched as the resulting waves rolled off of Yu Huan and her opponent. They were both diminished when deflected, but some made it through. However, Yu Huan appeared to be using Soul Armor, and William thought the opponent was also using something similar. Upon looking closer, her opponent was older, though William couldn’t tell exactly from where he was. However, at the very least he didn’t appear to be a young adult. That told William that this wasn’t a tournament for the younger generation alone.

As the fight continued, William felt that Yu Huan had the upper hand. Though he felt that her level of training was lower, somewhere in the second major breakthrough versus the third, she seemed to be winning in the exchanges. William could see that the waves of energy she released were more focused, cutting through that of her opponent. Although he seemed a bit more swift and accurate with his attacks, when the effects collided he seemed to be losing out.

Then Yu Huan’s opponent threw an attack that solidly hit her in the abdomen, while at the same time he blocked her kick with his other arm. Then, he collapsed. Sounds of surprise rang out from the audience. William hadn’t particularly expected that result either, but upon reviewing what he saw, it made sense. Although Yu Huan had taken a hit directly to her abdomen, she had also concentrated the majority of her Soul Armor technique in that area as the attack came in. Meanwhile, she had struck an arm that wasn’t specially defended. Normally that wouldn’t be good enough to take someone down- the arm wasn’t even broken. However, that was thinking in terms of normal attacks. In matters of the soul, there weren’t any particular weak points throughout the body. 

In that sense, Yu Huan concentrating her soul armor was a somewhat risky move, because if she got hit elsewhere her defense would have been weaker. On the other hand, William saw that she had actively shifted it to that area upon seeing the attack. Meanwhile, her attack connected with the arm. That didn’t particularly matter, because the body was just the way to access the soul. It wasn’t something William could easily explain to others, but as he saw it, the soul was sort of evenly spread throughout the body. At the very least, attacks on any area could reach the soul, but the total contact area somewhat mattered, and somewhat didn’t. The actual physical attack was less important than the soul aspect. However, fast attacks meant a higher chance of a hit on the actual body, and many soul attacks were more efficient when transmitted across shorter distances. Thus, one could use a soul attack at a distance, but without proper control most of the effectiveness would be lost. This was especially the case in more powerful attacks.

As William was thinking about that, there was suddenly sounds of excitement. William expected such from the area around him, which contained the Yu clan, but there was also a good uproar from everywhere. William realized that he had just watched the end of the final match. He had to say that it was quite interesting to see, and he wished he had arrived sooner to see the rest of the matches.
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                As the clamor from Yu Huan’s victory died down, Yu Jian turned to see William and Dong Xin. “Oh, you’re back! You just missed a very special tournament. It was organized by the Order… focusing on soul techniques. After all, it’s important to collect talents who can use Shattering the Soul in the future.”

William nodded. “Yu Huan is quite talented. Obtaining the position of champion in such a tournament is impressive.”

Yu Jian nodded. “Of course. I would expect nothing less from my granddaughter. However… I can’t be too happy, since this tournament is not yet of national significance. There are most certainly people who are more skilled than here elsewhere. Of course, some of them are old masters who wouldn’t be interested in displaying their skills in a mere tournament… but eventually they may be drawn to watch it.”

“This is a good plan. This way people can be gathered without making it obvious what the Order is attempting.”

“Indeed. Hopefully, we can find some people who are both skilled and trustworthy. No matter how useful they might be, it is no good if the plan leaks to the Demon King and he comes up with some kind of counter. At the very least, we want him to have only minimal time to prepare himself if he does find out, but at this point he would have far too much time to make preparations if we are found out.”

At this point Yu Huan had come to the area where the Yu clan was. Everyone was gathering around her to congratulate her. Eventually that died down, and she came to see Yu Jian. “Grandfather.” She nodded respectfully.

“An excellent performance, Yu Huan.”

She beamed happily, then her eyes glanced at William and her smile faded. She looked at him with almost a glare. William thought they had been on good terms when he had gone away, so he wasn’t sure why she seemed hostile now. However, her expression quickly returned to a more pleasant one. “Ah, Yu Hui’Lam, you’re back. It is a shame you missed the tournament…”

“You don’t sound particularly happy for having just won.”

“Well, it’s not that but, well...” Her eyes locked on him again, and William could see that her eyes were more filled with determination than hostility. “I don’t feel like the true champion since I know you could have done the same easily, unless you’ve been seriously slacking off in your training.”

William didn’t know exactly what to say to that. “Umm…” William concentrated for a moment. “If we fought conventionally you’re more likely to win. You’re pretty well past the second major breakthrough, and I know you’ve trained in those techniques more.”

She looked at William. “See, that’s exactly my point. You can just casually glance at my cultivation level. Besides, you worded that pretty carefully. What do you think your chances are if we both fought to the best of our abilities?”

“Hmm… I’m not sure.” Specifically, William didn’t know whether he should count Chris. That was an unfair advantage for sure, and unless her defenses were better than he had seen, he would be able to win… except she had previously been very fast, and could be even faster now, so that would require him to be able to hit her, or at least graze her, depending on how well her Soul Armor technique was trained.

“And that, William, is why I don’t feel like the champion of this tournament.”

William didn’t know what to say to that. He supposed he could tell her he was technically older than her, but that would just complicate matters. His half sister seemed fairly confident, and making excuses for her probably wouldn’t help. William’s biggest advantage right now was having a strong soul, and he knew he hadn’t done anything to deserve that, so he couldn’t really take credit for it. When he’d first found out about it, he hadn’t really had any understanding of the soul at all. Now… William could say he at least understood something about souls in practical terms, if nothing else.

-----

William and Dong Xin discussed their journey with Yu Jian, and reported on their successes. William felt he could take a decent amount of credit for the events in Eclea, but Ustil wasn’t really something he had been able to control, even though it was technically because of him. Still, the journey had been very successful. The only problem now was coordinating their new allies with each other. Of course, there was a long period of time left before the Demon King’s predicted return, so things could still go downhill. Where there were people involved, William knew that things would go wrong. However, William felt somewhat more confident about Eclea and Ustil than Ostana at the current moment. Liaoyang rarely acted under one banner, but the Order of the Watchful Sentry was well established in Liaoyang.

This didn’t mean everything was perfect in Liaoyang. Yu Jian told of one clan to the west that was suspected of practicing demonic cultivation methods, and thus having ties with the demons. William couldn’t imagine why anyone would work with the demons as a whole, since they were intending to wipe out humanity- but he supposed they wouldn’t tell that to anybody they could influence. William suspected they had promised a position of influence when they “conquered” the four countries. On the other hand, the short term benefits of a powerful cultivation method might be too tempting to pass up. 

One thing that bothered William is that the demonic cultivation methods were good. In the war he participated in as Archmage, there weren’t any cultivators, or at least he didn’t see any indication of them. That meant that demons who actually practiced cultivation, at least any of the better methods, would be even more powerful than those he had seen. Hopefully the fact that the humans would be prepared and have far superior numbers would be enough.
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                After William had a week to relax in Liaoyang, he discussed future plans with his grandfather, Yu Jian. “About the clan in the west… is there anything I can do to help there?”

Yu Jian shook his head. “I don’t think there is anything in particular you can do. A single person more or less won’t change things, and you don’t have any infiltration skills to speak of.” William nodded. He was still pretty inexperienced in the area of subtlety. “However, we have received information about things coming to a head in Ostana. There has been commotion among the various noble families, and the royal family… and the knights and wizards are also involved. I am not sure if there is anything you can do… or even if returning to Ostana would be wise. However, I felt that you should know. As for whether you go or not, that is something you should decide after you think carefully.”

-----

William sat in his room, thinking. He supposed he should have been thinking about whether or not it was a good idea to go to Ostana, but instead he was just thinking about his room. It wasn’t very large, and contained only a simple bed, a small cabinet where he stored his clothes, and a desk. The desk currently had a half written letter on it. It was to go to Amelia in Eclea. Though they did have others ways to communicate now, the method William had devised involving the disks was not only new but also only for emergencies. William supposed that whoever was watching the disks would be waiting anyway, but it seemed like a bad precedent to set to send letters that could really wait.

Beyond the essentials, William didn’t have much of anything else in his room. When he had been Archmage he’d had piles of notes, but he didn’t really have that many at the current time. Of course, he’d only been around for eighteen years this time, so he hadn’t had that much time to collect notes. Most of what he had were musings on cultivation, though since the recent trip to Eclea, he had some thoughts on magic now as well. What kinds of things could be done with magic that he hadn’t considered? It had to be said that while computers were quite complex, they were that way because they were a collection of almost unfathomably large numbers of simple things. Not that William was planning to try to make a computer, for various reasons, but simply adding more transistors displaying a binary “on” or “off” could produce incredible results. The disks were much the same way, but nobody had seen it. It wasn’t that they were stupid, but rather just that they weren’t looking for it. William thought he might have missed it too, but he just happened to be in the right state of mind. As the Archmage, he’d been too fixated on the thoughts of the world being a sort of medieval fantasy type world to actually come up with any advances.

Of course, before he’d been archmage he had been a researcher, but that had mostly been in theoretical areas that weren’t yet of practical use. Perhaps they never would be. The biggest thing he’d done was try to make his students truly learn what he was trying to teach, and moreso how to think. William couldn’t say he accomplished that in most cases, but Eclea was headed in the right direction. He had been in contact with Eclea, but he wasn’t sure if he could take credit for how things turned out at all. At the very least, they were responsible for their own achievements, even if he had encouraged them to think along the right path. William couldn’t actually remember the details of any letters that had been exchanged, only that there were occasionally interesting problems sent back and forth, looking for different perspectives. Unfortunately, William had only lived until about forty-five years old, when he’d died in a battle with a demon lord. Well, he’d actually died after the battle, killed by the Lockridge family, but the last thing he remembered was the demon lord.

William had spent more than twice the amount of time in Ostana as he had been alive in this life, and that wasn’t even counting that almost a third of this life was spent there as well. He was wanted in Ostana, and even though he was older he was still recognizable as the same person. However, upon even just a little bit of thinking he knew this wasn’t going to stop him from going back. He didn’t have to think about that, but rather only had to think about how. Though he could get past the border, that would only do so much good for him. He could of course visit the Cyril family, there was no reason that they wouldn’t welcome his presence. However, even though in the capital of Canta the knights would be fine with his presence, they wouldn’t be fine if people knew they were letting a wanted criminal roam around free.

He could try the simple approach and wear a mask, but that would limit the areas he could go, and only arouse more suspicions. He thought of using magic to disguise his features, but Chris wasn’t capable of using such fine manipulation of magic. As for doing the same thing with ki, William didn’t know any disguise techniques. He couldn’t think of any way that it would be done with ki, either. He could produce a bright effect, and glow with light, but subtle manipulations of light were much harder. Producing a disguise with magic was actually also quite difficult, but William imagined that the demoness had been practicing magic for a very long time. Even between when she’d seen him as Archmage and when he’d met her again at the Cyril manor, over 150 years had passed, which was enough time to practice anything. William knew that with 150 years, or 15… or even a few, William knew he could develop a ki technique that would work for disguising. However, that didn’t seem like a good use of his time. Thus, he went to ask someone he thought would know.

“You want to not be noticed?” Dong Xin grinned after hearing William’s request. “I’d say that you should let your hair get messy, grow some stubble, and wear rags. That will make people act as if you don’t exist. However, since you’re thinking of going to Ostana, well… a bum with the features of someone from Liaoyang would just stick out like a sore thumb. The solution is still rather simple in your case. Grow a beard. You’re at the point where you can grow a real one… more or less. That will cover up the shape of your face… and with the six years of difference, nobody will be able to definitively say that you are the one in the wanted posters. Maybe if they shave your face… but I’m sure you can keep them from doing that. If anyone actually accuses you, you can just say that they think that everyone from Liaoyang looks the same. Counter accusations might not fool the smart ones… but most of the smart ones are on your side, I believe.”

William had considered a beard, but since he’d been recognized by bounty hunters in Eclea, he had thought it wouldn’t be enough. However, they might have also been guessing somewhat at his identity. Since he had interrupted their ‘work’ and had looked vaguely like one of the more expensive wanted posters, they might have been willing to just assume his identity and sort things out later. With the addition of a beard, he should be different enough. If things went poorly… well, the only ones William expected to be able to catch him weren’t invested in it, so he should be fine. Not that he was planning to rush into things without more thought.
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                William sat in one of the courtyards of the Yu clan. This particular one had a rock garden, and the rocks swirled in interesting, almost magical patterns. Of course, the patterns were not actually magical. For one thing, very few people in Liaoyang could use magic, even if magical formations worked in such a manner. Magical formations were never actually mystical or mysterious. Instead, they were precise, and needed to be made out of specific things. William supposed it was somewhat like a magical circuit board, but it was on a much larger scale and didn’t do anything as complicated. At best, a magical barrier made by a formation could prevent things such as fireballs and lightning bolts by blocking things with high amounts of energy. This would also stop arrows and such. However, it would also block attacks from the inside unless it was specifically set up to be directional, which was much harder to do. In addition, such a barrier took a large amount of energy to maintain, and even more when it was attacked.

Meanwhile, the large formations in Eclea and Ustil were different. They didn’t actually physically prevent anything. In Eclea, it seemed to detect people entering or exiting the border. Although the amount of energy required to cover the area that it was over was significant in total, any one part was not. Thus, it was maintained mostly by local mana, though William presumed there were also other clever tricks to use other types of energy as well. Eclea seemed good at that. Meanwhile, the barrier in Ustil merely confused the senses of people trying to get to a certain area. That probably took more energy on a per-individual basis, but there were also less people who would be going to that particular part of a desert. William supposed it might not be able to stop particularly large groups, or armies, but that depended on where the power came from. Regardless, leading a large number of people through the desert toward there would probably be a logistical nightmare.

William sighed. He was trying to relax by looking at the rock garden, but instead ended up thinking about barriers and war. When he sat by a stream, the sound of it relaxed him, but he couldn’t help but think about how the flow of the water might be used as an energy source. That part was fine, but when he continued to think about a river being dammed up to prevent water from getting to a city under siege, it bothered him. The war was far enough away that he didn’t have to think about it all the time, but he did anyway.

-----

Yu Huan came to William to spar, practicing soul techniques. This was useful for both of them. Even William, who found he was quite talented, still needed other perspectives. Practicing his techniques on his own or even against things such as a giant scorpion wasn’t sufficient. Of course, practicing Shattering the Soul was hardest of all. It wasn’t something that should be used casually, even if it weren’t for the potential dangers to the user. William knew he would, at some point, have to try it on something bigger than an insect, but he would certainly have preferred not to. Fortunately, he still had feelings on how effective it would be. He couldn’t confirm it with Shattering the Soul directly, but he could confirm it with the other soul technique he had derived from it.

The technique he had used to kill the giant scorpion in Ustil he decided to call “Eternal Dream”. It was rather pretentious, but all technique names were that way, so it was really just following tradition. Practically, it was a technique that attacked the soul, causing unconsciousness or death. Shattering the Soul focused on penetrating into the depths of the soul, exploding and then causing a chain reaction of sorts. Meanwhile, Eternal Dream merely attacked the “outside” of the soul, creating an impact that disrupted it. If Shattering the Soul failed, it would have basically no effect- perhaps slight damage, and that might even open the way for another attempt at Shattering the Soul to be more effective. However, Eternal Dream just focused on providing a huge impact to shock the soul. On things with relatively stronger souls, it could range from stunning them momentarily to knocking them unconscious- hence the “Dream”. If the soul was weak enough, or the attack strong enough, then it would cause death. That was where the name broke down somewhat. Perhaps if William didn’t know for sure that reincarnation happened, death might be an eternal dream, but “unexpected nap” didn’t really make for a great name.

As far as William could tell, such an attack wouldn’t cause permanent damage to the soul, and would certainly not destroy it and make it unable to reincarnate. William was rather certain he could come up with a technique that would cause permanent or at least very lasting damage to the soul, but he wasn’t sure what good that would do in most circumstances. Generally, it would be easier to just kill an opponent, and William didn’t feel like maiming an enemy was particularly something that should be the goal. Making them retreat, capturing them, killing them, these were all fine depending on the circumstances, but generally there was no need to cause permanent harm when it wasn’t even more effective.

Yu Huan had studied all of the techniques claiming to be soul techniques in the Yu Clan library, as well as some that were possessed by the Order of the Watchful Sentry. A good number of them really had nothing to do with the soul at all, but there were also some that did. She shared what she had learned with William, and they discussed what that might tell them about the actual nature of a soul. William had some ideas, but many of his theories were also guesswork. As near as he could tell, ki cultivation took place within the soul, or in a place overlapping with the soul. As would be expected from a soul, it had no reaction to the body, or purely physical actions. Magic, however, also seemed to be connected to the soul. However, since William couldn’t experience it himself, it was harder to know for sure. demons, for example, all had the potential to use magic, and their horns enhanced magic as well. This implied that magic might be related to the body in some manner as well. On the other hand, it could be that horns just worked somewhat like staffs and gems, as an assisting tool. William knew that the demoness had more details on such things, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask about those particular experiments.

William and Yu Huan also practiced soul techniques with members of the Order. Some of the older members were quite good, and had some proficiency in one or a few soul techniques. As for people not from the Order, it wasn’t a good idea to openly exchange techniques with them, since it wasn’t sure if they could be trusted. In addition the word of what they were planning might get out, on purpose or by accident. The fewer people who knew, the better.
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                After a few months had passed, William couldn’t reasonably wait any longer if he wanted to try to have any effect on what was happening in Ostana. Though politics often moved slowly, that was only until a breaking point. All of the reports from Ostana indicated that point was soon. As for William, he now had a reasonable beard. He wouldn’t say it was great, but for someone less than twenty years old, it wasn’t bad at all. He also got some pointers from some members of the Order on what else he should change. He got a new hairstyle, not too different from what he had, but different enough. His hair was somewhat longer than it had been in his previous life, almost shoulder length at points, which meant he actually had to provide more effort in its care. He couldn’t easily disguise the robe he was wearing, since it was magical and he would have had to clunkily place another robe over it, but that wasn’t a problem. After all, he hadn’t had this robe when the troubles with the Archmage in Canta occurred. All in all, he should look different enough given the various factors that he wouldn’t be easily recognized. It also would help that he had identification papers now. He might have called them counterfeit, but they were officially issued… Just using a different name. 

-----

It was decided that Dong Xin wouldn’t return to Ostana with William. It made sense, because for those who didn’t know, he was the one actually suspected of killing the Archmage, with William being more of an accessory to the crime. William travelled with another caravan- not one run by anyone he was familiar with, but travelling through the Endless Forest alone wasn’t a great idea. Of course, William could probably pull it off, but then he would have to also sneak across the border or bring suspicion upon himself. 

-----

At the border, everyone travelling with the caravan had to undergo inspection. Those who were actually part of the caravan were vouched for by them. The other travellers- William and two others, were not backed by the caravan. The inspection was fairly routine, and mostly a check for routine smuggling or other things of the sort. William found the methods rather primitive, compared to Eclea. It made William sad, how far Ostana had fallen. Well, perhaps that wasn’t exactly right, but rather it was how much they had failed to progress forward. Not moving forward at all was basically going backward, and from what William had seen they were actually truly a bit further behind than when he’d been Archmage. Of course, they did make a more money on selling useless baubles to nobles, but as for practical progress, they were equal or worse than they had been.

As William’s bag was checked, of course nothing untoward was found, only daily necessities. However, they also needed to check his staff. A guard opened the leather case, and slid out the staff contained within. It was a nice, sturdy oak staff, smooth and shiny. Other than that, there was nothing special about it. The staff was returned to the case, and then to William.

-----

Out in the forest, Chris waited patiently. He was good at waiting. He’d waited a very long time for William to come back. Now, he knew how to find him. He could feel him. Right now, he wasn’t through the border yet. Once William was through, Chris would follow, and then meet up with him. In case something went wrong and they couldn’t find each other, they also had a backup plan to meet at the Cyril manor. That was one of the few places that Chris could reliably get to, and it should also be a safe location for Chris to be seen. Of course, there wasn’t any reason for there to be problems. Chris could feel him through their connection, and now that he recognized it, he would be able to find William from a very large distance. Though, Chris supposed it wasn’t perfect. After all, his senses were also indicating somewhere to the north. Very far north, it felt like. However, that was such a faint feeling it was insignificant, so Chris didn’t bring it up. Then, Chris started moving. William was past the border now, so Chris would move to meet up with him… though he would stay away if he noticed anyone else, since he was somewhat of a famous object in Ostana, to the right people. Even if nobody knew who he was, he would stand out. Chris flipped end over end. He found it was kind of fun to travel this way… but also lonely.

-----

William left the caravan at the border city of Domaro, and went back outside the city to meet up with Chris. He could feel Chris approaching. That was rather strange. He wasn’t exactly sure why they had a connection, however it seemed to be related to the soul. Otherwise, it shouldn’t have persisted between lives, though William couldn’t say he’d actually noticed it in his first life in this world. William hadn’t heard about something like this happening with magical items, but on the other hand he hadn’t heard about any other intelligent items. Actually, it might be more correct to say that Chris was an objectified person. Chris was certain he had been a person before he was a staff, and thus it was more correct to describe him that way. However, intelligent object flowed better… though in most cases, William wouldn’t bring up either way of saying it. Finally, Chris arrived, and William placed him in the leather case, carrying the normal staff in his hand. He headed toward the Cyril manor, where he planned to leave the normal staff, where he would pick it up on his return trip. It would save him a little bit of money instead of buying a new one, but if Chris was inspected on the way out of the country, William could imagine anyone who knew about him would raise some questions that were hard to answer.
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                When William arrived outside of the Cyril estate, the guards recognized him. After all, he had lived there for six years, and had been gone for only one. A different hairstyle and a beard only caused them a few moments of thought. William looked over the familiar grounds. The walls surrounding it made it more like a fortress than an estate, however inside it was perfectly habitable. Inside, there were rather pretty gardens and an orchard, and the living quarters were quite luxurious. That made William consider how much land a prosperous noble family would own. Granted, the Cyril family managed their resources smartly and efficiently, but it wasn’t easy. It was proof of their resilience that they had been able to stand under the suppression of the Lockridge family for so long.

William soon learned that Daniel and Ivy were not present. That was a rarity, because it was dangerous for them to go far. Although they might not be able to openly admit it the Lockridge family, or more likely those who worked for them, would attempt to kill members of the Cyril family with the excuse of hunting rogue wizards. However, the reason they weren’t present was soon made clear to him.

The father of the household, Zachary Cyril, explained the situation to William as they sat in the lounge drinking tea. William wasn’t particularly fond of tea… but he would drink it when it was offered. He did find that good tea was certainly worth drinking. Regardless of its taste, it was also useful for when one wished to take a moment to think before talking. Zachary Cyril was taking a sip of tea at this very moment. “Well, I suppose a summary of the situation will do just fine. The investigation into the Lockridge family and the wizard’s guild has gained enough traction that it has come down to court procedures. Daniel and Ivy are attending as witnesses. Their safety was guaranteed by the knights- Tyler Dragonfoe herself. The main charges against the Lockridge family are abuse of authority, destruction of critical war intel, and collusion with demons. The charges against the wizard’s guild are much the same. Of the charges, the last one is the hardest to prove. Sadly, though they might act arrogant and stupid at times, they were not so stupid as to keep records of any collusion with demons, though there have been several things that might suggest such. However suggestions are not proof in court.”

William took a chance to speak. “Colluding with demons? I didn’t think they would go so far… though I suppose that might be a bit hypocritical of me.”

“Our dealings with Lorelei are somewhat of a different matter, not that it would be wise to let it be known. The specific charges against the Lockridge family are related to collusion with demons to the detriment of Ostana… and perhaps all of humanity. There are indications that the Lockridge family’s sudden rise to power might have been aided by demons. However, this can’t be proved since it happened about half of a great gross of years ago. It was much closer to the re-establishment of the Wizard’s guild than to current times, so any evidence is long gone. However, there are a few more recent suspicions. As for the wizard’s guild, the third charge is only because of the close relationship between the guild and the Lockridge family- since the time of the Archmage William. Regardless, if the first charge is upheld, the results can be anywhere from large restrictions being placed on the guild to its dissolution, and possible criminal charges on individual members.”

William shook his head. “I hope the charges are proved, though personally I would be happier if they weren’t guilty of colluding with demons, because that could lead to some deeper problems. Is there anything I can do to help? I can testify that Cecil Lockridge said he burned the records kept on the Demon King. However, the word of a wanted man might not go over well, and I’d really prefer not to have charges raised against me.”

Zachary Cyril took a sip of tea as he thought for a moment. “Well, that would certainly help. You seemed to have a good relationship with Tyler Dragonfoe- she would be the best guarantor of your safety. If the charges against the guild or the Lockridge family are proved, then there would be little reason to pursue any charges against you. At best, it would be… overzealous execution of justice. At least, that is something Tyler has mentioned in the past.” Zachary grinned. “Actually, though, there might be something else you can do. That said, I don’t know what it is. However, Lorelei mentioned that you might be helpful in proving some of the older charges, though not how.”

“Lorelei is around?”

“Indeed, she has been helping with the investigations… behind the scenes, of course. She didn’t specify in what way you might be helpful.”

William couldn’t think of anything specific either. Though he’d been killed by an assassin he was sure was sent by the Lockridge family, he wasn’t actually conscious for that, nor was being “sure” who an assassin was sent by proof. Of course, it might have just been what he had already mentioned, what Cecil Lockridge himself had said. Still, William would be glad to see her, and was glad that she was helping.

Zachary finished his tea, then continued, “While I would like you to stay and tell me what you’ve been up to, I’m afraid that there isn’t much time to chat. If you’re to provide any help at all, arriving sooner rather than later would be best. A few minutes time might not make a difference… but an hour or two might. Then again, it might not. Still, I’d rather not have you arrive too late to make the optimal impact. Besides, I’m sure you’d rather be doing something besides talking to an old man.”

William chuckled inside. Zachary was hardly old. At least, he wasn’t much past fifty, which William certainly didn’t count as old anymore. Zachary didn’t know William’s true age, though, so his assumptions made sense. William hadn’t realized how close things were to being finished- though he knew with politics that meant a week to a couple months. If he had, he might have come sooner, even at a larger risk of being spotted by the wrong people.

            

    
        Chapter 176

    
    
    
    
                Everything important that was happening was centralized in the capital of Canta. On the way, he thought of various ways that he could provide evidence, besides being witness to Cecil Lockridge saying he burned the information on the Demon King. He could also point out how the guild had gone into decline. He didn’t have the exact numbers, but he knew how many wizards there should be in the guild, approximately. This gave a good number for those they had chased off or killed, rather than letting those who did not have money join the guild. Of course, that wouldn’t be their official reason, but it was the truth. Well, William supposed a few people might have been actual magical criminals, but the majority wouldn’t be. In addition to that, William once again surveyed the fields. He couldn’t remember all of the other services wizards had provided for the general populace, but helping with the fields was one. Even if magic wasn’t used, there was knowledge that would let the fields be more prosperous, but it clearly wasn’t being used. That meant it wasn’t being shared, and more specifically that the knowledge was suppressed, otherwise it wouldn’t have faded. It shouldn’t have, anyway, but William supposed that people let good practices fall by the wayside all the time. Still, it was something to add to the list.

As for the Lockridge family, there was only a small amount of additional evidence he could bring against them. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure if it would hold up in court. In addition to that, he didn’t actually have any proof of the truth. He still knew though. Specifically, the Lockridges had hired an assassin to finish him off in his previous life, when he was injured after the fight with the demon lord. He didn’t remember it, because he was unconscious. However, Chris had been there, and was a witness. The only slight problem is, although William knew the assassin was sent by them, there wasn’t actually any evidence to that end, and even if it had existed it was long lost. The validity of this testimony depended on whether an intelligent magical staff could give an eyewitness testimony. Would anyone believe Chris was actually intelligent on his own and not being controlled? William didn’t know, but he would bring the possibility up. William knew that it would be hard to make any charges stick… but there was a limit to what could be withstood, and if enough accusations were piled up there would be consequences.

-----

Once William arrived in Canta, he realized he didn’t know how he was going to get involved. One person he could certainly find was Tyler Dragonfoe, but getting in to see her might be a bit more difficult. After all, she wouldn’t be expecting him, she was probably busy, and it wouldn’t be publicly known that they were… friends? Allies? Convenient acquaintances? William realized he didn’t know which of those were true. However, he felt they had gotten along quite well, considering the circumstances. 

There were also members of the Order. William did know how to get in contact with them. They were actually staying with the knights, so he he had to go to their compound in any case. However, they weren’t necessarily at the compound, or even in the city. They would be back, of course, but if they weren’t around, it could take a few days. They wouldn’t ignore him if he could contact them, of course, but they might be gathering evidence for the ongoing trials, among other things.

William arrived at the compound. He hadn’t spent much time looking at it from the outside, and he was glad that he had been let go, even under the guise of an escape. It was a fortress, plain and simple. William thought there might have been more guards patrolling up on the walls now than was normal, but he couldn’t be sure. He approached the guards at the front with a confident look that he did not feel. After all, he was still wanted here, and not all of the knights might be aware that he was on their side.

“Halt. What is your business?” One of the guards stopped William at the gate- as he expected. William didn’t recognize either of the two.

“I have come to meet with the representatives from Liaoyang. I have a letter of introduction…” He pulled out said letter as he mentioned it. He had almost forgotten to bring anything like that with him, but fortunately he had many people helping him prepare. William found he was better at the thinking side of many things than the practical aspects of them.

One of the guards took it and looked at the outside. “Very well. We’ll get this to them as soon as possible. Is there any information on where you will be staying so they can contact you?”

“Well, I was hoping to meet with them immediately, if I could.”

“Well,” one of the guards stroked his chin, “We can’t let you in the compound. These days, there are a lot of big meetings, so it might take a while. However, if you really want to you can wait in that cafe over there,” he gestured a few buildings down the street. “Can’t have you just loitering on the street, however. You can also let us know once you find a good inn, or I can recommend one.”

“I’ll stay at the cafe for now, thanks. Once that letter gets delivered I’m sure they’ll come find me.”

The guard shrugged. “Suit yourself. We’ll get it to them, but beyond that isn’t our responsibility.”

William knew there were likely many people who wanted to get in for one reason or another, but most of them didn’t have legitimate or urgent business. However, he was confident that once they knew he was here, he would be let in. William didn’t feel like making a big deal out of it. There would be no point in antagonizing the guards to possibly save a few minutes.
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                William sat in the cafe. On Earth, he would have been met with the smell of coffee. However, that was a rarity here, not that he particularly cared for it to begin with. Instead, a cafe was basically just a casual, cheap restaurant. William didn’t expect to have to wait long, but he was hungry, so he ordered some stew. It wasn’t anything particularly special, but it wasn’t bad either. 

Before he had finished, he felt something. He couldn’t have said he was exactly familiar with the sensation, but that didn’t mean he didn’t recognize it. It was someone using a ki technique to search the area. He felt it briefly linger on him, before disappearing.

William was sitting facing away from the door, but he heard someone enter. Then, as they came up behind him, he turned. “Hello.”

“Tch.” William saw Lorelei’s face frown. At least, the face she made with an illusion. “You noticed me, huh?”

“Sure. You weren’t exactly subtle.”

“Wasn’t I, though? You didn’t notice at all last time.”

“Is that so? It’s been almost half a dozen years. I’ve made some improvements.”

Lorelei pointed a finger at him. “See, that… that is unnatural.”

“Why? Yu Huan improves about as fast as I do.”

“Is that so? That may be true, overall…” She reached up to stroke her chin, but stopped before her hand touched her face. William knew it was harder to maintain an illusion with more parts intersecting. “However, this technique is very subtle. People below the fourth major breakthrough absolutely shouldn’t be able to detect it… and not everyone who has passed it, either. Yet, you obviously aren’t that strong. Right?” William saw a beginning of a frown, causing slight ripples in the illusion, before her face went flat again. “Your cultivation should be somewhere between the second and third in strength. Right?”

William realized she actually wanted confirmation, instead of just noting what she already knew. “Yeah, somewhere around there.”

“See, you shouldn’t be able to notice that. That’s weird. Especially since you’re so insensitive to mana.”

“I mean, mana and ki are very different things.”

She shrugged. “I suppose so. I’ve spent too much time among… my people. Sensing mana just seems natural.” She looked over at William, then the leather case leaning against the table next to him. “Is that Chris?” She said the name Chris rather awkwardly, and it felt more… formal. After all, she didn’t know his name was a pun in English. Crystal staff- Chris. Instead, it sounded like some kind of arcane name, even though there weren’t really any magic words to begin with.

William nodded. “That’s right.” Chris normally would have waved, or his version of that, but he was currently in disguise. He was good at following William’s instructions not to move without a good reason… at least not in public.

“Good. He might be useful for the investigation. You see-” Lorelei blinked a few times. “Wait, does that staff… Chris… do I sense ki from him?”

“That’s right. He’d already started cultivating ki before you left… with a real method, anyway.”

“That’s… hmm… how is that possible?”

“Why not? He’s got a soul, and he’s intelligent.”

“I suppose. Anyway, we should get back to the compound. There’s a meeting in session, and we could use you.”

William left some coins on the table and followed her out. He supposed there would be better times to stand around talking.

-----

William waved to the guards as Lorelei brought him in. They were a bit surprised that he had been important enough to immediately bring in, but didn’t let much show on their faces. They had properly done their job, so they had nothing to be ashamed of.

Lorelei brought William through the compound, past many knights busy training, or doing work in their offices. There was a surprising amount of desk work to be done as a knight. Then, they entered a larger room, with a big table in the center. William recognized Tyler Dragonfoe, but no one else. There were a few other figures recognizable as knights, as well as some recognizable as members of the Order, though William didn’t know them personally. However, they were the only ones with features indicating they were from Liaoyang, from their physical looks to the way they dressed. Finally, there was one person that William presumed was a representative of the king. He found out that the representative’s name was Javan Garber. Kings were more politician than military leader, since the knights took care of most of that. However, they didn’t directly follow his orders either.

William felt awkward being in the room. Not because he didn’t belong, but just because he seemed young. Everyone else looked older, from a small bit older such as Lorelei, to a bit older than that like Tyler Dragonfoe and then finally the representatives of the Order of the Watchful Sentry, and the king’s representative. Though, William knew that Lorelei was the oldest person in the room, and he was second… or third, if Chris counted.

After acknowledging his presence, the rest of the group went back to their discussion, while Lorelei summarized what had been said earlier. She went over in detail the evidence that had been collected, with William providing several additions that might be helpful. For example, it was already known that the guild had become much more exclusive, but their excuse was that they only let in those who were talented. Among other things, William pointed out that Amelia was an assistant to the Archmage of Eclea, a country that was doing much better in terms of magical development. She had originally been from Ostana, and had to flee for her life instead of being welcomed to the guild like someone of her talent should have been.

Lorelei continued her explanation, “We are also attempting to prove that their cooperation with the demons goes back much further, though that becomes much harder to prove. However, I have… sources… that documented some things. Specifically, near the beginning of their rise to prominence, they sent some promising young people to be killed by the Demon King. Not that there’s any real proof now, since there aren’t even any… documents… from the time.”

Chris suddenly started moving. He did so in a way that said, at least to William, “Ohh, ohh! I have something to say!” Then, he started writing. Fortunately, the floors here were stone. Less comfortable than carpet… but much better for getting boots or water on. “I remembered something! From before! When I was human! I did that!”

“Did what now?” William asked.

“That! That thing!” Chris started tapping on the floor in agitation. “It was them! Those Lock Ridges. They were the one who told us-” Chris started moving erratically. He spelled out me us we me me me all of us- and continued in such a disjointed fashion. William noticed that the handwriting, for lack of a better word, was slightly different every time. Then, Chris slammed into the floor, and became steady. He went back to writing in his normal fashion. “Sorry about that. Anyway, that event happened. The Lockridge family sent me and my group of allies on an ‘important mission’, but it was just a trap. Then we all died, and now we- I’m a staff, and that’s where I first saw…” Chris stopped. “Well anyway, the point is that I remember that now.”
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                At Chris’ revelation, there were many different reactions. Mostly, people were confused at the staff writing on its own. Then, William got Chris out of the leather case. That got some serious looks, especially from the king’s representative, Javan Garber. Meanwhile, Knight Commander Tyler simply stated, “I told you it wasn’t lost.”

After a few moments, Javan shook his head, his beard slightly swaying with it. “Right, well… I don’t mean to be pessimistic, but it will be hard to convince people to accept the word of a staff. Though it is good to have some confirmation from… other sources.” His eyes momentarily flicked to Lorelei. “Still, it is one more thing we can bring against them… and the symbolism is useful if nothing else. The staff is easily recognizable… and hasn’t been under control of the wizard’s guild since the Archmage William.”

William didn’t want to be negative, but he held some reservations, “How useful will it be as a symbol? Before… the Archmage William had it, it was basically just sitting in a display case in a dormitory.”

Javan shook his head once again. “Most people won’t know any better. At the very least, it will provide some leverage.”

-----

William felt there was more than sufficient evidence to strip both the guild and the Lockridge family of their power. However, that was only the case if logic and reasoning were used, and not whatever nobles did. Though, William did have to admit that some of the evidence was a bit flimsy from the court side of things, but he was still absolutely certain of its validity. Besides just the evidence he had brought, there were also a large number of other things that had been found. Most of them were just suggestive of corruption, but there were enough different things William thought it should go smoothly. In fact, there was even a particular bias. The trials would be before the king, and they had a representative of him on their side. However, the king still needed to show sufficient cause for any declaration he made, because otherwise the rest of the nobles would be unsatisfied, and could revolt- or at least make a lot of trouble.

-----

Several weeks passed. This meant that William could have arrived later and been perfectly fine, mostly. However, it would have been more difficult to organize what he had with the other things that had been found… and Amelia wouldn’t have arrived to testify. William contacted her, and she decided to come. She had a large contingent of guards with her, though anyone who tried to do anything to here would have to have been more foolish than the bounty hunters in Eclea. Amelia came to Ostana in the official capacity of an Envoy, which meant that if there were even any attempts to act against her, it would look very bad for those very same people who would want to silence her.

-----

The trial against the wizard’s guild started first. It was, as William had expected, stressful and annoying. William was glad he wasn’t the one running things, because it would have gone poorly. The representative of the guild was Vincent Bachman, and he often said things that made William want to punch him in the face. Certainly, that would have made a powerful statement, but it wasn’t particularly good for court cases. Although William thought Vincent Bachman was a slimy cretin, he did have to admit that he was clever. However, William felt that Javan Garber was more clever… or perhaps it was that he was just in a much stronger position. When Vincent tried to place all of the blame onto Cyril Lockridge, William wasn’t prepared. However, he should have been. It was just that he realized that the whole guild really was responsible for what they did, and hadn’t even considered they would shift the blame in that way. However, Javan was well prepared with many reasons. It was not like Cecil Lockridge did or could have accomplished everything on his own, nor were the problems restricted to the current generation. In addition to that, he had to be elected, even if it was a sham maneuver. That meant that those who were responsible for the elections were also responsible for his actions. At least, if they truly didn’t accept what he was doing, they could have impeached him. Instead, they were either completely negligent in their oversight of the Archmage, or supported his actions.

Though William himself testified to Cecil Lockridge’s words, Amelia’s testimony was the most critical, William thought. She listed dozens of people who had been chased out of Ostana into Eclea who went on to become very successful individuals in the wizard’s guild there, including herself. This was extremely contrary to the Ostanan guild’s stated purpose to gather and organize the skilled wizards throughout the country, for the benefit of the country. The fact that the guild endorsed bounties being hunted illegally in Eclea also wasn’t a point in their favor. Of course, the endorsement was at best implicit, but bounty hunters wouldn’t go to all that trouble if they didn’t think they would get paid.

“What of the upcoming war?” Vincent asked, “Won’t you need the guild to support your forces?”

It was a typical kind of action one would use when losing, a response that said “I know we’re guilty but...” If William was running the trial, he would have said, “Not with idiots running it.”  Fortunately, he wasn’t. Javan was much more diplomatic in his words. “If the guild is really unfit to perform their duties, then nothing would be gained from them in a time of war either, and there may even be detriments.”

Both sides gave their closing statements next. Vincent tried to maintain that the guild had operated justly and within their rights, but those words seemed to ring hollow even to him. Javan, meanwhile, just pointed out the many pieces of evidence they had, many of which nobody had even attempted to refute. The entire room sat in silence, waiting for the pronouncement of the king. Personally, William wanted the guild shut down and most of its members executed, but he felt in his heart that that was a little bit extreme. Only a little bit, though.
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                The king spoke, his deep voice resounding throughout the chamber. “As of this moment, all activities of the Ostana Wizard’s Guild shall cease. We deem them unfit for the duties they owe to the country and its people. In addition, individual justice will be enforced for its various members, appropriate to the severity of their crimes.”

Among other things, Cecil Lockridge was convicted of many crimes post-mortem. William had honestly not known about many of the things that were being done. However, even the one thing he testified for was sufficient. Burning the records on the Demon King was at best a foolish action that served no purpose. William was glad he had kicked him out the window. He was also glad that he now had an official pardon, because if that was not the case he wasn’t particularly looking forward to the consequences.

In the end, the authority of the guild was taken away, and a good number of its higher ranking members were given sentences for their parts in what was done. William felt that most of the sentences were too light, but he supposed executing so many people, many of which were nobles, wouldn’t have gone over well. However, there was too much evidence available for people to be able to protest at the sentences that were given.

The whole thing left a bitter taste in William’s mouth. He would have liked the guild to have functioned properly, even if he didn’t like the particular people in charge. Now, however, there was no guild, and that meant little to no magic would be available under Ostana’s control  in the upcoming war with the Demon King. William knew that there were a number of relatively competent wizards in Ostana, but he wouldn’t want to trust any of them to be fighting in a war. 

The one thing that made William feel slightly better was that the guild itself seemed to have no part in the other charges, besides massive misuse of power. As far as he could tell, none of the other members knew that the information on the Demon King had been destroyed, and the guild didn’t have any connections to the demons. That didn’t make their actions particularly better, and William wasn’t sure if he should have been glad that they were just semi-incompetent jerks instead of traitors to the country.

-----

The final trial for the Lockridge family arrived next. William felt that this was even more personal than the wizard’s guild- and he felt strongly connected to that. Part of that was because of Chris’ testimony against them, and his connection to that. William liked the current leader of the Lockridge family, Albert Lockridge, even less than he liked Vincent Bachman in the short time he’d come to know him. In fact, he thought Albert Lockridge might even rank below the members of the Lockridge family he’d butted heads with in his previous life. Maybe.

Zachary and Ivy Cyril testified about the Lockridge members that had tried to kill them, and William as well. It had been brought up in the previous trial, and they had been deemed to be operating outside of the confines of guild authority. Zachary Cyril’s case was a bit more muddy, since he could use magic which would have technically placed them within their rights. However, Ivy Cyril could not use magic at all, which meant any action by the guild against her was completely unwarranted. This extended even moreso to the Lockridge family, since it was a personal grudge. 

Other evidence was brought forth once piece at at time. Some of it was upheld, but some of it was deemed invalid. There were also many things that were insufficient to prove anything by themselves, such as various records that were suggestive of illicit dealings by the Lockridge household. However, together they started to paint a picture that wasn’t looking good for the Lockridge family. It wasn’t as if a few members seemed to be responsible for all of the problems, either.

Then came Chris’ chance to testify. This was the last of the evidence to be brought out. Someone was given the role of reading aloud the words that were written by him on the floor. Albert immediately took the chance to speak. “Your majesty, we can’t trust the ‘testimony’ of this… staff. Clearly it is being controlled with magic by outside forces.”

“Will you swear to that?” Amelia said after getting the floor to speak. “You are not the only wizard here. It is easy to see that there is no outside magic involved.”

“Bah! This is an outrage! A personal attack by a young man who happens to have a staff vaguely reminiscent of one in stories.” Albert turned and pointed to William. “I dispute your claim, and bring doubt upon your word! Tell me, can you back up your false accusations? Are you willing to back up your words with action? I challenge you to a duel of the truth!”

William had never heard of such a thing. He knew of duels, of course, but this seemed very specific. Fortunately, Javan was available to explain to him. “A duel of the truth can be challenged by a defendant in a case where it is only the word of the accuser versus the defendant. In this particular case… with the staff in your possession being the accuser… the target of the challenge falls to you. You do not have to accept the duel, but if you do, then if you win your accusation will be counted as fact, and if you lose it will be dismissed. If you do not accept… well, that casts some doubts on the validity of the accusation.”

William wasn’t sure what to think of the situation. It was rather specific, to be sure. William supposed he could see how such a possibility could come about, but he thought it was a rather stupid option for a court. On the other hand, he also very, very much liked it. “Can I hear more about the details of what such a duel would entail?”

A full overview was given to him. It would be a duel in a wizard’s arena, not to the death, but to surrender, or unconsciousness. It was basically the same as the duels he had experienced in his previous life, except of course it allowed for non-wizards to be involved, bringing with them suitable equipment such as swords, armor, and the like. The wards of the arena would prevent serious injury, as normal.

After hearing the full details, William tried to act nervous. “V-very well. I accept.” Inside, he was grinning like a madman.
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                William thought that challenging him to a duel was a bad idea. Of course, from Albert Lockridge’s perspective, he was just a young man. He would obviously lose the duel. Albert wouldn’t have known that he was the one who personally killed Cecil Lockridge, instead he would just have been present as the interpreter- an accessory to the crime. Dong Xin was the one he thought was the actual killer there. No, that wasn’t what made it a bad idea. It wasn’t even whether he was going to win or lose that was the problem. Instead, it was that he brought it up at all. That meant he was afraid the accusation was true. If not, there was no reason to dispute it in such a manner. Of course, if he won then it would have to be treated as if it didn’t exist… but even if it wasn’t usable as evidence in court, it would make every other piece of evidence seem that much more suspect. It wasn’t like William was a longstanding rival of his house who just made the accusations to cause him trouble. Well, not publicly, anyway, and he wouldn’t have known all of the issues William had with the Lockridge family.

----- 

“So, what if I kill him?” William asked Javan, as he was preparing for the duel.

“You can’t kill him.”

“Can’t… or shouldn’t?”

Javan looked at William suspiciously. “You can’t. That’s why we have wards. If you continue to attack after he is already seriously injured, there would be problems. If the wards were tampered with to make lethal combat possible, that would also be a major issue.”

“Right, but people have died in duels before. It doesn’t happen often, but occasionally things go just wrong, and somebody dies.”

Javan shrugged. “That happens, but usually one when there is a large disparity in ability… and also usually when one side reacts in a manner that makes the attack they are facing worse. If that happens, it happens, but it is extremely unlikely. This is not his first duel.”

William nodded. “Well, good. I wasn’t really sure how this whole thing worked. I just wanted to make sure I can go all out.” That was mostly a lie, but Javan didn’t need to hear that, even if he was on William’s side.

Albert Lockridge stood on the other side of the arena. “You can surrender now, boy, if you are afraid of getting hurt. There’s no cowardice in that.” Of course, saying it in that manner didn’t really mean it was intended to get him to surrender. However, it did confirm one thing. Albert didn’t even suspect he was the one who killed Cecil. Otherwise, he would have been more cautious.

“Are the wards active?” William looked for confirmation, then stepped up into the arena. “You can surrender now, old man, we already know you and your family are both cowards and traitors.” That was certainly not meant to cause a surrender. William would be rather disappointed at that. Albert wasn’t even old, just middle aged, and certainly nowhere near old enough for William to call him that… but as expected the whole pronouncement got him riled up. 

Albert stepped up onto the arena. “Very well then! Since you have no respect…”

Then, the match started with a countdown, followed by an exclamation of “Begin!”

Albert began chanting a spell. He was a wizard after all. Meanwhile, William dashed across the arena. He remembered when thirty meters had felt rather long. Although it had only taken half a dozen seconds to sprint across, that was enough time for a spell or two to be lobbed his way. Of course, that was before, and while his body wasn’t as good right now as it had been in his former life… his ki was much more developed, and more importantly intentional instead of a vaguely recognized ability. William seemed to be only a blur as he dashed across the arena in less than three seconds, a speed that would beat any olympic sprinters from Earth. Albert obviously hadn’t been prepared for such speed. In fact, he probably hadn’t expected William to be able to fight much at all. However, he didn’t worry about that for long, because William struck out with Chris… and then Albert collapsed onto the arena floor in an undignified heap. Then, everything seemed to stop as the arena went quiet, and no movement came.

-----

After just a single attack, Albert had collapsed onto the floor of the arena. William stepped back and waited… not for Albert to get up, but rather for the declaration of his victory. That took a few moments, since it was unexpected. Then, the wizards who were on standby with healing magic went into the arena to check on Albert. They were a few of the wizards who were allowed to keep operating, both because they were useful and also because they had not been involved with the corruption of the guild- provably, at least. “He’s dead.”

All eyes turned to look at William. “I only hit him once. Maybe he had a weak heart.” William thought he probably did have a weak heart. Wizards weren’t prone to getting a lot of exercise. Of course, he knew that wasn’t the reason, just that it could possibly be true.

Several of the Lockridge family members watching screamed, “Murderer!” They tried to approach him, but a wall of knights blocked their way.

“Me? A murderer? I am not. However, your family is responsible for the murder of the Archmage William, as well as at collusion with demons. That has just been proven.” William turned to the king, who was overseeing the whole thing nearby. “Hasn’t it, your majesty?”

“That is correct. There is no doubt now. The Lockridge family will be stripped of all the titles and lands granted to them as a member of the nobility, and we shall pass down appropriate punishments to those members guilty of further crimes.”

There was no one who was able to object. Though other members of the nobility who had been colluding with the Lockridge family and the guild to increase their own power looked unsatisfied… they also avoided saying anything. After all, as things stood they were at most going to have minor penalties, or perhaps some particular members being arrested and imprisoned or executed. The rest of them would be unscathed, and without the Lockridge family around perhaps they could jockey for the top position. That possibility didn’t please William in the slightest, but he consoled himself that maybe they would get themselves killed in the war with the Demon King. He knew it was more likely they would just lose money spent on sponsored troops, but he could dream.
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                Lorelei confronted William later. “You knew he would die?”

“Of course.”

“How did you do it? Unless he really had a weak heart, stopping it wouldn’t have been simple. Even if you had, he would have had a moment to react.”

“I didn’t stop his heart. At least not in any direct manner. However, although the wards are very good at protecting against kinetic energy such as that contained in weapons or certain types of magic, or against heat, or electricity… they’re significantly less useful against soul attacks. That might be something we should work on… or perhaps I should say Eclea should work on, since we don’t have wizards in Ostana anymore.”

“Hmm, a nice trick. Though, it wouldn’t be fair to say there are no wizards here. The Cyril family has a small number… and then there are the knights.”

“What?”

Lorelei grinned strongly. “Did you really think that Lila left no instructions on how to do magic to her children? Besides, the Cyril family was working with them as much as they could. There’s no reason that one can’t practice the body training techniques of a knight and also use magic. Except of course the very ability to use magic, but as long as you don’t care about being good at it, a decent number of people are capable. With a clever mind, that can be quite useful.”

“How come nobody told me this?”

“You never asked. Really, though, it was because you didn’t spend that long with the knights, and it wasn’t necessary for you to know. However, now that the guild’s being dissolved, it’s good for certain people to know there is still magic to be had in Ostana… even if it’s not at the finest it’s ever been.”

-----

Now that there was time, William was asked to stop in with the knights to check on their progress. The members of the Order were there to help, and they had the basics under control. They were aware of a bigger variety of cultivation techniques, and had been very helpful with trying to find the best ones for each knight, or at least one who had reasonable ki cultivation talent. The members of the Order were surprisingly open with sharing their methods, which just showed how much they actually believed in the cause. William knew that people from Liaoyang were extremely paranoid about sharing knowledge. He understood a bit of that motive.

William didn’t need to teach the knights new cultivation methods, and he certainly wouldn’t do any good trying to teach them to fight. They had their own styles that relied on their strong bodies and equipment. Instead, he was invited exclusively for the one reason the knights were training in ki anyway. He was to help them with Shattering the Soul. Somehow, he had become the expert on that technique. The expert, even. He supposed he had been the first one to learn it, but that obviously wasn’t the full extent of the situation. He was devoting a lot of time to it, and most of the rest was spent on training soul-related techniques.

After assessing the knights, he determined that… they weren’t great. He couldn’t blame them. They first had to learn how to cultivate ki, and then they had to learn the technique. However, it wasn’t like the only thing they devoted their time to was cultivating ki. The knights primarily trained their body. In addition to that, they had duties to fulfill, though those didn’t necessarily interfere with training. There were also some knights that trained in magic, though obviously some more than others. They also did things like forging equipment- some knights were basically blacksmiths, though they also got equipment from outside blacksmiths. Finally, there were a few knights who specialized in making magical equipment, which wasn’t something that one could devote just a small amount of time to and still be good. Though William could theoretically make magical equipment, that was only in theory. He’d studied enough about their make, but he wouldn’t be able to construct anything. It required precision, and understanding how magic would flow through the materials. This included interactions with impurities that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye. Thus, though William could put together something that should work, it would only work in a perfect material, and if it didn’t work, he would have no way to determine what was wrong.

All of that was to say, the knights weren’t great at Shattering the Soul… but they did devote themselves to what they did. Because they didn’t have a longstanding tradition of practicing ki cultivation, their general lack of progress was normal. William also couldn’t say that all of them were average or poor. Tyler Dragonfoe, for example, was quite decent at the technique. The most impressive part was she also kept up with her duties as Knight Commander, her body training… and training in magic. Though magical ability wasn’t hereditary, Tyler showed a good amount of affinity for magic. She was a bit lacking on the theoretical side, but her practical useage was pretty good, which was the most important thing if it was going to be used in combat. It wasn’t on Lila’s level of proficiency or growth, but William didn’t expect that from anyone. He would have really been glad to have Lila around for the war with the Demon King, but she was dead, and had been that way for a long time. William supposed she could have reincarnated, but that might still happen later… and more importantly, most people didn’t keep their memories at all. Thus, she would be someone else. William suspected she would still be monstrously talented at magic, though. That seemed to be tied to the soul. At least, in his case his lack of magical ability had continued with him. Talking with Lorelei, there were some conjectures about that, but it wasn’t something that could really be tracked. The only long term case was the Demon King retained his level of proficiency in magic, but demons could all do magic, and he was also reincarnating with memories intact so it didn’t provide much in the way of further information, except for providing a counter-case to William’s situation.
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                William found that even though Lorelei wasn’t particularly talented in the area of ki cultivation, she did have knowledge about it. William surmised that was because she liked to know everything. That said, William had a few questions he thought she might be able to answer. “Where does ki come from?”

“Well, it’s cultivated in the soul, so I suppose it comes from there.”

“Yes, but how does it get there?”

“It’s just born there, isn’t it?”

“But what about conservation of energy? It has to come from somewhere.”

Lorelei nodded. “That’s true. It doesn’t come from any surrounding energy, at least not such as we can detect. It certainly isn’t mana, as that would be very easy to tell.”

“For you, anyway.”

Lorelei ignored William’s interjection. “The world is vast. Perhaps there is indeed a source somewhere, or nowhere, since if it were truly in a particular place it would be less efficient in certain locations. On the other hand, if the source is far enough away, even just the distance of the sun, there wouldn’t be any noticeable difference in efficiency from anywhere. This assumes that the energy source isn’t blocked by matter, which it doesn’t seem to be. Assuming it even has a location.” Lorelei paused to take a breath and think for a few moments. “Other theories include that the energy is evenly distributed everywhere, or that it indeed doesn’t have a location. This is when people even bother to make theories, of course, instead of just accepting it. With some of these, it is entirely possible that one day… it will just run out. No more ki. This seems unlikely, but with no way to determine the source or exact magnitude of it, it is hard to say.”

“So, which theory do you believe?”

Lorelei shrugged. “I’m not sure. However, there are more theories connecting it to reincarnation. Cultivation is definitely connected to the soul. It is just that reincarnation is so hard to study. In fact, it is only assumed that everyone reincarnates with memory loss and their cultivation erased, when in fact they could be digested into some larger conglomeration of souls, then be remade as just part of the materials for a new soul. However, there is decent evidence that most or all souls are probably kept separate, though either result is speculation.” Lorelei paced back and forth as she was talking, emphasizing certain points with her hands. William listened intently. Though he’d heard some of what she was saying before, it was fun to watch her enthusiasm as she spouted on like a professor. “Of course, there is another problem. Populations increase. Not just of humans or… demons, but of animals, insects, and the like. Perhaps there are a certain number of souls available, of their various types, and once that limit is reached things will stop being born.”

“...but you don’t believe that.”

“You’re correct, I don’t. Souls seem to be tied to life, and life to souls. I imagine new souls are born as new life is born, though not at exactly the same time or the same rate. After all, old souls are reused. Though, I will admit that my reasoning for this is based more on intuition than any kind of proof in either direction.”

William nodded. He actually had a good reason to believe the same. After all, why else would he come from another world? Simply put, an unexpected lack of souls. Then, for some reason, the universe that Earth was in shared some souls with this one. William didn’t believe Earth was in the same universe as where he was now. After all there was magic here. In theory, it would be possible for there to be nothing that interacted with magic on Earth, or no mana, but there were other rules that were different as well. For example, ki cultivation and body training. There were limits on how far human bodies could go where he came from. Here, those limits just slowed down progression, and with the right methods they were merely suggestions. William supposed that the genetics of humans here were different from those on Earth, but the fact that they looked the same yet would be so different was a bit much. On the other hand, William wasn’t sure why there were humans here at all. Going back to ki cultivation, William doubted that it would be undiscovered or kept a complete secret. Surely someone would have wanted to show the world what they could do. Though, William supposed that if there really were an energy source for ki somewhere around the distance of the sun here, and Earth’s sun didn’t have one, that would render that impossible. However, William felt that it would actually be easier to explain as it being a different universe than somehow just lacking all of those traits. “So, how does that connect cultivation and reincarnation?”

“Ah yes, well… there is one theory that the world is alive, and gains energy from that life, then fostering the growth of that life with mana and ki. Not that there seems to be any particular thought involved, if that is the case. It would only be ‘alive’ in a vaguely related sense to what we normally think of as life. However, that would allow for the power to come from all life, though only a small bit from each individual creature. Of course, if each creature could use magic or cultivate ki, there would not be enough energy available. Thus, a mass extinction of life would theoretically result in less available energy, though of course this has never been tested for obvious reasons. It’s impractical.”

“Also immoral.”

“Well, yes, that too.” Lorelei stroked her chin. “Oh yes, on a somewhat related note… what is this?” She started writing something. It wasn’t in the language of Ostana, nor of Liaoyang, Eclea, or Ustil. William didn’t know the demon language, but he also knew this wasn’t it. That was because it was in English. It was a faithful representation of what was written on the poster William had used to try to find people reincarnated from Earth.

“That? That’s a secret code language I made up.”

Lorelei nodded. “See, I would believe you. After all, that is a reasonable thing to do. I know you did use it to keep your notes secret… but there’s more.” Lorelei continued to reproduce the rest of the poster, with its text in Ostanan asking if people knew or recognized the language, and the reward if they could prove that to William. “See, why would you ask if anyone knows a language that you made up? They couldn’t possibly know it. That’s the whole point. So then… what is it?”

William sighed. Of course Lorelei was the type to find such details and then remember them for 150 years. She even had remarkably good penmanship in a script she didn’t know. Now that it was brought up, William wondered why she hadn’t confronted him about it in his previous life… and then he remembered the current context. Explaining things was going to be tricky, at best. Of course, William could just tell her the full truth, but in this case William wasn’t sure whether to trust her with it. He could just tell her that it was a secret, but that often just lead to her wanting to know even more. It wasn’t that William wouldn’t love to hear her questions about another world, but rather that he didn’t trust that she wouldn’t be too interested. Right now, she was interested in destroying the Demon King, and thus was working with humans, but William knew she wasn’t exactly a saint. Though she hadn’t actually done anything to make him have such feelings, William still didn’t entirely trust her.
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                William considered the current options he had. He could try to deny that English was more than a code language. William didn’t expect that to go well, he’d already pushed that as far as it could go. Any more wouldn’t be a believable lie. Saying it was a secret would work to some extent. At least the deal was that she would stop asking… but that didn’t mean she would stop trying to find out, and that would possibly lead to her finding out things William didn’t want her to know, like the fact that he was already reincarnated twice. Maybe it wouldn’t matter if she found out, but maybe it would. Finally, William decided on what he felt was the best option. He shook his head. “I don’t really remember much more about the language except it was a code. I must have had a reason for doing that, though I don’t remember everything from my previous life.” The first part was a blatant lie, which was very hard for William to successfully pull off with Lorelei. However, her ability to detect lies wasn’t perfect. The second sentence was technically true, and easier for William to say confidently. Of course he didn’t remember everything from his previous life. After all, who would remember what they ate for meals every day, every word that was said to them, every thought that passed through their head? It was still a lie in the sense William meant it to be taken. He hadn’t lost any memories upon reincarnation, at least not any noticeable amount. If he had, they were small details that could just have easily been lost for their insignificance or just the passage of time.

“Tch, fine. Can you tell me what it says?”

“Oh, basically just the same thing as the Ostanan. If you can read this, come find William Stevenson, reward, etc.”

“Ugh, boring. I should have asked you back then. Well then, what are you planning to do next?”

William shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not particularly good at planning out logistics. I don’t train troops, and even if I did it’s a bit early to train anything but officers. Right? At least, not on a large scale.” William shrugged, “I don’t really have any responsibilities right now. I suppose the best thing would be to assist those trying to learn Shattering the Soul. Though I might not be the very best at it, I’ve certainly had the most training, so I should be able to help anyone at least some.”

“You are the best at it, though.” Lorelei looked at William seriously. “Not just because you trained in it first, either. Your rate of growth in soul related techniques is astonishing.”

“Well, maybe that’s true so far. After all, it’s not like that many people are training in it. However, the order is working on finding those most skilled in soul techniques… and trustworthy. I imagine there will be a few who surpass me.”

Lorelei tilted her head. “Why?”

“Why? There are a lot of people in the world. Chances are, someone will be better.”

Lorelei sighed. “Is that so? While there is some possibility of that being true, it could also be that such a person is never found.”

“I already considered that, but surely we’ll find someone better. There are probably a few qualified people who have been training in soul techniques for two dozen, three dozen, or even four dozen years. There should be some who have even more experience, though whether or not they will still be alive in a dozen and a half years, or whether they are people we can trust with Shattering the Soul is another story.”

“Plus, if you aren’t the best, then if everything fails it isn’t your fault.”

“That’s… not my point.” William paused to think for a few moments. “I mean, it’s not like I won’t give it my all. If I don’t do that, and we fail to destroy the Demon King, that is when it would be my fault, whether I was the strongest or not. I just think there will be someone better.”

“Was there someone better to be Archmage?”

“Are you kidding? Besides Marius, who was too locked up in politics, I wouldn’t have trusted that post to anyone. Well, maybe Lila, but only with supervision. That kind of responsibility would have been terrible for her. Still, that didn’t mean I was a good choice for being Archmage. I just needed to be Archmage to push people into doing something, instead of sitting around on their hands. I mean, I can’t even do magic. I basically tricked and called upon technicalities and lied about Chris’ abilities being mine to get into that position.”

Lorelei smiled. “Personally, I’d rather serve under a smart and wise Archmage who can’t use magic than under a very powerful fool. Though, in the end I’d prefer to be Archmage.”

“Are you? Do demons have Archmages?”

“Well, not technically, but it would be more correct to say I am than that I am not. There hasn’t been a particularly organized structure among our trained mages for… some time. I have a good amount of sway in some things, slightly more while the Demon King is dead, but while he’s alive he likes to be in control of everything. I could probably have an official position as Archmage and a lot more authority all the time if I became the Demon King’s mistress or something, but I’d rather die. Fortunately, I didn’t have to pick either of those options. Back to you, though. You don’t seem to believe you can be the best at something.”

“Well, it’s pretty unlikely isn’t it? Actually, I just thought of something important. Who developed Shattering the Soul? A demon, right? They should be good at it. Will they help us?”

“Yes, one of us developed it. Specifically to kill the Demon King, in fact. However, he is old, and thus will be of no use.”

“How is that? My grandpa is old and he’s still got very impressive strength. Actually, do demons even get old?”

“Well… you could say that we don’t, but that isn’t completely true. Suffice to say, though this particular person is still strong, he is no longer useful precisely because he is old. As for whether he is good at Shattering the Soul… well, I would say you are better.” Lorelei leaned forward and spoke seriously. “Don’t assume, or even hope that someone better will come along. Assume you are the best, and work to destroy the Demon King. Because I’d really rather live in a world where he doesn’t exist and humans do.”

That was, of course, the entire reason they had first come in contact. “Of course. Being a human, I’d also strongly prefer that we exist.”
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                William sat and stared at the arrangement of plants in front of him. Several of them were in pots, but there was also a tree firmly rooted in the ground, and a bush next to it. A furrow of concentration appeared on William’s forehead, before he finally let out a breath, slowly. “I don’t think plants have souls.”

Lorelei nodded. “That’s right, they don’t. Why, though?”

“Maybe they don’t need them. Or maybe they do have souls, but they’re different enough that I can’t sense them at all.” He stood up from where he had been sitting to concentrate, and then walked over to a small flower, only to strike out at it. His fist stopped short of the flower itself, but a ripple of energy continued further. It didn’t pass around the flower, but rather through it. As for effects on the flower itself, William didn’t see any but the slightest movement from the air he had disturbed with his punch. “If it has a soul, it is nothing like the souls of animals. It is either so weak to be nonexistent, containing no energy, or it does not exist. At least, not in the same way as the souls we know about. I suppose it could be the former, in which case this flower should be dead now. We’d see the effects within a few days.”

“I see. So if it dies, that will confirm plants have souls? No, it might be a coincidence. In that case, we would have to try a larger scale experiment.”

-----

After a few days, the only visible change in the flower was that it was slightly larger. Obviously it had not died, but was still growing. It didn’t seem to be growing faster, though. William set up an experiment where he tested the growth rates of dozens of flowers of the same and different kinds simultaneously. The result was… flowers. There wasn’t any noticeable difference between those William sent a soul attack toward and the others of the same kinds. They didn’t grow faster, nor did they die or grow more slowly. “Do you think there are plants with souls?”

Lorelei thought for a few moments. “Maybe. There are some plants that are… less like plants we would normally see. In some places, there are plants that entrap insects, and digest them in fluids inside them. Then, there are larger ones of those, that live in places frequented by magical beasts. I hear that some of those are big enough to capture rodents and other small animals. I’m not sure if those plants would have a soul, but they are enough different from what is expected that they might. It is worth looking into, except they would not survive long outside of their expected environs, and studying them where they are is… risky.”

William nodded. He had heard of carnivorous plants on Earth, such as pitcher plants and the Venus fly trap. They certainly seemed different enough that there was a possibility, but they didn’t really have any volition of their own, which William thought might be what merited a soul. William could imagine animals moving without a soul, but it was also clear that when the soul died or was disconnected the body died, though perhaps it was from shock. William didn’t plan to experiment with that to find out if there was a way to keep an animal alive afterwards. As for plants, even if they suddenly had a soul, it wasn’t like they would be able to think or move without a body that supported it. They would need a brain, and neural pathways. They wouldn’t have to be like animals, but it would have to exist in some capacity. However, normal plants didn’t have such features. “I would love to go see those plants… but going on a journey and taking such a risk for no reason would be irresponsible.”

Lorelei nodded. “I agree. I wish it were otherwise, though. It would be fun.”

-----

William sighed. He wasn’t sure what he should be doing. He had some ideas, but besides training, especially to perfect Shattering the Soul, he wasn’t sure what was best. Though it was very useful to know about the Demon King’s return in advance, it also meant that there was a lot of waiting. It was hard to continuously anticipate a big event- especially a war. William supposed that normally people didn’t have to feel this way. There might be the threat of a war looming for a few years, but a dozen and a half years was a long time to know in advance that a war was certainly coming. William actually wondered where those numbers came from, so he went to find Lorelei. “How do you know when the Demon King will return?”

“That? Quite simply… divination magic. Now, normally it’s not that useful, but he leaves a rather big mark when he shows up. In addition to that, it’s a fairly regular schedule for when he returns after dying. Though, as for how I know when the war will be happening, that is based on the past. The Demon King almost always starts the war within a half dozen years of his body returning to adulthood. He’s not really that patient.”

“Wait… that means… the Demon King is alive right now?”

Lorelei nodded. “That is correct. That’s why I can’t stay around here forever, and have to return occasionally.”

“Can’t we just… go kill him now?”

Lorelei sighed. “I wish we could. If I thought you could defeat him in a one-on-one… or a two-on-one, or three-on-one… I would have already suggested it. However, even with a smaller, weaker body, the Demon King is still a very powerful wizard… and has long since passed the sixth major breakthrough in his cultivation method. If we could get a dozen… or perhaps a few dozen of the best people, he could be defeated. Assuming you take down the defenses on his castle, and actually manage to get that far into our territory alive.”

“I bet you could disable the defenses on the castle.”

“I could. But I only would if we would be assured of his destruction afterwards. After all, I like my soul where it is… or if I die, I at least want my soul to be in one piece. It would be pretty easy to figure out how all of the castle’s defenses failed. In addition to do that, it’s not like he is alone. Leading an army to attack would be… much worse. While the human have a reasonable chance of winning a defensive war, attacking would be suicide. Your supply lines would be longer, and the terrain would be a huge disadvantage… and you would have to face more troops. The Demon King won’t be much more dangerous in a dozen and a half years, and fighting him on your territory is much safer.”
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                “Where did demons come from?” William asked Lorelei out of the blue.

“Hmm, that is a rather odd question.”

“Is it? Then, where did humans come from?”

“Another odd question. You might as well ask where elves and dwarves come from.”

“Yeah, but they don’t exist.”

Lorelei just stared at William and blinked a few times. “What? Of course they do… Ah. Well, you’ve heard of them, at least.”

“Sure, but only in old stories, not in any history books.” William shook his head. “Are you saying they exist?”

“They do. Or at least, they did.”

“Hmm, why do I feel like this has something to do with the Demon King?”

“That’s a good direction to think… though maybe not exactly what you were thinking. The Demon King actually tried to wipe them out… but failed. Actually, they fled across the ocean.”

“Oh, I remember that story… except it didn’t say they fled. There was just a story about the elves and dwarves sailing across the sea.”

“Well, that’s basically it. The Demon King was determined to wipe them out, but he pushed too far. Though he destroyed many of their cities and forced them to flee, he couldn’t then fight the humans. The humans weren’t interested in sheltering the elves and dwarves in their land, though they were ‘kind’ enough to provide them with vessels and supplies to go across the seas.”

“That… sounds like it would be very expensive, actually.”

“It would be… if the elves and dwarves had not been so confident in themselves, and too proud to run. Only a very small amount of them actually fled the Demon King and survived. The rest, well… they caused him no end of trouble and even managed to kill him, not that the word of that spread. Otherwise, they might have tried to return to their homelands. Instead, they fled across the oceans… and humans happily moved into some of their territories.”

“Wow. How come I’ve never heard most of this? Especially not from any reliable sources.”

“Who knows. Truth gets lost to time. People forget, works are lost… sometimes, people intentionally destroy knowledge. This information isn’t commonly known to my people, either. It is just that I have access to all the knowledge available to us.... Or at least, more than anyone else. Still, though the details aren’t well known, most of my people at least know that the elves and dwarves were real.”

William nodded. “Well, maybe the knowledge was lost in one of those ways, or perhaps humans were ashamed at not helping, and intentionally hid it. I suppose there might even be such knowledge… in Eclea, for example. I just haven’t had that long to learn everything.”

Lorelei smiled. “Indeed. A few dozen years isn’t enough to learn everything. Of course, a dozen times that is still not enough. Even I wouldn’t claim to know everything, not even all important events… but more than most.”

William spent the next few days, wondering what was across the oceans. What was out there? William only really knew of the one continent that the humans lived on, as well as a number of islands nearby. Occasionally people would explore beyond known territory, but they never found anything, or if they did they never returned. It was known that there was a significant distance with nothing significant. One problem with exploring the ocean was that, in addition to magical beast on land, there were some in the ocean. They could be very dangerous, and even if those on board could fight them… some of them could sink ships without ever coming above the water line. William supposed that magically strengthened ships could be constructed, but those would be very expensive. As it was, no country was interested in spending that kind of resources on exploration.

As for the elves and dwarves, William wondered whether they had found anything. He hoped so. Just because there hadn’t been any word from them didn’t mean they weren’t safe and prospering. In fact, William expected that they would not be interested in returning or even sending word. After all, it was not like they parted with humans on the best of terms. William thought that maybe he should have considered whether they were real much earlier. However, on Earth they were most certainly made up. That idea had stuck, and the fact that there were no good records had further solidified it. The biggest factor, though, had been that he was faced by the very real existence of magic, and of the demons. 

-----

Though William would very much have liked to spend all of his time talking with Lorelei, he knew he shouldn’t. After all, she had important jobs to do, and William himself proved to be very helpful to those training in Shattering the Soul. He even taught a few of the most level headed knights how to practice the cultivation method he used- Rotational Soul Pressure. After practicing it for a long time, William had thought that how much it could be used was based on the strength of the soul of the user. However, that turned out to be not quite correct. He was becoming relatively good at judging the strength of a person’s soul. At a glance, he would only be able to tell if there was a significant difference, which wasn’t true for the most part. If he spent some time analyzing a specific person, however, he could get a better grasp of how strong their soul was. William wasn’t sure if what he felt involved every factor that made a soul strong or useful, but he had at least some measure of strength. Of the half-dozen individuals he taught, the knight with the strongest soul actually hit his limit first, shortly before the one whose soul was weakest. Knight-commander Tyler was somewhere in the middle. Meanwhile, one of those with a weaker soul actually saw the most benefit from the method. William supposed that it was really working toward the potential strength of a soul. Perhaps it was related to affinity for soul-related techniques, but William wasn’t sure. Unlike affinity for things like fire, he was unsure if soul affinity  even properly existed, and didn’t know if it could it be measured. William wasn’t even sure how affinity for ‘elements’ that were of course not really the base elements of anything worked. Fire was just heat added to carefully manipulated air. Maybe people with an affinity for it just had a knack for that kind of thing, but it seemed quite specific. On the other hand, mana seemed to actually have elements of that sort, though William couldn’t see it for himself. Regardless, testing affinity for soul techniques wasn’t possible- or at least it wasn’t know how, except through experiment. 
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                About a year of time passed, and Lorelei once again had to return the the demon lands. That meant William didn’t have much reason to stay in Ostana at the moment. The knights were progressing quite well in their cultivation, and William didn’t need to be around for that anyway. After all, the envoys from the Order of the Watchful sentry were more experienced in cultivation than he was. William was only more skilled in one aspect, that of soul techniques. However, he didn’t think that telling them what to do during every step of their training would be useful. It was better for them to test the waters, make some mistakes, and possibly solve them on their own. Besides, his advice wouldn’t necessarily help someone learn even though he was more proficient at Shattering the Soul than others. Not everyone thought the same way.

As for other reasons to stay in Ostana… there weren’t too many. William had been glad to see Daniel and Ivy again. After living with them for six years, they had become like siblings. William thought that was rather interesting, because he already had other siblings in this life, though only two he actually was close to. In his previous life he had no real siblings, though Lila was something like a sister as well. In his first life, he had a brother and sister… but they had never been close, and then had died before him. William had barely even thought about them in his second life, and they were now basically just a distant memory. He could still remember them if he tried, but generally memories of them were in the seldom travelled parts of his mind.

-----

William was travelling back to Liaoyang. It was nice that he didn’t have to worry about any legal issues with crossing the border, for the first time since… well, since he had first returned to Ostana. That didn’t mean he thought he was perfectly safe on his journey. However, the Lockridge family was not in a state where they could do anything to him, nor could they afford to pay any sort of bounty on him. Still, William didn’t travel alone. He had Chris… and also travelled with a caravan, though he felt they weren’t as critical to his safety. Realistically, though travelling with others was a better deterrent.

Besides, William wasn’t invincible. He’d even thought that perhaps he was acting that way too much. He went around and did whatever he wanted, without much thinking about the consequences. For example, killing Albert Lockridge had been unnecessary. It’s not that William didn’t think things weren’t better with him dead, but it had been a risk he didn’t need to take. He could have just as easily knocked him out and defeated him that way, but instead chose to kill him. Although he tried to determine if it would be a problem… some people certainly knew it was intentional. Besides, even if it was acceptable in a legal sense, the only reason he got away with it so easily was that the king was already on his side, and the Lockridge family was on the back foot. However, that didn’t mean they couldn’t have pushed for some kind of punishment for him, if they were willing to sacrifice. Perhaps it would still have come to nothing. Albert probably would have been executed anyway, so the action was completely unnecessary. Still, the only thing William had considered at the time was that he could probably get away with it, and that Albert might not get executed otherwise.

That wasn’t worth risking his future. There were bigger things at stake than whether one person died a bit earlier than they otherwise might, and William knew he needed to hold that in perspective. Though he could argue that letting Albert live might be a risk, he also knew that wasn’t really the reason why he killed him. He almost certainly wouldn’t have been able to do anything.

-----

After weeks of travel, William was nearing the Yu clan family ground, he couldn’t help but think about how slow horses were. Though they were faster, or at least less tiring, than travelling on foot, they weren’t fast. Certainly, he had travelled a long distance, but he couldn’t help but think about airplanes. He could have made the same trip in only a few hours with airplanes he considered “modern”. He supposed that if time passed at the same rate on Earth as here, technology there should be quite advanced now. Here, there didn’t seem to be as many advancements. One reason for that was probably the semi regular occurrence of large wars. This meant that there were large population drops, which slowed overall population growth. There also weren’t new regions to expand into, and international trade wasn’t particularly booming.

From William’s perspective, the next big advancement in transportation would likely be a train, or something similar. However, that would require a large amount of infrastructure, and with wars happening that could easily get destroyed. More importantly, there were limited resources. Though it wasn’t that any country was in danger of running out of natural resources in the near future, a train would likely be magically powered and supported, which would require rarer materials than a mechanical version. Technology hadn’t particularly advanced in a mechanical direction either. 

Magically powered carriages, which were effectively cars, would require better roads everywhere they wanted to go if they wanted to be fast. As for flying… anything that could carry people would require much more power than was easily available, and of course places that they could land.

Still, William thought that, though some of these things would be useful now, they wouldn’t be ready until after the upcoming war with the Demon King anyway, even if resources could be devoted to them. In his previous life he hadn’t even considered advancing in those directions as viable at all, but looking at what Eclea had done he thought they were certainly ready to consider such things. Maybe they had been before, and he just hadn’t considered it. After all, fantasy worlds didn’t have trains… and that was what he had been in. 

Regardless of whether it could be done or not, William thought he would perhaps take notes on what he remembered that might be useful. Maybe someone could do something after the war. At the very least, it could get people thinking about what could actually be accomplished. He would leave the notes with some people he could trust. Maybe it would turn into something, maybe not. William suspected he would never know. It was nice thinking about the future, but sometimes it reminded him he probably wouldn’t have one. Unless someone actually succeeded at using Shattering the Soul to kill the Demon King when William wasn’t on the battlefield, or hadn’t managed to get close enough, he would probably have his own soul destroyed. If he was actually within a short distance, at minimum a few dozen feet, William knew the explosion wouldn’t leave any souls in any state worth speaking of. That was with his most conservative estimates on the strength of the Demon King’s soul and the resulting explosion. It wasn’t particularly fun to think about.
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                When William got back, he was tired. Journeys were always tiring, but for some reason this one felt especially so. He collapsed in his room, glad that it was always kept ready for him even though he hadn’t been around much in the recent years. It took him a few days before he felt fully recovered. William sighed. He wasn’t even getting old yet. Once he was older, everything would be much worse. Not that he would likely get older than about three dozen years in this life, since that was around the time the war with the Demon King would be starting. It could be short, or it could last for some time, but either way William would never reach truly “old” status before it was over.

-----

William didn’t really have much in the way of responsibilities among the Yu Clan. He mostly spent his time broadening his horizon on what ki cultivation could do, studying a variety of new abilities that he might or might not have use for. Having a systemized technique for controlling fire in a certain way or particular methods of avoiding attacks was never a bad thing. Of course, William couldn’t learn everything. There were just too many different techniques, and though he would have liked to compare and contrast them to determine which were the best, it was impractical. Instead, he had to limit himself to a smaller set of abilities.

He chose a few things for offense to compare, and a few things for defense. Though William was quite good at soul attacks, he could imagine scenarios in which they weren’t practical. Either way, it was good to have variety. Of course, directly hitting someone with Chris was also quite useful, but with proper techniques everything was even better. He could have the form right, but with just using ki to increase the kinetic energy of the attack it would be less than optimal. 

William took particular care in the defensive techniques he chose. He especially thought about what dangers magic might pose. Chris was capable of sensing magic, and could even predict the path of a lightning bolt. That was good, but he wouldn’t always be able to deflect them, or deflect them to somewhere safe. The particular technique William learned was a lightning property “armor” technique. Of course, lightning or electricity couldn’t serve as armor in any way. The technique involved turning a layer of ki around the user into a form that acted like electricity. Then, when the user was hit with a fist or a weapon, it would shock the attacker, though a near miss would do just as well. If actually hit, the user of the technique would still take the same amount of damage from the attack they would have anyway, from a cut, to broken ribs, to death. Hence it not really being an armor technique. However, if the user were adept at dodging- or more sensibly parrying with the technique covering their weapon, they could shock their enemy. The technique was also rather efficient in its use of energy, requiring very little to maintain. It would mostly drain energy when it actually did something.

Still, William didn’t really want such a technique. It could be useful, but he had learned it for another reason. It was close to something he wanted, and it taught him how to control his ki in basically the way he wanted. William repurposed the technique to a different end. He still used a layer of ki that had electrical properties around him. However, instead of one that would react to contact, he extended the technique to the bottom of the feet. Normally, it wouldn’t cover those, both because it was not a critical place, and also because the feet were always in contact with the ground, which would discharge the technique. That was exactly what William wanted… except of course he couldn’t maintain a high level of such power for any length of time. That didn’t matter, though, because William reduced the power of the technique to the absolute minimum. It wouldn’t even be able to give people the feeling of a static shock if they touched him, let alone travel along their weapons and damage them. That didn’t matter though. All he wanted was the layer of current around him.

This was a defense against lightning bolts. In truth, it was more likely to make a lightning bolt strike him. However, it would also direct the flow of the electricity around him. That was how it worked, following the path of least resistance. It would then flow into the ground harmlessly. William knew there was a bit of problem with that, though. Wizard’s didn’t just throw lightning in a direction. If they did, the direction would quickly become down. Instead, they guided its path with mana under their control. Thus, it was possible for them to make a path through him more desirable.

Chris played a key role here. William couldn’t sense mana, nor could he use magic. Chris helped William test his defenses. Mana already had a hard time moving through solid objects, and especially living creatures. In the case of lightning bolts, a wizard would either need to have it strike from above and hope that the enemy was conductive enough, or continue to guide it through them. This occurred by continuing the path as the lightning approached them and entered them. William learned that defensive layer of ki was somewhat useful for blocking mana from intruding into him, or directing the electricity to flow through him. However, it didn’t make it impossible, just harder. It took some time to figure out what attributes the ki would need to take on to do a better job of protecting him, but he figured it should be even more difficult. At the very least, it could prevent the first attack from a wizard who wasn’t prepared for that kind of resistance. After that, William would be more ready to block with Chris or otherwise defend himself against lightning. If there was no lightning used… well, it only took a small amount of energy to maintain. William briefly considered trying to develop a way to use any lightning bolts that hit him against his enemies… but he quickly realized nobody was going to let him stand on them, and otherwise he would have to be waiting, prepared for a specific attack… and then use a large amount of effort to direct it to an enemy that had to be adjacent. He could just hit that enemy much more easily, as well. Still, it was good enough for defending himself. William named the modified technique ‘Lightning Rod’. This was simply because it acted in a similar manner to a real lightning rod. He did have to admit that getting hit by lightning was still rather frightening, even though he knew he would be safe.
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                Another year passed, a year William spent in training. In his previous life, he had spent most of his time in study, but he still trained his body and what little he knew of staff techniques. This time, he trained in ki cultivation. He spent some time training his body, but he noticed that his improvements were much slower and less useful in that area. Perhaps the techniques he had learned weren’t suited to his current body, or perhaps it was because he was focusing more in other areas. William also spent time training with Yu Huan, helping her along the path of soul techniques… and occasionally getting a bit of insight in return. Of course, William also trained with Dong Xin, who was still much more experience than William in the proper use of a staff. William supposed his total time using a staff to fight might be comparable, but in his previous life he wouldn’t have called most of his efforts proper technique. Thus, his experience there was more of a hindrance now than a benefit, though he had managed to move past most of his old, bad habits.

With all that said, William still devoted time to study. Not studying ki techniques, that fell under the category of training in his mind. However, what he was really studying was history. William found that much of it was boring, tinged with hints of the unpleasantness of war. These were not always wars with the Demon King, but also among the human nations. The nations themselves had retained the same borders for most of recorded history. This would be astounding, except for the fact that this was maintained mostly by natural borders. On the western border of Ostana and the eastern side of Liaoyang, there was the Endless Forest. Marching armies through there was not simple, and bringing supplies through with them was even less manageable. To the south of Ostana was Ustil which was a desert. It hadn’t been particularly valued land even before that time, though William obviously didn’t find much of anything in the way of information on that. Ostana and Eclea were bordered by mountains. Although they weren’t as hard to traverse as the range on the northern borders, separating the human lands from the demon lands, it was still not a simple prospect to bring an army through. Eclea and Liaoyang had no borders with each other, and transporting armies by sea wasn’t a great prospect, in addition to the fact that they had little conflict between each other. That wasn’t to say that wars had never happened… just that they rarely changed borders, and never for long.

It wasn’t that the countries had always been the way they were now, however. For one thing, there was often fighting inside the countries themselves, and they split into smaller countries. However, then the Demon King would show up. While the various factions didn’t always realise the threat of the Demon King before he showed up, or even until some time after people started being killed in large numbers, but eventually everyone participated in the war. After the war, the divided factions would usually return to a united whole… either willingly, or enforced by the strongest or only remaining country. 

As William studied all of this, it really made William realize why Lorelei called the Demon King stupid. His forces weren’t outmatched by any one country, perhaps not even two. However, not only did he choose to straightforwardly attack the humans, he also divided his forces to attack several or all of the countries at once. There had even been occasions where he sent forces to Ustil by sea, losing a good portion of his forces and only taking out a few villages before they were forced to retreat or die of thirst or starvation. Yet, somehow, he was still allowed to lead the armies. According to Lorelei, it wasn’t that the demons were fanatically devoted to the thought of wiping out the humans, though there were some who were. Instead, the Demon King gathered powerful supporters, who maintained positions of power. Most of them didn’t go to fight in the wars, and thus survived, at least for some time. Often, this was until they displeased the Demon King. As for why they didn’t just seize the power for themselves… They weren’t united enough to share power without the threat of force, and none of them was enough more powerful than the others to become king. More importantly, there would always be the looming threat of the Demon King returning, and even without an army he could kill any specific person he wanted to quite easily- or worse. None of them wanted a reign that could be cut short any time, with a sudden but not unexpected death. These lieutenants controlled those below them, and so on until it reached the normal citizens of the demon kingdom. William knew that societies could easily opress the lower classes, and imagined that was even easier if the upper classes could become physically as well as politically stronger while stopping the lower classes from doing the same.

This brought William back to the thought of the demon lord that had started a war during his previous life. Lorelei said that he was young and brash. He thought he could gain some accomplishments for himself, and if he controlled part of the human’s territory when the Demon King had returned, that might have actually been the case. As it was, though, he just wasted the lives of some of the demons. Even if William hadn’t killed him, he would have been killed by the Demon King’s lieutenants, or possibly imprisoned and kept for the Demon King himself. The soldiers under him had been trained, but not for as long as real troops that would participate in the Demon King’s army. That made William more nervous about the future, because even though he had realized that there were some more elite troops among the demons, he hadn’t know that those should have actually been the standard. Even the regular demons were so fierce… though the “minimal” training they were given was still a dozen or two years, which for humans would have put them past their prime. However, William was somewhat comforted by the fact that the countries would be prepared for the war… and working together, hopefully smoothly.
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                William found that he missed another Soul Technique tournament while he was in Ostana. Not that it was important for him to attend. The point of the tournaments were to find people who were skilled in Soul Techniques, and the Order already knew about William. 

That said, now that the tournament was expanding somewhat, he was still interested in participating, or at least being there to watch. The time for the next tournament was approaching, and it would encompass the entire Taijiang region. The Taijiang region included most of the eastern border of Liaoyang, and territory nearby. The tournament wasn’t actually restricted to those from the region, but it would only be publicized there. The Order was only planning to expand the tournament gradually, making it seem more of a natural growth in scale. That would make it seem less unnatural or suspicious if the Demon King or his spies heard of it. It was likely some spies would, but if they didn’t think it important, then it didn’t matter. It wasn’t that they were publicizing the fact that the true purpose was to find people who could help destroy the Demon King’s soul. Instead, they were just searching for people talented in Soul Techniques. Since such techniques and people who practiced them were relatively more rare, it made sense that they would be sought out by those interested. In this case, the tournaments had rewards available. The recruitment process was kept entirely separate, and the background of any participants was looked into to see if they might be suitable. Of course, a background check wouldn’t necessarily determine whether someone could or would keep the secret about the true purpose to destroy the Demon King, so recruits were only gradually introduced to the idea as they became trusted. William heard that those who had been scouted from the first tournament were still yet to find out the whole picture, and some had been weeded out for suspect activity, though since there was nothing concrete there weren’t any actions taken against them either. However, it was better to be overly cautious than to let the Demon King catch wind of their plans. 

As for the fact that the countries were or would be making preparations for war, that could only be hidden for so long. However in the past the nations had gained some advance notice of the Demon King preparing for war, since he wasn’t exactly subtle. It shouldn’t appear too suspicious even if they were preparing a bit earlier than usual. Either way, the Demon King wasn’t afraid of armies or even getting killed. However, William assumed he would still be cautious of the threat of having his soul destroyed. That would likely be the only way for him to experience true death. William, at least, felt afraid of having his soul destroyed. He found he rather liked being alive, and while he wasn’t particularly comfortable with the idea of being killed, he felt that he had come to terms with the idea. Even if he lost his memories the next time, it would be somewhat comforting to know that he would still exist, in some way. Though William would like to live more, he knew he already had lived much more than most people ever had the chance to. If it was restricted just to humans, he doubted any of them had lived more than 140 years in this world, though there was some small possibility of that. On Earth, while people didn’t regularly reach 120 years old, it still happened sometimes. Here, people might surpass that.. Or they might not. William hadn’t heard about any specific cases though. Regardless of how he felt about ‘just’ dying, William was still quite terrified of having his soul destroyed and having not only a ‘real’ death, but something even more than that. Unless the Demon King was entirely without feelings, William thought he should be the same, though perhaps with less consciousness of it being a possibility. After all, he had lived for a very long time and was very powerful. He would only really be afraid if he considered it a serious threat. 

That was William’s problem when thinking about the Demon King. He didn’t know how he actually thought. William imagined that having lived a very long time, he would think very differently from a normal person. For example, William suspected he hadn’t always managed to gain control of the demon lands and everyone in them and launch an almost-suicidal attack on the humans… or the elves or dwarves, when they were around. William suspected he had been rather surprised to reincarnate with his memories, just as he had. However he would always have the opportunity to slowly grow stronger. This could have been over multiple lives, or the same one. After all, demon lives were long, bordering on unlimited. William supposed the Demon King could have had enough drive and belief that demons were the only ones who deserved to survive that he could have reached his status in his first life, only to eventually get killed and find out he could reincarnate later. Unfortunately, most of the details from those times were lost, and even Lorelei had been uncertain. 

William wasn’t certain of where the hatred of others came from. It could have been any number of things. Perhaps he had bad experiences with non-demons, and developed a hatred of them that way… or perhaps he just didn’t like them. William could even imagine a scenario where it was almost justified. Perhaps the other races tried to wipe out the demons. William couldn’t deny that the humans might do that if there was the possibility. However, nobody in the current generation, or the previous generation, or any of the dozens of generations recorded in the past had tried to do so. William hadn’t heard anything like that from Lorelei either, so this was at best him justifying it slightly. Even if that had been the case, going around destroying the souls of humans was probably even worse than just killing them all in a traditional manner, though of course neither of those options were acceptable. In the end, it wasn’t like William could ask the Demon King what he was thinking. He wasn’t even sure if they spoke any of the same languages… and the Demon King hadn’t been traditionally interested in diplomacy of any form.
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                Though the competition of soul techniques was going to be held throughout an entire region, there were only a bit more than a hundred participants. There weren’t that many who even practiced soul techniques to begin with, and even fewer who were confident in their abilities. Part of this was because the effects of soul techniques were invisible. While they could be sensed to some extent with the right method, the didn’t look impressive. That also made them hard to learn and to create. In addition, if a soul attack was too weak, it would usually have no effect, whereas another kind might cause a small injury still, or at least weaken whatever defenses it was facing. This was often the case with those who only dabbled in soul techniques. In addition, cultivation methods that supported soul techniques were rare as well.

William had been lucky that the Yu Clan had a few soul techniques to learn, but they didn’t have very useful offensive techniques. Fortunately, they did have techniques that were actually related to the soul, and not just titled that way. His cultivation method, Rotational Soul Pressure, was extremely suited for him, and had provided sufficient energy even when he used other attacking methods. Now that he knew Shattering the Soul, and the techniques he had created based on that, he barely even considered most other techniques. Of course, at some point he would reach the limits of Rotational Soul Pressure, and he would have to find something else if he wanted to continue to grow stronger. William kept telling himself that, but it hadn’t yet happened, so he had only spent a small amount of effort studying other cultivation techniques.

-----

William watched the first rounds from a seat next to his grandfather, Yu Jian. William gave his commentary on what he had seen so far. “Most of them seem pretty mediocre. Though, there are a few who could likely give big sister Yu Huan a decent fight. That said, I have the feeling some of the participants just haven’t had a chance to show their abilities yet.” William coughed slightly, and grimaced. Unfortunately, getting sick was something that still had to be dealt with, even in a world with magic. There were some things that magic could heal, but it wasn’t worth the price to try to treat a cough, even if there were any wizards who could heal in Liaoyang. Of course, ki abilities could be used to heal some things as well. William didn’t know much of these techniques, but he did know a few things like how to remove poisons from his bloodstream. Of course, such a technique wasn’t perfect, and it wouldn’t fix any damage that was already caused by poison, but with William’s experience involving the poisonous breath of a Chimaera, he thought it would be useful to learn. He wasn’t worried about poisoning by other humans… at least not now that the Song clan wasn’t a threat. 

Yu Jian smiled. “Still, a few more people on Yu Huan’s level could be helpful. Have you noticed any that could match up to you?”

William shook his head. “Not that I’ve seen yet, but that could still be revealed before the end.”

-----

The next match was between an older man and Yu Huan. William had a pretty good idea of how strong Yu Huan was in the area of soul techniques. However, the older man hadn’t shown his limits in the earlier matches either. There weren’t any age limits on the tournament, precisely because they were looking for those who were skilled in soul techniques. The actual winner didn’t matter as much as seeing what people could do. Plus, if there was an already well trained and strong person… that was possibly better than a young person with potential. 

There were only a bit more than a dozen years until the war with the Demon King could start, and though that was enough time to train someone to a reasonable level, it wasn’t enough time for someone to truly become a master of ki techniques. While a knight would generally stop growing stronger after their 30’s and 40’s, they would still have a wealth of practical experience that would make them able to stay on top until their body started to become weaker. A ki cultivator or wizard could continue to grow in strength for longer, since their strength didn’t depend on their body, though growth would slow down, since people didn’t have unlimited potential. The stronger one was, the harder it grew to progress.

William watched the fight with interest. This older man had defeated his opponents in a quick manner, but sadly William hadn’t been able to observe his technique much, just that he hadn’t even seemed to care about his opponent’s attacks. Of course, this could just be that he was quite disciplined, and didn’t want to show any weaknesses, but William hadn’t felt him struggling in any way.

The battle opened up with Yu Huan launching an attack. Her attack appeared straightforward, but William knew it was fast and sharp. Of course, sharp was a strange term to apply to something other than a sword or other physical weapon. In a spiritual attack, perhaps it was better described as piercing. William had seen this technique pierce through the defenses of Yu Huan’s previous opponents. It was derived from Shattering the Soul, but in a different direction than William had taken his training. Shattering the Soul pierced into the opponents soul, destroying it from within. William had developed his new deadly technique from the idea of the destruction, but instead of destroying the soul, it was more the link from the soul to the body. Of course, it wasn’t harmless to the soul… but it didn’t eradicate it either. Yu Huan’s technique just pierced into the soul. In the tournament setting, a successful attack would usually be enough for her opponent to surrender, but if necessary in a fight to the death she could use the initial point to more easily pierce the opponent’s defenses again. 

William knew how hard it was to resist, but when the attack reached the older man, it seemed to do nothing. The attack wasn’t directly blocked, or William would have felt more ripples from the impact. In fact, the attack continued on, almost as if the man weren’t there, or the attack had missed. Then, the older man attacked in return. While Yu Huan’s attack was sharp, his felt like flowing water. However, upon the attack reaching Yu Huan, William saw her stagger back, and her face paled slightly. William was somewhat unsure what happened. Although William had to admit that water had significant power… that was not true from a gently flowing stream. That was what the attack had felt like. A raging river had great power… and over time, water would erode the terrain. It could even split rocks when it froze into ice. In fact, if fired like a jet, it could cut deeply. However, all of these took power… or time. However, it had just been a single attack.

Yu Huan was still standing and able to fight, and she prepared her second attack. William hoped to see what he could glean from this fight.
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                Yu Huan steadied herself, and attacked the older man who was her opponent again. The second time, William saw more clearly what happened. The defenses of the older man didn’t feel like they were using a large amount of ki, and they shouldn’t have been able to stop the attack. Indeed, that was not what happened. Generally, a defense would require more energy than an attack. This was because it needed to cover a larger area. However, all of the energy from an attack would be consumed, and could no longer be used. Meanwhile, most of the ki used to defend would be available for continued use. Yet, the old man only used an approximately comparable amount of ki to defend against Yu Huan’s attack. Upon observing more closely, William saw how that could work. Yu Huan’s attack was sharp and strong, with a strong momentum of sorts behind it. It could likely pierce through a defense of similar strength without trouble, but the old man merely nudged the attack. He didn’t stop the momentum, but just diverted it off target. 

The old man once again responded with a seemingly gentle attack, but as it seemed to sweep over Yu Huan, William felt a sudden surge of power at the very end, as all of the energy gathered on one place. Yu Huan staggered again, and appeared even weaker… but her eyes were still determined. The older man, meanwhile, was smiling slightly, and looked unruffled.

William thought her response was excellent. Her next attack was similar to the previous two, but it was launched simultaneously with another attack. William felt the old man call more energy than before on his defenses. He responded similarly with two concentrated areas of energy, like that he had used to block the previous attacks. William felt that these were a bit bigger and stronger than the last, though the attacks they faced were of the same strength. William watched as both attacks were seemingly easily deflected away from where they could do damage.

Yu Huan collapsed to her knees, and the older man prepared another attack. This one felt stronger, more like a rolling storm than the gentle feeling it had before… However, before the attack approached her, Yu Huan surrendered, and the attack gently faded away.

The older man laughed gently. “Good! Very good! It’s nice to see promising young folk.”

-----

After the match, William found the man’s name was Han Xinya. The Order actually knew of him, but he hadn’t appeared in recent years. They had even approached him, asking him to join the Order, but he had refused. His reason was that he didn’t want to be tied down by responsibilities. The Order of the Watchful Senry didn’t have any intentions to force anyone to join, so they accepted his decision. After the Order learned about Shattering the Soul and confirmed it was the most likely possibility for defeating the Demon King permanently, they had looked for him since he was skilled in soul techniques. They hadn’t found him, but he had apparently been drawn in by their tournament.

As the tournament continued, he easily dominated the rest of the competition. It wasn’t just his age that gave him an advantage, because there had been several participants who were similarly around 40 or 50 years old. However, they were not specialized in the area of soul techniques, or not particularly talented. 

In the end, though he won the tournament, he gave the prizes to the person in second place stating, “I’m only here to test the latest crop of young talents.”

-----

William didn’t know if Han Xinya was planning to return to where he was after the tournament and he couldn’t risk that possibility so he immediately went to find him. “I request a spar.”

Han Xinya raised an eyebrow, “Oh, who are you?”

“I am Yu Hui’Lam. I have seen your skill in Soul Techniques, and was hoping I might be able to learn something from you in a spar.”

“Very straightforward. Very well, I have time in abundance.”

-----

Thus, William found himself facing off against Han Xinya on the dueling stage. William wasn’t using Chris, since this wasn’t a battle of life or death. Chris would only give him a skewed view of how good he was. In fact, William’s staff was almost irrelevant, since this was a soul technique battle.

Han Xinya gave William the chance to attack first. With the defenses he had, William knew this wasn’t necessarily an advantage. William didn’t plan to use Shattering the Soul, obviously, but he also wasn’t going to use his killing technique. He didn’t think it would actually work, but it seemed rather rude for a spar, and if it succeeded the results would be unpleasant. William didn’t actually have a name for that technique yet, though he was considering something like Soul Severing, since it cut the soul off from the body. William had another option, though it wasn’t even developed enough to call it a technique yet. However, since he had been spending so much time working on his control over ki and using it for soul attacks, that didn’t mean this particular ability would be useless.

William struck out, leading with the staff he was carrying. However, the staff didn’t have any real power behind it. Instead, it only served as a familiar medium for transmitting the technique across a longer distance, further from William’s body without losing power. Han Xinya had already sensed William gathering his ki, and had begun building defenses in proportion. While Shattering the Soul was more like a spear, driving deep into the core of the soul. Soul Severing attacked the soul where it connected to the body. This wasn’t a physical location, nor was it even a metaphysical location in the soul. Instead, if William were to picture it, if the soul was a ball resting inside the body, he would be pushing the ball out of its resting place. However, for this technique it was more akin to smashing down with a great hammer, and without the intention to dislocate the soul, it would just cause a heavy impact. This would cause damage, but it would recover over time. Though, William supposed this could kill a person as well if their soul and defenses were too weak. Han Xinya was not weak in either of those ways, however.

William felt his attack strike against Han Xinya’s defenses. William was used to battering aside his opponent’s defenses… or straight through them, actually. When he sparred with Yu Huan, he was careful in how he attacked, so he held back, but he could still break her defenses. Here, his attack was actually stopped. William imagined Han Xinya carrying a great shield in front of him… and when William’s attack hit, he deflected it, and while he seemed to stagger back slightly, that was all. Meanwhile, William was thrown off balance since his attack didn’t continue in the way he expected. Of course, physically they seemed to be standing almost still. Han Xinya actually allowed William a moment to recover while he prepared his own attack in response.
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                William readied himself to receive Han Xinya’s attack with Soul Armor. It wasn’t a particularly complicated technique, just a way to cover the outside of his soul in a protective barrier. That didn’t make it weak, however. Though it was simplistic, it didn’t need to be particularly complicated to do its job. Han Xinya struck out with a palm, carrying with it the true attack. William recognized it as the main attack he had used, the one that felt like flowing waves. The attack swept up and around the outside of William’s soul, flowing over William’s Soul Armor. Upon contact, William felt the great momentum that was actually behind it, and that it was slightly reduced. However, William’s defenses didn’t even feel slightly strained. Then, when the attack had flowed around the entirety of his soul, it suddenly squeezed inwards as it continued to flow around. However, this pressure didn’t bother William at all… Until he noticed something. Though his defenses seemed perfect, a small amount of energy got through, poking him all over like needles. William knew that it could have actually done worse, but he still didn’t like it. He immediately clamped down on all the weaknesses that were revealed, and the attack quickly lost momentum and faded.

William breathed out slowly. William knew his defenses were actually quite good. The flaws should have only been very small, but yet they were quickly found. Against a weak opponent, it wouldn’t have mattered. They still wouldn’t have been able to do anything. However, Han Xinya wasn’t weak. In a real combat, it wouldn’t there wouldn’t be ‘turns’ but this was a spar, and now was William’s chance to attack. Although he hadn’t held back with his first attack, he also hadn’t used the entirety of his strength. That is, he had used an attack he felt could cause real damage, and that was sustainable. However, since that hadn’t worked, he had to put more into this attack. He wanted to break or at least noticeably weaken Han Xinya’s defenses. He struck out again. This time, his hammerlike blow had more power behind it. However, it also faced stronger defenses. Once again, the attack was deflected… However William was ready for that, and was already controlling the energy to swing back around. This weakened the energy behind the attack, but it wasn’t all wasted. He also made it move as quickly as he could, to give minimal time to attack. This time, Han Xinya couldn’t deflect the attack, and had to actually block it. He still didn’t meet the full force of the attack, but even with that William felt the shield slightly weaken. Unfortunately, that collision consumed the rest of the energy in William’s attack.

Han Xinya responded in the same manner as before, but with more power behind his attack. This time it felt much more like a storm than some gentle waves. Of course, William also responded with a bit stronger defenses. His defenses hadn’t been broken through directly before, so just adding more energy wasn’t the answer. Instead, he tried to shore up the weaknesses that had been revealed before, and even found a few extra. As the storm of energy met William’s defenses, he revealed another trick, suddenly expanding his Soul Armor to meet the attack, actually intentionally colliding with the energy. This helped reduce some of the power behind it, though Han Xinya quickly responded after the initial moment. As the attack continued, William tried to continually reduce its energy while Han Xinya searched for the weakest points in his armor. In the end, Han Xinya concentrated his attacks into fewer points, and actually managed to pierce a few weaknesses, causing some more jabbing pain. William quickly managed to reinforce those points, while not skimping on the rest of his defenses. William let out another deep breath. “I surrender.”

Han Xinya laughed softly. “Good, good. I must say, if I had to fight you head on, I would run out of energy long before you, if I wasn’t at a higher cultivation level. You have impressive strength, and I don’t doubt you’ll refine the technique given time.” He stroked his chin briefly. “Your cultivation technique is interesting. It reminds me of something… perhaps it’s Rotational Soul Pressure.”

William nodded. “Impressive perception. How did you know?”

“Well, besides being a specialist in soul techniques… there aren’t many techniques that don’t have breakthroughs. I don’t feel the resonant traces of such from you, but you still have sufficient ki that you cannot be before any major breakthrough. I practice that one myself, from time to time.”

“From time to time?” William tilted his head in interest. “Have you not reached your limits yet?”

Han Xinya shook his head. “That’s not it. In fact, the limits of how far that can help increase with time. Age seems to be a direct factor, though it’s hard to say exactly what else is involved. Thus, occasional practice of that method, after there is room for growth, is quite beneficial.”

“Interesting. That’s not written in the description… but I suppose it’s not exactly common knowledge either. I was lucky to find this technique.”

“Cultivation could advance much further if there were less secrets about. Of course, even though I say that I don’t most people to make proper use of their power, and I keep secrets too. As for you being lucky to find it… there are enough similar methods around. The basic tenants stand. It will increase power up to a point, but if you try to push beyond it results in crippling or death. Then, after some time or other kinds of growth, there is more room for improvement. Most people don’t bother to go back to an old method after they feel they’ve surpassed its usefulness.”

“I have to admit, I might have done the same. If this should be a secret, why tell me? We’ve only just met.”

“Well, I have to tell someone. Besides, you seem like you would have probably figured it out on your own… and it’s not that important anyway.”

William smiled. “So, you have better secrets? Want to tell them to me?”

“Normally, I’d just say ‘no’. However, if I said that now, there would have been little purpose in my coming here. Tell me, what is your relation to Yu Huan?”

“She’s my sister. Well, half-sister technically.”

“Would you describe your relationship as good, neutral, or poor?”

“Good, mostly.”

“Excellent. I could use a few good students.”
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                William coughed. Then, he spent some time staring at his hand. Perhaps it might have looked like he was thinking deep thoughts, but really he was just trying to process what he was seeing. That shouldn’t have required any effort, but he wasn’t willing to believe it at first. Finally, though, he had to admit that it was blood. Not a lot of blood, but any amount of blood from coughing wasn’t a good thing. William’s coughing had gotten worse, not better, as time had gone on. It was becoming obvious that it wasn’t just a regular cold or other illness.

After consulting some of the doctors that worked with the Yu Clan, he found out that his mother had also contracted this same illness. That meant they were already knowledgeable about it, which was good… but it wasn’t good enough. After all, his mother had still died from it. There hadn’t been a cure found. Some medicines could alleviate the symptoms, but it had progressively become worse. Even with the existence of healing magic, it couldn’t be cured.

William wondered why that was. Of course, healing magic didn’t just fix things on its own. It required some understanding of what was wrong in a body and how to make it right. At a basic level, it would provide the cells with more energy, allowing the body to fight off the sickness itself. Certain sicknesses or diseases were understood well enough to cure them, but even so it wasn’t an instantaneous thing. Instead, it would require multiple treatments. Sometimes, the magic was made to seek out the source of the sickness and destroy it. Although they might not have a concrete understanding of bacteria and viruses, it was still understood that there was an actual thing causing the problems.

Unfortunately, that left William still in a problematic area. His mother had the same illness, but it couldn’t be cured. Perhaps it was just poorly understood, but William thought there was another likely possibility. It could be a genetic disease. If that were the case, it couldn’t be cured. Well, William could imagine genetic code being re-written, but this world didn’t have that kind of understanding. They had the broad understanding that traits were inherited from parents and relatives, but it wasn’t at the detailed level of understanding DNA. Of course, William couldn’t say that even on Earth people really understood DNA. Very few things were actually tied entirely to a single gene, and even if one that caused a genetic disease was replaced with a “healthy” one, there would also be other changes. Perhaps they wouldn’t be noticeable, or they might be worth whatever consequences they had, but it would still be easier than just removing something bad. On Earth, humans had only been really starting to understand and be able to do something about such things.

William didn’t know if something like that would be possible with magic. It likely would, given enough understanding… and power. It certainly wouldn’t be easy. William imagined there would be unpleasant consequences if the body’s DNA was changed in a half-finished state, and likely many other unforeseen consequences even if it worked as intended. That was how such things worked. Then there was the question of whether it could actually be done… and whether it should be done. William wasn’t sure on either point. Of course, he would prefer to be healthy… but he could also think of all kinds of horrible consequences that could follow. Perhaps that was the cynical side of him speaking, but William imagined that such knowledge could easily be put to uses he wouldn’t like.

Then, there was the even more practical thing. William wasn’t an expert on DNA or genetics or even biology. While he could describe the basic thing that it was, that was about it. He couldn’t give detailed explanations, which might be the most important part in actually utilizing the information. On the other hand, just knowing about it, if people believed him, might have a significant impact. They could figure out ways to actually observe it on their own. Maybe wizards didn’t have electron microscopes, but if they knew there was benefit to observing things at tiny levels, they could come up with a way to do so. Eclea proved that innovation still existed even in this world. 

Then, William consider what his motives would be, and the most probable short term results, of him trying to share this information. Though it would be useful to help people, he hadn’t seen that many with genetic diseases. No, he would really be doing it for himself, and any benefit to others was purely coincidence. Maybe he was important to the war against the Demon King. William didn’t think he was unimportant, but he also didn’t think he was critical. So, assuming he found people who he could trust, and who were accomplished enough to have a chance to succeed, what would be the end result? It would take time away from at least a few useful individuals. William had no illusions that it would be easy. Perhaps they might not even reach any useful results in the slightly more than a dozen years remaining. They might only accomplish wasted resources. If they succeeded… William might live. He might die before anything became practical, and he might die in the actual attempt to save his life. 

William thought about all of those things. In the end, he didn’t fully accept or reject any idea. He knew he was currently in a somewhat distraught state. He might not make good decisions… and he was just very hesitant to do anything at the moment. Besides, he might actually live through the war with the Demon King. From what he’d found, his mother’s family had a few more instances of this disease, confirming in his mind that it was probably genetic. Some of them had lived more than a dozen years after being diagnosed… though some were like his mother and died within a few years.

However, though William was unsure of what he wanted to do in the short term, he had some ideas for the long term. William began writing down things he knew. Calling what he wrote books was a bit excessive. At best, he wrote piles of jumbled notes. He categorized them by types of knowledge. He wasn’t sure what he would do with it… but he had time to figure that out. For the moment, he just wrote down everything he could think of, whenever he thought of it, and considered who might want to know the information. William didn’t want the Demon King to have a chance to know some of these things… but either he would be destroyed this time, or the humans wouldn’t last long anyway. Besides, in its current state, only William knew about what he had written. 
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                Han Xinya’s instruction was very beneficial to both Yu Huan and William. Though William had somewhat grasped what he had been doing, it was a bit more complicated to see how he did it. William understood that concentrating defenses somewhere could be very effective, but only if you accurately predicted the attacks coming. Han Xinya explained how he did that, and many other techniques he hadn’t displayed in the tournament or his fight with William. He had reasons behind why particular abilities were best in particular circumstances, backed by the weight of experience. 

Of course, to actually make use of this knowledge required practice. No matter how inherently talented someone was, it still required time to actually become good at something. These were skills Han Xinya had spent dozens of years perfecting… and it wasn’t like he was untalented either. If that were the case, even if he somehow maintained the motivation to keep practicing soul techniques, he wouldn’t have reached his level of accomplishment. 

-----

The Order approached Han Xinya again, with a new offer this time. Now, they knew they needed experts in soul techniques to destroy the Demon King. He didn’t want to be tied down by responsibilities, and they were willing to accommodate that. All they asked was that he teach some of their members, when he could. However, he wasn’t considered an official member of the Order, instead he was just an outsider hired to help. Thus, he didn’t know the reason that they needed experts on soul techniques… and if he wanted to learn why, he would have to actually join, and accept real responsibilities and restrictions. Han Xinya was naturally curious as to why, but valued his freedom of movement more than that. He knew that it wasn’t just that the Order wanted people proficient in a somewhat rare skill. 

However, the payment offered for his time was enough that he was willing. Even so, the time he spent teaching those of the order in a group was much less than that spent teaching William and Yu Huan individually. This was because he had chosen to teach them, and they were official students. He taught them because he wanted to, and not because it was a job. 

-----

Another few years passed, and William felt time was both quick and slow. He felt that the war with the Demon King was drawing even closer… yet it was still probably a dozen years away. Time like that could pass almost in an instant… but William felt it was still slow. He didn’t have any responsibilities other than training. That was good, since he didn’t like to be in charge. He would rather have things run smoothly without him. However, it meant he was stuck doing training, training, and more training. The only thing that broke up that routine was the occasional receipt of letters from those he knew. 

William received letters from Amelia in Eclea. It was nice to hear about various magical discussions, and William would respond with his thoughts. There weren’t any particular breakthroughs, but interesting topics still came up. Eclea was also working on expanding their various avenues of communication, such as the linked disks. William even had one that he could use to communicate with Eclea… but unless it was an emergency, it wasn’t a good method of communication. William wondered if telephone-type technology could be developed, but getting precise vibrations over a long distance was much more complicated than just flipping over a disk. Even if they had the proper shape for a speaker or some such, getting a receiver of sorts linked (William liked to think of it as something like quantum entanglement) to a speaker was a different matter. The disks were both the same simple shape, but that would not be the same for a method that could reproduce sound. Based on William’s understanding of speakers and microphones, they were similar. However, the problem was that a microphone receiving sound vibrated in a different manner than a speaker producing sound. Thus, replicating the same movement wasn’t a solution.

In Ostana, William kept in contact with both Daniel and Ivy Cyril… as well as Yu Li, since she was staying in Ostana now. Studying magic together with those knights who knew magic was beneficial to all parties involved. However, the biggest factor was that wizards from Eclea were also involved, and was helping those from Ostana catch up on some developments, and re-learn things that had been forgotten over time. William was sure they still kept much knowledge to themselves… but he couldn’t blame them at all. Ostana hadn’t been trustworthy in the department of magic for quite some time. In addition, a new wizard’s guild was being formed. They would be more regulated, and less self governing. The facilities where the former guild had been were abandoned, the ostentatious tower left empty as a symbol of how things could go wrong. Children and people of all ages were invited to study, even if they had little or no talent in magic. A few public schools were opened up, and though they didn’t reach the level of the schools in Eclea, and definitely not the level William expected from Earth, to people who had little chance to learn to read and write, it was an amazing opportunity. Of course, there were many nobles who were unhappy with this, but they mostly kept their mouths shut. The king and his supporters had consolidated a lot of power, and the nobles had more important things to do than complain about people being treated fairly… especially when it was worded in such a manner.

William had no particular contacts in Ustil, though he heard that they were very helpful and straightforward in coordinating with the other countries. Liaoyang wasn’t exactly united like the other countries, but was traditionally willing to band together to fight off outside influences, especially full-blown invasions like that of the Demon King. In the current time, the Order had been quietly influencing the right people so that once the war grew closer, they would be more willing to work on concrete preparations.

-----

Throughout the years that passed, William never forgot about his illness. He was constantly reminded of it, though not every day. Thanks to medicine he was taking regularly, it wasn’t progressing quickly, but it was always there. William spent some time looking for solutions, but hadn’t found any. As for the actual problems it caused, William felt it wasn’t too much of a problem. He could still spar and engage in combat without difficulty, however he felt physically tired all the time. If he tried to practice any type of body training technique, he only felt worse, but ki cultivation wasn’t a problem. William still managed to keep his body basically fit, but he wouldn’t be as physically powerful as a knight or even as much as he had been in his previous life. 
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                William once again returned to Ostana. Although letters were nice for keeping up communication, meeting in person was even better. Though, William had more reasons than that to go. Just sitting around training made him feel like he was doing nothing. Besides, he needed to take a break sometimes, and a change in setting could be beneficial. 

Fortunately, travel didn’t have any effect on his health. Perhaps if he were going on foot, but he didn’t need to sneak around anywhere, so riding with a caravan was better in many ways. William found it rather easy to forget he was sick at all. As long as he didn’t overexert his body, he felt normal. As long as he wasn’t coughing up blood, he just felt like a normal person who wasn’t up for a lot of exercise. 

-----

Upon arriving in Canta, William went to see all of his friends and acquaintances. He wasn’t sure what Knight-Commander Tyler counted as. She looked a lot like Lila, but she wasn’t his friend. Maybe a comrade, but certainly more than an acquaintance. Maybe that would have been different if William had more reason to spend time with her or she wasn’t so busy. Though she was old enough to be his mother, if William relied on strict age guidelines for who he was friends with he would have no friends at all. Everyone would be too young by far… Except Lorelei, who would be too old.

William had to admit that Lorelei was part of the reason he wanted to come back to Ostana. She never visited any other countries. In Liaoyang, her demonic cultivation would easily be recognized, and in Eclea her illusions would likely be dispelled, among other things. There wasn’t any reason for her to go to Ustil, and she wouldn’t have been able to enter the capital which was the only interesting part. 

He had thought of some interesting questions for her. Ki would protect the soul if called upon in a defensive manner… to lesser or greater degrees. Some types of ki cultivation also made the soul stronger. William knew that magic could theoretically be used to defend against soul attacks, but not how specifically. It wasn’t like creating fire where he knew how the chemistry and physics worked. Did body training do anything for the soul? It didn’t seem like it would. It was pretty clear that body and soul were separate.

Lorelei actually took time to think that over. “Hmm… results are inconclusive. Measuring the strength of the soul is inexact, and so it’s hard to tell. Sometimes souls strengthen over time, and it may have relations to extreme effort, such as occurs in body training. However, I haven’t really seen any clear information on the topic.” She thought for a few moments longer. “I once saw something about body training increasing the ties between soul and body. I thought that it might mitigate effects of damage on the soul but haven’t actually tested that.”

William thought about that. If it were true, then his Soul Severing ability might be more easily resisted by them… but only compared to a normal person. William didn’t have any reason to go around killing people engaged in body training, and later in the war with the demons, there wouldn’t really be time for clinical observations. He had heard that on average demons had slightly stronger souls than humans, though there could be any number of factors behind that. Lorelei had even admitted that the research just might have been biased to make demons seem better. Of course, the Demon King was an exception to anything that talked about averages, and Lorelei had verified that his soul was very strong. She didn’t spend enough time around him to see if his body training in each life had any effect on his soul strength increased, and she certainly didn’t want to be observing closely enough to see the probably small effects. 

As an inevitable occurrence during one of their discussions, William had a coughing fit. It wasn’t that talking a lot changed that, just that they spent enough time together discussing things that it was bound to happen eventually. Lorelei didn’t seem concerned, until she noticed a little bit of blood on William’s hand. “What’s that?”

“Blood. I’m sure you’ve seen blood before.”

“That wasn’t really the question. Why are you coughing up blood?”

“I’m sick.”

“I see. Would you mind describing the symptoms?”

“I can, but there isn’t a cure. It’s a disease that sometimes appears in my mother’s family.” William went on to describe the symptoms, including the coughing and weakness of body. He also described the medicine he was taking to keep it in check.

“Hmm. You’re right, even we don’t have a cure for that.”

William tilted his head inquisitively. “Why would you even look for one?”

“We get sick too, you know.”

“Yeah, but it’s a family disease.” There wasn’t a good way to say genetic disease, so William approximated.

“So? We have families too. I know of at least one group whose members occasionally suffer from the same thing, though we have stronger bodies to begin with so it drags on for a much longer time.”

“I see.” William nodded. William thought about it, but something felt off. It made sense that demons could have genetic disease too, but… William shook his head. “It can’t be the same thing though. Just something similar.”

“Any why is that?”

“Well, it’s… related to the people who have it, right? I have it, and an uncle of sorts I’ve never even met, and a few others I know of. Maybe elsewhere there are people who are only related by a dozen or more generations back have it. However, even if they have something similar, the people you know of are demons, so it can’t be the same thing.”

“Hmm. Did you know humans and elves could have children together? The same is true of elves and my people. That could be the connection… long in the past, before the Demon King.”

“Oh. Then the question arises, what about humans and demons?”

Lorelei shrugged. “There aren’t any records of that. Of course, nobody is going to try that now. I don’t think anyone is interested in trying just to find out, based on how much we kill each other. Even I wouldn’t, because I would draw the line at experimenting on my own family. I suppose that might not be too bad, but I’d rather not create children that would probably die in just a half-dozen of dozens of years.” She looked at William directly, “Or less.”

William just stared blankly for a few moments. “Well, since I’m human the age thing is pretty much set if I were to have any children. Though I would really rather not have the chance of passing on an especially short life.”
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                William sat in a tavern, drinking something. Ale, maybe. He hadn’t really put much thought into what he ordered. Instead, his attention was occupied by the dwarf and elf sitting together at the same table, talking and laughing. William found that strange. He didn’t think they looked to have much in common with each other. Then, a demon came in and sat with the group. Everything continued as normal.

Eventually, William decided that he’d had enough of drinking alone, and went to sit with them. Everyone was talking, laughing, and drinking. William still felt there was something strange. He didn’t really get a specific sense of taste of what he was drinking. He knew he was talking and laughing, but what was he saying? What was he laughing at? How did he even know that this was an elf and a dwarf? He couldn’t recall seeing any before, and the sketches of what it was thought the looked like varied somewhat. Ah right, William remembered seeing ‘pictures’ of them in his previous life. Then, he woke up.

-----

William grumbled to himself. It would have been nice if elves, dwarves, humans, and even demons could all get along. Not that there were any elves and dwarves nearby. Though William wasn’t the type that thought world peace was easily achievable, and he had to admit that he wasn’t a big fan of demons at the current time, he still would prefer that the two races stopped fighting… especially for no real reason. Of course, that required destroying the Demon King, since he was the biggest instigator in the wars.

However, William knew that real long term peace wasn’t going to be easy after that, either. For one thing, humans couldn’t even get along with each other. In this particular case, William had been hearing about certain groups that hadn’t enjoyed the ‘changes’ that had happened. Some nobles weren’t happy about having less power, and enough time had passed that they felt somewhat comfortable causing trouble. While this wasn’t anything new, even though William thought the world would be better off if such people all just died, he wasn’t able to do anything about it as long as people existed. 

Taxes had been raised in preparation for the upcoming war with the Demon King. Ostana needed to be ready, not just with people but with fortifications that hadn’t been properly maintained, if they were bothered to be maintained at all. Enough years had passed by without any need for the fortifications on the northern border that William completely understood. However, even though the taxes were only raised marginally, it caused a lot of backlash. This was mostly from some of the noble families who had greater income, and thus greater taxes. However, they were informed that spies had seen the demons preparing armies, and there was a need to prepare. This reduced some of the grumbling to completely understandable levels. After all, nobody likes to have less money when they could have more… and taxes were something people could always complain about. However, there were others who knew there were perfectly good reasons, and still wanted to reject the taxes. 

Real spies, not just Lorelei’s word, had confirmed that the demons were starting to build up armies… the word was the same from all of those who managed to survive and return. Even so, there were complaints. Some of those who complained didn’t see the demons as a real threat, and William thought they were just stupid. There was plenty of information from the past, even if not all of it survived, but people still refused to accept what was going on. 

All of that, William expected from the foolishness of humans. However, there were rumors going around that this wasn’t the Demon King’s return… and there actually wasn’t a Demon King to begin with anyway. For those not from the nobility, perhaps they wouldn’t be able to verify the information, but that was not the case for those who mattered. While William didn’t like to think of the general populace as not mattering, that was actually the case, in this current situation. To them, it didn’t matter whether there was a Demon King, or just regular wars with the demons, at least until enough were lost and humans were wiped out. The nobility, however, were more involved with the plans to combat and destroy the Demon King, whether they knew any details or even that such a plan existed. 

William understood that some people wouldn’t accept the truth, even if it was placed before them. However, that didn’t make it acceptable… just that he knew people would do that. If they were wrong about something less important, William would just shrug his shoulders. However, some people were intentionally leading things the wrong way. It didn’t matter whether they really believed the Demon King wasn’t real, or were for some reason working on the Demon King’s side. The results were the same. Moreover, there were those who were refusing to contribute to the upcoming war, an inevitability that was even harder to deny. 

In Ostana, William had no official capacity to do anything. He wasn’t an Archmage, and he wasn’t even a citizen of the country in this life. Nobody was going to ask him to do anything, nor would they expect it. Perhaps they would even ask that he not cause trouble. However, someone had to do something, and asking nicely and telling people the truth obviously wasn’t good enough. William just didn’t know what would be. He would find out what needed to be done, and he would do it without asking, because nobody had asked him to do anything in his previous life either. However, William didn’t know what that thing would be yet. First, he had to see if he could find out who the biggest problems were.
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                Finding people who spread rumors wasn’t particularly easy. At the very least, William wasn’t adept in such an area. It wasn’t that the rumors just spread in the city of Canta, but throughout the nearby area. Most of the noble families lived nearby, and an even larger portion of them had at least a small residence in the area. 

However, rumors also worked for him. He heard about several noble families that were dragging their feet on providing the additional taxes and support required of them. William completely understood that nobody liked to pay taxes, or give up their “hard earned” money. It wasn’t hard to do some quick observation at the manors of those in the rumors. There were a few that actually possessed smaller properties or had buildings in disrepair, and William thought they might actually have trouble raising the money. There were also some that looked perfectly fine financially, and were probably just dragging their feet. Then, there were a couple that had seemingly new buildings, including one that had a new carriage and a building still under construction.

At this point, William realized he didn’t know what he could actually accomplish. Unlike in certain types of fiction, training in martial arts and ki hadn’t suddenly made him good at stealth. Although he could probably hide his ki fluctuations from casual detection, that didn’t matter at all against people who weren’t even trying to find ki. It would be just as useful as using magic to become invisible to hide from a blind person. On a related note, invisibility wasn’t easy to accomplish. It involved the manipulation of a large amount of light… and precise manipulation at that. Chris certainly wasn’t up to that level of precision. Even if he was, there was the slight problem that it would make it so that William couldn’t see. After all, the light would have to flow around him… and thus not reach his eyes. Well, it would theoretically be possible to see with even more advanced control, but that would involve allowing light to flow in and reach the eyes but stop it from flowing back out, while also flowing enough light around that it wasn’t obvious in the middle. As for using ki to do the same thing, it might not have been impossible, but William had no idea how to do it. Magic seemed to manipulate the existing forces and energy of the world, while ki created a sort of replica of the forces. That was how William might have explained his understanding to people who would probably end up thoroughly confused. Regardless of whether he was exactly correct on the differences in usage between magic and ki, he couldn’t become invisible, nor did he know how to sneak in a traditional manner. 

Then there was the fact that he only had rumors that they hadn’t paid taxes to begin with. He had no certainty that they were connected to the original purpose of starting the rumors denying the Demon King or the importance of the upcoming war. William thought perhaps the entire thing was pointless. He should just go back to what he could do… training to fight the Demon King.

Except, that didn’t feel like he was doing anything. Was he really going to wait around for possibly a dozen years doing nothing? William didn’t like that idea at all. Besides, he hadn’t even tried anything here. Plus… just because he couldn’t do something now didn’t mean he couldn’t learn it.

-----

William concentrated, then stomped his foot. It made a loud thump as it connected with the floor. He brushed his sleeve against the wall. It made the familiar sound of cloth against wood. No, that wasn’t right. William tried again. He concentrated, trying to get the right feeling. What he needed to do was dampen the vibration of the sound through the air. This was also kinetic energy, and was just like stopping a sword. Of course, it wasn’t really that easy. For example, if he really tried to remove all of the kinetic energy from the air, there would be another problem. That was essentially making things colder, and while he could do that, it took a lot of energy. What he wanted to do was a bit more specific.

William thought that perhaps there were manuals of techniques like what he needed available… but those would be in Liaoyang. More importantly, he understood the principles of what he wanted to accomplish. It was just creating a new technique… why would he be unable to do it? After all, all techniques had been created by someone in the past. Though it may not end up the most refined and efficient technique, there was no reason it couldn’t be done. 

What William wanted didn’t need to be absolute. In fact, it couldn’t be. An absolute absence of sound and therefore kinetic energy was impossible, except in a vacuum. However, from a certain perspective an absence of sound was actually just an unnoticeable amount. There were certain thresholds below which the average ear could not hear anything, and even if there were exceptions among humans it wouldn’t be vastly different. William thought perhaps knights might do a bit better, or some form of body training, but he wasn’t sure how one would train their ears besides just learning to listen carefully. Regardless, he could still create a technique that was good enough.

What did he really need? He needed kinetic energy over a certain threshold to be dampened. This was actually much like a typical defensive use of ki. However, these were tuned to stronger levels than what typical sound would make, though protective ki would protect eardrums from getting damaged by very loud sounds. More importantly, though, protective ki was generally kept in a tight layer around the body, and also let energy flow out. Thus, there would still be sound, and if he brushed or hit against something, it would make normal noise. William concentrated on the idea of containing energy over a certain threshold, and not letting it out. He also expanded the area to be not just immediately adjacent to his body. He stomped on the ground. It went thump… but more quietly. William wasn’t sure if he was just reducing what sound got to his ears, however. He repeated the action only focusing on his leg and foot. It was a bit louder, but quieter than without trying. He was somewhat dampening the sound that flowed in, but definitely also the sound flowing out. Though, part of that was he reduced the impact of his leg with the floor, since as the kinetic shield hit it slowed his leg slightly through its relative spatial connection. That wasn’t a problem, though, as long as William wasn’t planning to break anything while sneaking around… and he could probably get around it. He could probably even reduce the sound dampening coming in toward him, but he felt that would reduce the quality of the shield overall. William kept experimenting until he was satisfied, and actually stealthy noises weren’t audible at all.
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                William walked up behind Lorelei and tapped her on the shoulder. He was immediately met by an elbow to his jaw, as well as a leg sweeping out to trip him. However, he allowed himself to fall back away from her, out of reach. As she turned around with a scowl on her face, William just grinned. As she recognized him, her expression returned to neutral. “I almost killed you, you know.”

“It’s not that easy to kill me. So, what do you think?”

“I think it’s not a good idea to sneak up on people.” She brought her finger to her chin in thought. “Though, in practical terms, it’s quite good. I didn’t hear you at all, and you did an excellent job of hiding your ki.” She looked at William carefully. “It also seems it didn’t make you incapable of defense. I felt my blow dampen. I suppose it’s a pass. Don’t do that again though.”

“I won’t. However, if I told you I was going to sneak up on you, it wouldn’t really be a good first test. Though, would you mind...”

Over several tests, it was determined that she couldn’t hear him even when she was listening… though of course if she turned her head, she could see him just fine. Although his ki was hidden, if she was actively using ki to perceive the area around her, she would still notice him. Fortunately, that wasn’t something that could be kept up all the time… and William also didn’t need to worry about that at the moment. 

-----

Though he could now sneak past a person who was looking the other way, William wasn’t particularly satisfied with his abilities. After all, they only had to turn and look, and anywhere worth guarding should have more than one guards, and they should be arranged in such a way as to see the most area possible. Of course, William knew that things weren’t always done logically, but counting on others to be inept for his own success wasn’t a particularly good plan. 

At night, it would be easier to sneak around, but the moon could be bright or the area could be lit up. There wasn’t too much to do about that except learn some conventional sneakiness. Lorelei helped him practice that, and though it was training for an actual purpose… it also felt kind of like playing hide and seek. William found his success rates getting better, but then suddenly worse as Lorelei took the time to make her actions more subtle so that he couldn’t move to a better hiding position when he saw her coming or pass by. Occasionally other people would notice William, but he decided to treat them like additional hazards. He thought he might have gotten a reputation for being strange… but that wouldn’t really have been incorrect anyway. 

William was having particular trouble avoiding Lorelei for a while, before he finally figured out how she was managing to sneak around. She was hiding her ki from him, but that wasn’t unexpected. It would be fairly easy for him to sense her around otherwise. She now took particular care, so that he had to actively be searching for her to find her. However, he still had trouble pinpointing her locations, and occasionally she seemed to come from nowhere. 

It took some time for William to realize how that happened… she had used magic to become invisible. William knew that invisibility required a lot of concentration, and in addition to that she was using ki to conceal the sound of her movements and even to try to convince his ki senses that she was somewhere else. That was an interesting technique that William would be sure to try to learn, but he was more amazed at how she could do so many things at once. She had certainly spent a long time developing her practical skills during her life… though William also noted that she had also quickly picked up his method for concealing sound.

Eventually, though, William managed to more consistently find her presence and avoid her. He managed to develop a similar technique to make his presence feel like it was elsewhere, which seemed to work… somewhat. Her invisibility wasn’t perfect either, though. It was impossible, or at least astoundingly difficult, to completely perfectly bend light around someone or something. That said, William only say slight distortions at the edge of where she was bending light, and only because he was looking for something like that. Then, eventually both of them ran out of tricks, and William felt he couldn’t easily improve further, except perhaps in one area.

William’s thoughts drifted back into the area of invisibility. Though magic could manipulate the light to flow around a person and out the opposite side (or close enough), that was because it was guided by mana and intent. Ki functioned differently enough that, although William could stop or deflect light, having it flow around him wasn’t feasible. He would have to almost individually guide each light particle around him. That wasn’t quite true, but it felt like that. Then there was the problem that if he deflected light coming to him, he couldn’t see. Lorelei explained some ways to circumvent that. In the case of walls and other people, ki sense were good enough to navigate. If she wanted to recognize someone’s face, that would be a different matter, but just walking around wasn’t a problem. As for how she actually found him, once she got near to seeing him, she actually saw the magic fluctuations from his robe. Although she was bending light around her, her eyes could still see mana. William thought seeing mana would be very useful… once again. However, he couldn’t, and wouldn’t be able to. Thus, he had to live with what he had.

In the area of invisibility, that meant he had a few options. If it was dark, William could actually just capture all the light coming to him. This would leave him as a black void, but if the area around was dark, then it would be fine. In fact, the darker it was the more he could use that ability, until in pitch blackness it was pointless. However, in semi-darkness, if he absorbed just some of the light, he was harder to pick out unless someone was specifically looking for that effect.
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                William spent some time considering what he could actually accomplish. He wanted to do something and now he could, but he considered whether it would be helpful. Was he expecting to find written admissions of some kind of guilt? Not particularly. There was only a very small chance of that, and William thought that any noble family that stupid would likely have been found out already. However, he could theoretically find incriminating financial documents. Anywhere a large amount of money was involved, it was necessary to track. Unless they kept all ill-gotten wealth in a hidden vault or some such. William wasn’t concerned about where the wealth was gotten from… at least not in this particular case. He just wanted them to support the war efforts as they should. If their wealth wasn’t as advertised, William had no problem finding ways to inform people of that, and preferably take all of the wealth that was hidden. If they were just stubbornly refusing to pay what they should, well… William would think of what to do when that happened.

Though he almost wanted to go sneaking into noble houses to look for anything immediately, he was still working off of rumors. Rumors weren’t enough. That meant William had to get information from other sources. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in a great position to legitimately obtain the information he wanted. He wasn’t the Archmage in this life, and didn’t have the right kind of connections he needed. Certainly, he had connections with the knights, but what reason would William give to have them help him get the information he wanted? Besides, if he asked them, it would implicate both him, if anything happened, and them, if he got caught.

William did talk to Lorelei… because she was certainly interested in the humans being as well prepared for the upcoming war as possible. They talked through the rumors, and Lorelei came up with the most likely candidates, as well as one or two family names that hadn’t been on William’s radar. Still, before William decided to go sneaking off into any of their manors, he had somewhere else to go. Just because he didn’t know any of the right people, didn’t mean he didn’t know where the information he wanted was. 

This was how William found himself sneaking through the offices of the tax collectors. William didn’t think it was particularly easy to enter… but it wasn’t too hard either. Of course, most of that was because he was using methods that weren’t expected. William did need Chris’ help, though. There were magical wards, and he could do nothing with magic. However, the particular wards in question weren’t too complicated. After all, people had to move in and out of the offices and the grounds normally. Most of the wards were concentrated on the actual vaults where official records and some amount of money were kept. William knew that there wasn’t actually that much money physically stored in the offices. Most of the transactions went through in the form of promissory notes, as well as being distributed to whatever purposes the taxes were going to serve. William knew that the taxes would be doing something, because having a large amount of money doing nothing was a complete waste. Of course, it might still be a complete waste if it was spent on the wrong things, but people had different ideas about those.

Regardless, William found that he could simply avoid most of the wards. They weren’t like a security system that could be turned on at night and off during the day, instead they protected particular places. While William was looking for records, he was looking for things that were currently being worked on, and thus wouldn’t be stored in the vault. Although they had potentially important information, there were copies elsewhere, and there were also guards around the building. It’s not that they were unprotected, but just less so. As for locks, William didn’t find them hard to deal with. Although at a distance using ki senses to get feelings for precise dimensions of objects, at a distance where he could touch a lock it wasn’t hard to see the inner workings. Then, he could unlock it, or even reach his ki through the door and turn the handle from the inside. 

William found that the offices were huge, though not unexpectedly so for the central offices over a whole country. If he had to look through every desk for what he wanted, he would probably have to come back every night for a month or more just to find the right place. However, taxes particularly pertaining to nobles had somewhat of their own section, and it wasn’t too long before William found the particular place he needed. There were documents on the special taxes and who had paid and failed to pay them as well as reasons why, if given.

William actually took the time to write copies of those details he found relevant. He certainly couldn’t memorize all of the information, and a few pieces of paper weren’t so likely to be missed as the original documents themselves. He also specifically made sure to find the information on the likely candidates he had already thought of. As expected, not all rumors matched up with the data he found here, but enough of it did. 

When he had everything he thought he would need, he returned the papers to, if not exactly their prior locations, a state that was close enough. William nervously exited the building. Though he was fairly confident he could outrun the guards if he was seen now, he’d rather be completely unnoticed. He also realized how much more draining of his energy his stealth methods felt when there were serious consequences on the line. Concentrating on dampening the sound, as well as watching for patrolling or stationary guards took a lot of effort, in addition to occasionally absorbing some of the light around him. Then there was an almost disastrous moment when he had a small coughing fit just as a guard was walking by his hidden position. Fortunately, he kept his concentration and the sound was properly contained, and his slight movements didn’t draw attention in the shadowy area where he was. When he finally was out of the compound, and several streets away, he finally relaxed. He wondered if this whole thing was just a stupid idea to begin with.
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                William took the time to look over the data to compare with what he knew, or thought he knew. Though he had copied it down, he hadn’t taken the time to carefully look at everything. There was a significant difference. When William had been a teacher, he knew that students could read chapters assigned to them without a single bit of comprehension. Granted, some of them hadn’t read the chapters at all, but some did. Either way, as William had copied things they had just been a series of words, with very little connection. 

He was glad to find that, overall, the noble families were doing their part to provide funding or other support for the war efforts. There were still some that had not yet contributed in any way, with various reasons given. For example, the Altmans cited having fallen on hard times. However, giving reasons for not contributing could only delay when they were required to pay. Eventually, they would have to… unless they were particularly good at stalling.

The Altmans must have considered that they were in the latter category, because otherwise there was no way they would have tried their excuse. That was the very family that was currently constructing new buildings, and had at least one new carriage. They had to know that at some point their claims would be looked into. What made them think they could get away with it? Bribes? Influence? The first only provided very shaky assurance for them, and the latter wasn’t wise at all. They certainly didn’t have more influence than the king, or the knights. Maybe they were hoping enough others would cause trouble that they would be overlooked. William didn’t really care, though. He wasn’t going to let anyone not contribute their fair share when literally the entire human race was on the line. He wondered how they didn’t understand that if things went poorly, everything they owned could be destroyed or taken by the demons, even if the war was still eventually won. William couldn’t, and wouldn’t accept that.

-----

As William entered the Altman estate, he was beset by some foolish impulses. Though they were quick to pass, they were also very tempting. For example, William could scratch up their carriages, or break the wheels. He could also burn down those new buildings being constructed. After all, they deserved it for lying, right? Nobody would get hurt. However, as with all such passing thoughts, they were ultimately stupid ideas. Though there was some small chance of drawing the right attention their way, it might also actually help their point. More importantly, destroying the value of their property made it harder to prove they had it to begin with. After that, it also meant there was less value to be taxed or seized by the authorities. 

William’s real goal here was simple. He would collect incriminating information, and then make sure it found its way into the hands of someone who would do something… and legally could. The tax officials hadn’t gotten around to verifying their claims yet… but if there was bribery involved, they probably never would. In their records, there would of course be no difference. However, if they falsely verified the excuses for being late on the taxes, it would be much easier for the official who was theoretically bribed to get in trouble. Maybe they were just slow, but William didn’t have much hope for them if they hadn’t even sent a messenger by the estates to casually glance at it. 

Sneaking onto this estate was more stressful than what William had done at the tax offices, though not necessarily more difficult. Here, the guards were more active, and while they weren’t necessarily expecting anything, there were actual valuables and people that they were defending… instead of just piles of documents. Of course, William also hadn’t gone to the better guarded areas of those offices, because he had no reason to try to break into the vaults there. The more bothersome part was here he would likely be in more danger, because if he was found the guards would more likely try to kill him than capture him. William didn’t think they could kill him unless he was careless, but he supposed Cecil Lockridge hadn’t thought that William could kill him either… and these people were actually armed, and he had no idea how well trained they really were. The mystery was the biggest problem.

Of course, William knew it was somewhat silly to be afraid here when he had faced demons on the battlefield… but in addition to the fact that it had been two dozen years since he’d really been on a battlefield, he had also seen people he considered strong die to opponents that he considered were weaker than them. William assumed it would take some time to get used to danger again… but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. 

Then, William found himself in an office. He really didn’t have much to worry about now except some searching, though he did try to keep aware of anyone approaching. He wasn’t blocking any sound around the area of his ears… so as long as he didn’t hit his head on things he would still be basically silent. William found that this job wasn’t easy. There was a whole lot of useless information, and he wasn’t finding anything incriminating, besides just looking at the estate itself. He wondered if there were any relevant records kept in a safe somewhere. Of course, that would be hidden, but that wasn’t a problem for William. Though he couldn’t just magically find them, using his ki to sense if there was anything hidden in a particular wall wasn’t a problem. 

Finally, he found that some of the drawers had hidden compartments with slightly suggestive evidence. Perhaps not all of the money that the Altmans had was legitimate. However, that wasn’t enough. At least, William wasn’t satisfied. He returned everything to its place, and carefully took notes on where things were hidden. Unfortunately, hours had gone by while William was searching, and thus he only managed to give a cursory search of some other rooms before he thought it was best to leave. He could have stayed longer, but he had just found a secret passageway. He imagined he wouldn’t have time to explore it before people started waking up and going about the manor… and the sun would be coming up.

William did have to admit that having a secret passage wasn’t necessarily an admission of any kind of guilt. There were various uses they could have, such as a safe escape from the manor in case there were intruders. If William built a manor, he would probably include a secret passage just for fun. Either way, William would have to come back to find out what it really contained.
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                Sneaking back into the Altman manor was just as difficult as the first time. William didn’t have guard patrols memorized, so he kept having encounters where he had to hide in a shadowy corner or scurry past while they weren’t looking. Some of them carried torches, but they didn’t notice when a shadowy corner stayed a bit more shadowy than it should have. If they had, William was prepared to knock them out… though that would cause problems. Unlike in a video game, knocking someone out wouldn’t just result in them being ignored, even if nobody found them. After all, when they didn’t show up where other people expected them, everyone would know something was up. The guards wouldn’t just shrug it off after a minute or two and go back to normal patrols when something happened.

Fortunately, the guards didn’t really seem to expect to find anything, which made William’s job easier. He eventually arrived back at the entrance to the secret passageway he had found the night before. William wasn’t sure what he had expected… but it was definitely something more. The passageway was understandably skinny. After all, secret passageways were not secret if they left large, obvious spaces that were unused in a floorplan. William quickly explored the entire series of passageways. It only went to a few rooms, and then there was a longer tunnel to which they were all connected that led outside the manor grounds. The location it led to wasn’t particularly special, but it would not be casually found. Other than that, there was only a very tiny room… a small vault. There was a good amount of coinage in it, but William didn’t know whether any of it was illicit or just hidden for emergencies. However, he did know that this particular noble house had more funds available than they wanted people to think, and had directly lied to the tax authorities.

Normally, that would just annoy William. While he didn’t always agree with how taxes worked, if they existed, they should be paid. The other option would be to move to a place where the taxes didn’t exist. In this particular case, there was a war coming up and he wasn’t interested in letting the long political games of what people could get away with in terms of tax evasion play out. He copied down some more information, including the location of the outside exit of the secret passageways.

-----

William stood outside the knights headquarters, pondering. He hadn’t considered exactly how he would get the information to its end destination. William had no doubt that the knights would be more observant about guarding their property. Besides, on the chance that he did get discovered, he would end up in a very awkward situation, at best. “Oh, I was only sneaking onto your property to deliver information, honest!” That wouldn’t go well.

However, William also didn’t think it would be a good idea for him to be seen visiting the knights headquarters immediately before they went out on a raid of a noble’s manor. One time was a coincidence, twice would be suspicious, and any more than that and there could be questions asked that William didn’t want to answer, and the knights didn’t even want to hear. Nobles certainly wouldn’t like the idea of someone being able to sneak onto their property, and the knights wouldn’t want to be associated with that. Of course, if there were sudden raids that were always extremely accurate, that might raise different questions, but the knights could choose how they wanted to deal with that. 

It didn’t take a lot of thinking before William found himself just walking onto the ground normally, during the day. He had visited the knights headquarters before, one more time wouldn’t be a problem. Because he hadn’t really planned to show up, he did have to way for some time before Knight Commander Tyler Dragonfoe was available… but most people would have had to wait for another day.

“What is it?” Tyler asked immediately upon William’s entrance to her office.

“Well, someone I know found some interesting information.” He laid a bundle of papers on her desk. 

“I take it this is the kind of information that might upset some people?”

He shrugged. “People can get upset over anything. My friend just thought you might want to know.” William looked around.

“It’s fine, nobody’s listening.”

“Well, anyway, I might end up with some more papers in the future. I was hoping we could arrange some way for me to deliver them without having to show up here.”

“I’m sure we can figure something out.”

-----

The next night, William found himself at a much smaller manor. They had reported net losses, and came in below the wealth threshold required to pay any of the new taxes. From the outskirts of the property, it certainly looked to be the case. However, that wasn’t really sufficient information. If they were trying to cheat and were smart, it should be the case.

As William snuck onto the property, the picture continued to be the same. There were few guards, and so it was quite easy. The grounds were small, so William was actually able to cover all of it fairly quickly. He avoided rooms that had people sleeping, though he did inspect as much as he could with his ki senses. Investigations turned up a few secret compartments in drawers and such, but they were all empty. Perhaps they were even unknown, since at least one of the desks in question was likely older than the manor itself. 

Eventually, William left, having found nothing. Perhaps that meant he wasn’t good enough to find anything, or maybe they were actually telling the truth. William was inclined to believe the latter, though of course incriminating information might be kept in different places, less easy to find. There was also a possibility that all of their money was in banks and other places, but that would be more easily traceable, especially by those working in the tax offices. William just hoped they did their jobs properly. 

Finding nothing didn’t actually discourage William. In fact, it made him a bit more hopeful for the future. At the very least, not everyone seemed to be a criminal. Certainly, they could be hiding it, or perhaps they would have tried to cheat on their civic duty if they actually had the money… but William liked to think that there were more decent noble houses than just a few he knew, like the Cyril household.
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                Time passed, and William continued to carry out unofficial… and admittedly somewhat sloppy investigations. There were a few close calls where more alert guards or sloppier stealth on his part almost got him in trouble, and in one case he actually had to flee the grounds of that manor. He didn’t return to that particular one for some time, allowing the more alert security to be reduced again.

Sometimes William found no problems, or at least not enough evidence to do anything with. However, in some cases he found some good evidence. When he did, he brought the information to a contact the knights had arranged. Among other things he frequently entered the compound, so his presence wouldn’t be particularly noted by anyone watching, and he was trustworthy. Then the knights would act as they thought appropriate. There were indeed a few raids on those houses that had particularly grievous offenses, though most of the time William didn’t see anything happen. That didn’t mean the knights weren’t doing anything with that particular information, but rather that it was being done more subtly. There were probably a few cases with marginal evidence where nothing was done… or at least not right away.

William wasn’t surprised to see how often there were occurrences of corruption among the nobles, even for a specific incident he was looking into. Disappointed, but not surprised. A good number of nobles still paid their taxes, even the new ones, in full. After that, there were some who skimped slightly, trying to get away with the minimum possible, or somehow even less. Then there were those who had refused to pay entirely, with reasons and excuses ranging from valid, to technically valid, to flimsy, to borderline traitorous. William didn’t even technically belong in this country anymore, but they weren’t edging the line of just traitors to the country, but to humanity. They somehow seemed to not know that humanity included themselves.

Although there was still time before the war, and getting some money later would only result in slight delays for certain things, those could be critical. Perhaps they wouldn’t be, but a troop finishing training a month or two later than they should have could result in a battle being lost when it could have been won. Of course, it was hard to say exactly what the consequences of any particular thing would be, but it was certainly better to be preparing earlier, but there were those who were intentionally causing delays because they didn’t realize the seriousness of the situation, or cared about themselves more than the rest of humanity while managing to ignore how much the situation was going to be a danger to them.

-----

William was happy when several months had gone by and he was nearing the end of his list. There had seemed like almost endless amounts of corruption, but William had to remind himself that he was only looking at those who were more probably corrupt, at least in this particular way. He thought about these things, even as he snuck into various manors, even as he slipped passed guards. A side effect that was both fortunate and unfortunate was that William was becoming able to predict when he would have coughing fits. While the sound wouldn’t travel if he was doing well, a coughing fit might cause lapses in his concentration or movements that caught the eye of a guard. Now that he could predict them, he could go find a relatively safer location. The unfortunate part was that his disease wasn’t getting any better. Not that he expected it to, but it would have been nice if it did. It wasn’t getting worse, or at least not quickly, and the medicines certainly helped it be less unpleasant… but that didn’t make him healthy.

Though William was disappointed at the nobles he had investigated, at least none of them had been outright traitorous. Greedy, self-serving, and stupid perhaps, but not intentionally traitors to Ostana and humanity in general. He was currently investigating the Hengan properties. They didn’t have just one, after all. Their main grounds and two of their “vacation estates” were clean, and William was in a pretty good mood. He wasn’t necessarily expecting to find anything, because this particular house hadn’t failed to pay taxes, nor were there any bad rumors about them. Instead, they were just one of the larger noble families, and William had decided he should check them all out, because it was better to be safe than sorry. Lorelei had recommended it, too. Though it was impolite and of course very illegal to snoop around on various properties, William didn’t care that much. He justified himself with the thought that, if they hadn’t done anything, they wouldn’t have any problems, and hopefully wouldn’t even notice anything.

As he was almost finished with his sweep of the grounds, William discovered a hidden ladder to a cellar. It probably was just a cellar, but he had to check it anyway. William didn’t like places with only one entrance, because they weren’t great for stealth, just like long straight hallways. However, he could tell there was nobody immediately below, so he descended.

The passageway below didn’t have any light, but William wasn’t going to give himself away by adding any. Fortunately, he could navigate without sight… well enough. Aside from the occasional stubbed toe. At least he could avoid anything large enough to trip him or running into any walls, but smaller details required more concentration to discern. This particular corridor was fairly straight, which was good for walking down but would be very problematic if anyone else entered. A blob of darkness would be, at best, very suspicious. A humanoid shadowy form wouldn’t be better. Of course, it was also possibly just another escape corridor, and empty.

Alas, William’s hopes were dashed. Up ahead, he heard voices. It was hard to hear what they were saying, but William didn’t like what he did hear one bit. Of course, midnight clandestine meetings weren’t usually completely innocent, so he didn’t know what he expected. He wondered if he was lucky or unlucky to have come here this particular night.
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                Five men sat in a room, talking and drinking wine. However, though the wine was good, the discussion was not pleasant or relaxing. They weren’t sitting in fine chairs, and there weren’t servants to pour their wine for them. One man, the most finely dressed of them all, spoke first. “We are gathered here today, each of us some of the most trustworthy and the most noble of men, because we face a dire situation. The king is taking it upon himself to suppress the nobles, draining us dry of funds. No doubt he plans to eventually eradicate us.”

A second man spoke, “Indeed! He has already done so to the Lockridge family, and the noble Wizard’s Guild.”

A third man chimed in, “He’s even colluding with wizards from Eclea! He’s a traitor to the country.”

Two more voices murmured in assent. Then, the first man spoke again. “All too true. What then should we do? It is so hard to find any men loyal to Ostana these days. All of those who are righteous have been killed or scared into hiding.”

“We must do our best to find them, and set the country onto the right path.”

“What about the demons?” the sixth man asked.

“They won’t be a problem. We have withstood them before, and we will do so again.”

“That’s right! What we really need is a change in leadership. Otherwise the nobility will be picked apart piece by piece.”

“Of course, the right man for the job must be found.” All of the men turned to look at the one in the finest robes, as well as the host, the head of the Hengan family.

“Well,” he smiled smugly, “I’m sure it will be obvious when the time comes. First we must gather those who are loyal, and then call for the removal of the king.”

“On what evidence? What of the knights? What will the people think?” the sixth man questioned intently.

“Why, there is plenty of evidence. There was the fall of the Lockridge family, and there has been word of the knights making raids on perfectly innocent households and planting evidence to incriminate them. The populace will surely believe what we tell them… the truth. If the knights don’t see which side is in the right… well, they will be dealt with.”

“I see.” The sixth man nodded. “Let me be frank here, gentlemen, so that I can be sure of what we are planning. We will start a civil war, likely resulting in the loss of most of the country’s military force, and then immediately thereafter go into a war with the demons. Or… do you think they will leave us alone?”

All eyes in the room turned to the sixth man, finally. Who was this? Were there not only five of them? Upon looking, he was strange. More than strange, he was a being made of shadows themselves. “Who are you?!” cried one of the five men.

“Excuse me, I asked questions first. You plan to start a civil war on obviously trumped up charges for a little personal gain and power, and still think you can somehow survive the upcoming war with the demons? Surely you know your history, right?”

By then, the shock of having a man appear in their midst had worn off. One of them charged at the shadowy figure with a knife, only to find himself kneeling on the ground, with his arm held uncomfortable behind his back, the knife nowhere to be found.

“Come on old man, I was being civil here. We’re talking, right? Tell me, do you really think Ostana would survive a civil war directly into a Demon King invasion? You do know the king isn’t lying about that.” The last statement was direct, with not a hint of a question.

“How did you get in here?” the head of the Hengan family asked.

“I can see you don’t know how this works, and are very confused, so I’ll answer your stupid question. You see, there are things called ladders. I came down that, like all of you did.” The sixth man sighed. “Seriously though, why would you rebel before the war? It would be so much easier afterwards. I suppose you can’t guarantee that you’ll survive though, so you might as well seize your few years of unstable power and ensure that humanity is destroyed.”

“An excellent plan. We’ll take it into consideration after we kill you.”

“Yeah, well, you see…” the shadow man lightly tapped the man he was holding on the back of his head, after which the man collapsed. “You vastly overestimate yourselves.”

The man immediately next to the shadow drew a sword, slashing at him. His attack was blocked by a long black line, somewhat resembling a staff. The sword was deflected to the side, and the staff struck the man in the chest, knocking him backwards. At the same time, however, the head of the Hengan household pulled out strange object, then somehow did something to cause a fireball to fly at the now-turned back of the shadow. Just before the fireball connected, the staff miraculously swung around, sweeping over the shadow’s head and deflecting the fireball into a wall, somehow avoiding the expected explosion on contact. The next instant, the shadow appeared in front of him, and then he saw nothing more. The remaining two nobles barely had time to pull out weapons before they, too, were struck by the black staff, collapsing to the floor.

-----

William looked at the bodies around him. He made sure to take note of the insignia of the other nobles. They certainly hadn’t expected to be seen here, so they had no reason to hide their identities, especially not from each other. William had been fortunate to arrive here at this particular time and day. The room itself would have been suspect, so perhaps he would have returned and waited for something to happen, but he could have easily found it too late. It also brought into question whether such meetings were happening in other places. He had only come because Lorelei had told him to make sure to check on all of the big nobles, whether or not there was anything said about them. That was sound advice, really, and William thought he probably would have done it anyway. He decided he didn’t want to stay around in a room that was slowly burning. Hopefully, the fire on the wooden supports would die out, and the fire wouldn’t spread to the rest of the manor. William would prefer if the servants weren’t in danger… but he also wasn’t going to stay around to put the fire out.
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                At this point, William would have normally gone to find his contact and give a report on the Hengan family, as well as the other families involved. However, this particular time was a bit awkward to make a report on. In fact, it felt rather incriminating. Though William didn’t feel particularly guilty about killing those people, the law might not say the same thing. Finally, William decided that the problems wouldn’t end with just the dead figures. The rest of their families needed to be investigated. Not that William was going to turn himself in or anything. He was just going to turn in his report… and leave.

By the time he had decided what he was going to do, William was late to meet with his contact. Not that they had a scheduled time for him to report in, exactly. Rather, the contact would be found in certain places at specific days and times. They had likely already left, so William would have to wait a few more days. Still, William decided to show up anyway. It wouldn’t take too much time even if they were already gone, and William wasn’t really that busy at the moment. The only thing he could really be doing was sleep… and there would be plenty of time for that.

Thus, William found himself walking down a few back alleys. Though they were back alleys, they were still rather nice, being in a good part of the city. Not fantastic, but clean enough, and wide enough. There also weren’t a lot of strange people loitering around, merely a pair… and of course these were William and his contact. 

“You’re late.” His contact said as he came close.

“Yeah yeah. It’s not like I promised to be here today anyway.” William reached into his bag, searching around for the case that held his written notes. There were no secret passwords or special phrases to be exchanged. William and the contact had been introduced to each other, and knew each other’s faces. Even though it was night, there was still moonlight, at least enough to recognize a familiar face. Finally, William pulled out a leather case. “Here it is.” He extended the case, and his contact reached out to take it. Then, William took a sudden step forward, driving his palm directly into their chest.

The figure in front of William collapsed, revealing an unfamiliar face. William looked around until he was certain there had been no one else nearby. “Who are you, then?” The unconscious body couldn’t answer, not that William had expected anything. 

-----

Lorelei was awoken shortly before a knock on her door. She sighed and went to answer, only to be met by two men, one who unceremoniously flopped to the floor, causing her to take a step back. “Contrary to popular belief, my people do sleep at night.

“I know.” William said, then broke into a minor coughing fit. “Listen, can you drag that guy inside? It’s a lot…” William took a breath, “...harder than it used to be.”

Lorelei accommodated him, dragging the unconscious form along by an arm, though she could easily have picked him up. William came in and closed the door behind himself. “So, William, why do you honor me with a…” she grinned slightly, “nighttime visit?”

William shrugged, and pointed at the man on the ground. “I was hoping you could get some information from him.” William explained the situation, including the part where he had killed five nobles.

“Hmm, interesting. This… espionage must have been planned well in advance. It may even have been going on for some time… with them appearing after your contact has gone. Either that… or something had just happened to him.”

William grimaced. “Yeah, I hope that’s not the case. I’ll have to talk to the knights as soon as possible. If you could find out what noble family he’s from- he can do magic and looks Ostanan so he should be from a noble family- that would be great. Finding out why he was disguised as my contact should be included as well.”

“Sure, I can try… but I don’t torture people any more, just so you know.”

“So? That’s never stopped you from getting information before. Besides, he doesn’t know that.”

“That’s a good point. Besides, torture never really gives accurate of information.”

-----

Franklin Gallowood woke up to a bucket of water pouring over him, only to find his hands bound behind his back. The only thing he could see was a glowing orb of light, and a red face with horns. “Good morning, Franklin. Nice to see that you’re awake.”

He briefly struggled against his bonds, though the effort proved futile. His hands were tightly bound, and he had no strength nor skill to get out of bonds of any kind. He could use magic, but not with a demon standing right over him. “W-what did I do wrong? I know we haven’t gotten any results yet, but we were trying! I just talked with S-Sei-Seirrohm, he said we’d have more time!”

The demoness shook her head. “Oh, Franklin. It’s not you. Still, all of you are responsible for each other, and I’m afraid…”

Franklin cursed. “Was it Alex? Joel? No it must have been that cowardly Egercard family! We told you they couldn’t be trusted! Please, it’s not my fault!”

“Oh? You sound like you really didn’t know. Still, you must have had suspicions. There was one more, after all.”

Franklin racked his brain. There weren’t really that many of them, which only left… “I… I don’t… was it the Manphens? They seemed like the type to sell the rest of us out to save their own hides.” Now that he thought about it, it was probably everyone. The Gallowoods shouldn’t have trusted anyone.

“Actually, it turns out you have done something wrong. See, the problem is… you were stupid and trusted demons.” The demoness leaned in uncomfortably close, the light only revealing a small part of her face. “Did you not hear the whole thing about wiping out humanity? They’re serious. Why would they let a few cowardly traitors live?” Then, Franklin passed out.
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                Lorelei spit on Franklin’s face. “How disgusting, he thinks all of my people are the same.”

William stepped out from his shadowy corner. “That went surprisingly easy.”

“You’re telling me? Though I suppose people stupid enough to trust those with a stated goal of eradicating you would generally be easy to interrogate.” Lorelei got up from her hunched over position and stretched. “This guy just blurted out names.”

“How did you know his name though?”

“Hmm? Oh, I memorized the names and faces of every noble. Haven’t you?”

William shook his head. “I haven’t seen all of them, and though there are portraits, many of them aren’t… accurate.”

“Highly embellished, for sure, but serviceable in a pinch. Anyway, this would have been much more difficult if he hadn’t assumed I was one of them. I also already knew Seirrohm was working on this kind of stuff, but if he were to mysteriously go missing…  Well, it might cause trouble for me, no matter how much I might enjoy it.” Lorelei walked over to a desk, taking out a piece of paper to start writing notes on. “If he hadn’t been so easy, I would have had to bring up the names myself, and read his reaction. In this particular case… it probably would have been fine, but if someone realizes what I’m doing the accuracy can go down to meaningless levels. They can also just close their eyes, which makes the process more difficult, especially since I don’t have any proper tools here.” Lorelei smiled, and since she wasn’t currently under an illusion, it actually looked natural on her face. “My apprentice still hasn’t figured it out, after all this time.”

“You have an apprentice?”

Lorelei sighed. “Yes. I shouldn’t to talk about it. I’d prefer it kept a secret, because when this is all over I want a living apprentice. Your secret keeping skills have certainly gotten better… but torture still sometimes works, and it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility for you to get captured at some point.”

“What a wonderful thought.”

-----

When all the new information was compared with those William had… taken note of earlier in the night, William was disappointed at how many new names came up. The two groups barely overlapped. That wasn’t a great sign for the future of Ostana. There was one group of opportunistic traitors, though they were mostly dead. Then there was a group of nobles apparently colluding with demons, which was much worse since there wasn’t even any possible benefit for them… though presumably they had been told they would be spared, or even rewarded. William supposed they might be getting rewarded now, since it wouldn’t be a problem for the demons to spend money since they were going to kill everyone and take it back anyway. William doubted they used the same currency, but that wouldn’t be a problem as long as they produced gems or useful items.  

After organizing the information they had as best as they could, William headed off to the knight’s compound, while Lorelei stayed behind with the prisoner. It was better to not attempt to carry an unconscious person through the city streets to the compound, even at this time of night. William supposed it was almost early morning now, but the point remained. Since the information William had might be time critical now, William wasn’t going to worry about being seen at the knight compound. It was possible that his contact was in danger, and he also didn’t want to wait for certain nobles to realize that the heads of their houses were dead, as well as for another group to realize that their spy was missing. 

Since it was a very strange time to arrive at, William’s identity was checked more thoroughly than normal, but it was not long before he was allowed into the compound. Someone went for Knight Commander Tyler. When William saw her in her office, she was fully dressed already. “Still up, or up already?”

“Fortunately the second. I can’t afford to stay up all night too often. So, what’s so important that you would come here… and at this time?”

William explained everything. The group that had been plotting to overthrow the country came first. Then came Franklin Gallowood. It was important to note that he actually managed a disguise spell, which meant others could be disguised too. William doubted they were good enough to hide the magic itself, however, so it was unlikely they could infiltrate the knight’s headquarters. Enough of them were capable of at least basic magic, and thus seeing the manipulated mana which would be immediately suspicious. Though it was known that William couldn’t sense mana, they had not suspected that he could tell that it was an entirely different person through the feeling of their soul. Otherwise, the disguise might have worked. William also expressed his concerns about his contact’s safety. Then, he wrapped up his recommendations. “I can’t order you how to do your job, but I hope that, even if you can’t manage to get a legal conviction with this evidence, you don’t let that stop you. Ostana, and the rest of humanity, can’t afford to have people trying to tear it apart from the inside.”

Knight Commander Tyler sighed. “Why is it that whenever I see you, trouble follows?”

“Don’t blame me. Blame them.”

“This time… I think a good amount of blame falls on you. While the killing of those five might not be traceable, it’s definitely going to cause a headache.”

“Well… they deserved it. Besides, if you do it right you can investigate the mysterious fire that killed them.”

“I suppose. At least you didn’t kick anyone out a window this time… though I suspect it was only because they were underground. Still, I think you have caused enough trouble… and helped… enough for some time.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I’m sure my family is missing me.” Though he said that, Yu Li was actually here in Ostana. The only other family he cared about were his grandfather and Yu Huan. Still, it was about time to go back to Liaoyang anyway.
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                William was glad for the time he had sitting in the wagon in the caravan. It meant he had time to think that couldn’t be used for anything useful. He could cultivate his ki, he supposed, but beyond a certain amount per day, it wasn’t effective. Somehow, it was both refreshing and tiring. 

He first thought about his actions in Ostana. He didn’t regret anything, but he did think some things could have gone better. For example, the men he had killed in the Hengan household… they had deserved to die, but killing them where they were may not have been the best option. On the other hand, he couldn’t have guaranteed they would die for their crimes otherwise. If they had mysteriously died after being unsuccessfully prosecuted, it wouldn’t good for the knight’s public image at all. William shook his head to clear it. Yes, it was best they had died there, but he supposed he should have considered it more carefully beforehand. Still, he didn’t want any problems in the upcoming war with the demons.

William coughed. He couldn’t wait to deal with traitors or idiots, even if he wanted to. He might not even be alive for the war. Though there was some small chance he would, after having looked into his mother’s family who shared in his disease, he wasn’t going to bet on it. Most died within a dozen years, even with medicine. The medicine that Lorelei had arranged for him to get might be more effective… but Lorelei’s information was of the disease in demons, so the fact that they survived the disease longer meant very little. Their lifespans were longer, and their bodies naturally stronger. The only thing that could be guaranteed was that the medicine wouldn’t perform worse, which would have to be good enough. 

-----

Most of the journey was uneventful, despite the guards with the caravan. In fact, most caravans traveling the Endless Forest didn’t run into any problems at all. The only problem was the remaining portion, which absolutely needed guards to defend against wild animals and magical beasts. There was no way to guarantee which group a caravan would be in on each trip, so guards were a necessity for all but the gamblers- many of which lost their lives. Perhaps not on the first trip, but after a few trips of safety, they were lulled into a false sense of security… after which, they usually were never seen again… or at least not alive.

William wasn’t hired as a guard on this trip, instead just paying to be brought along. He didn’t want to be required to stand guard at night, or to deal with minor skirmishes like wolves. Though there weren’t many regular wolves they still were around and they were one of the most common threats, along with some other normal animals. They were far from the biggest threats, but they were most plentiful. Even a forest the size of the Endless Forest could still only support a certain number of very large creatures such as dire wolves. Fortunately, most of the real dangers stayed away from the road, most of the time. Of course, that only went so far.

One day, William heard loud shouts, which caused him to look out from the covered wagon he was in. As he looked around, he didn’t see any injured people or attacking beasts as he had expected. In fact, besides the somewhat panicked cries, nothing seemed wrong at all. William didn’t see that anyone was looking at anything in particular, until he realized that they were… it just happened to be directly ahead on the road. The creature that was causing the panic appeared tiny… but that was only because of how far away it was.

The caravan was on a particularly straight section of the road, so they could see almost to the horizon, but the creature could still be seen. It wasn’t just a speck, either. Instead it stood out compared to the road… or perhaps it was better to say that the road paled in significance with it there, since it was large than the road, which had enough room for two wagons to pass… though just barely. This creature was a forest dragon.

William thought it was a somewhat silly name, since it wasn’t a dragon at all. Dragons were intelligent and could use magic. At the very least, their typical fire breath was a type of magic, though sometimes they could do other magic as well. In fact, their flight capabilities were supported by magic, because otherwise a creature as heavy as a dragon couldn’t fly, even with wings much bigger in scope than their body. Dragons also had gems that grew inside them- a dragon’s heart, though of course they had a real heart as well. Still, a dragon heart served the same purpose as a wizard’s staff, or more specifically a gem on a staff. Lila had even made a staff like that after she had slain a dragon. William wondered where it was, because it was extremely valuable. Tyler Dragonfoe probably knew, but it might have been lost to the generations. William hadn’t thought to ask.

Regardless, the forest dragon was just a large lizard. Saying just was a bit too far in the other direction, however. Its body was actually bigger than the only real dragon William had seen in person. It could afford it the extra weight, because it didn’t need to fly. William thought it seemed slow, though as he watched it walking forward, one step at a time, he realized that wasn’t the case. Certainly, it didn’t take quick steps… but that was deceptive, since each step it took was significant with its size. Though it wasn’t technically a dragon, that didn’t make it less dangerous than one… at least to a caravan. A city might have walls that could slow it down, but there was nothing here that could do that.

The caravan leader was now calming those who were panicking. There was still time to organize the caravan before the fight with the forest dragon. The caravan leader ordered all of the wagons to leave the road. Though they weren’t made for off road travel, they could go a small way away from the road. William thought it was the right call… because perhaps the forest dragon would just pass by. After all, it could be moving along the road because it was easy, and if it wasn’t hungry, there would be no reason for it to go out of its way to attack them. Though William thought it was the right call, and at the very least the trees would somewhat limit the movement of the forest dragon. Maybe not much, as it was used to this terrain, but some. The dragon might even pass by the caravan entirely. William still made it known that he would be fighting too, if it came to battle. He may not have been signed up as a guard, but they would probably need all the help they could get.
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                About thirty meters off the road, there was a small clearing. That was the best spot to defend against the forest dragon the caravan could find on short notice. A keep with five foot thick stone walls would have been the preferred spot, but of course there was none. Thus, they could only move off to the side and hope the forest dragon passed by… or was slowed down by the trees. Obviously the forest dragon was not going to be excessively hindered by trees, but it most likely roamed where the trees were more sparse, given its size. Its path along the road also indicated that it liked more spacious areas.

As the forest dragon neared where they had left the road, everyone held their breaths. Not that this did anything to hide their presence, because the horses were clearly frightened and causing a fuss. The great nostrils on the giant lizard flared, and there was no doubt that it would miss the scent of so many people and animals.

Then, it turned. William cursed inwardly. The best result would have been avoiding a conflict entirely. As the forest dragon’s form approached, everyone got a much better sense of how large and quick the creature really was. It was nearly six meters wide, and twice that tall. It moved toward them with a series of steady stomps… and the trees were barely any help. Though they did indeed slow it down, it merely pushed them to the side with its front shoulders, or occasionally a claw. It would likely still reach them within a dozen seconds.

Everyone in the caravan was behind an encirclement of the wagons. It was a good tactic to defend against approaching enemies… but that only worked up to a certain size. The guards and William braced themselves behind the wagons, ready to attack as soon as it broke through the wagons in front of them. That didn’t take long, and the giant creature merely stepped on the wagon immediately in front of it, crushing it under its weight. Those guards who had spears stabbed out into the claw that had reached out. Unfortunately, the sound that resulted was not comforting. It was the sound of metal grating on metal, or in this case scales.

There was a momentary pause in action, before everything started up again. The claw reached forward to try to crush one of the warriors underneath it, but it had already been extended out front so it merely moved forward slightly. The forest dragon then stepped on the wagon next to the first with its other front leg, proving that there had been no point to try to block it. The guards spread out to try to surround the giant lizard, hoping to find weak points to attack. William also did so. Though there were a few brave guards who stayed in front of it to keep its attention, they were merely poking at it with spears while attempting to keep a safe distance.

William found himself next to a nice, wide open section of flank. He gathered his ki and struck out with Chris, though not with the intent to do physical damage. The guards had ki themselves, and they had used some to strengthen their spears earlier, only causing minor scratches on its scales. William didn’t think he could do better than that, so he performed “Eternal Dream”... his soul attack meant to kill. However, besides a clanging sound, he had no obvious effect. This same attack had previously pierced the armor of giant scorpions, but it did not work here. William attacked again, trying to feel what was happening. As he struck the scales, his attack was dampened. That wasn’t normal, since scales shouldn’t have blocked an immaterial attack. However, anything fearsome enough to bear the name dragon was not a normal beast. Its scales could defend against everything, at least to some extent. William still felt that a good portion of his attack went through. He could even feel that the soul of the forest dragon wasn’t particularly powerful. He wouldn’t say it was weak, but he’d met a few humans with stronger souls. Still, as the attack reached the soul, it still failed to cause any real impact. Instead of disconnecting it from the body, it merely caused a tremor. Though the soul itself was not strong, it was firmly connected to the body it inhabited. William thought “Shattering the Soul” might work in this case… but even if he had a chance to survive the resulting explosion, he was certain nobody else would.

All around the forest dragon the guards used their best attacks for piercing defenses. Though they couldn’t injure it in a single strike, now that they knew how hard its scales were they concentrated on single spots, chipping away at the scales. Several guards worked together on each spot, but it wasn’t an easy process. Though it could have been accomplished quickly in ideal circumstances, the forest dragon wasn’t just sitting still letting them hit it. Though it didn’t actually avoid any attacks, it still moved around, turning and swiping at those around it with it claws and tail… as well as biting with its gigantic maw. The guards were not without training, and though the attacks were very powerful, they were relatively slow. This allowed the guards to dodge its attacks, if not easily, at least mostly successfully. Unfortunately, one of them was too slow, and got his arm removed by the jaws of the forest dragon. Though martial artists usually valued lighter armor and mobility, William doubted that a knight wearing full plate, possibly even with some magical enchantments, would have done any better. Perhaps they might have even been worse, since they might not have gotten just an arm caught. 

Unlike the guards, William couldn’t concentrate his attack on the same spot. His attacks didn’t leave much in the way of a mark, but as he continued to attack he at least noticed they did something. Every time he struck, the forest dragon slowed just slightly, for a brief moment. This helped the rest of the guards with everything they were doing, whether attacking or defending. William would have been glad to continuously attack if he could, but he only had so much energy… and he had to spend some of that dodging the body of the lizard and its tail as it kept turning around. Then, there was the occasional falling tree, though most of the trees in the immediate area had already been destroyed as the battle raged on. Still, though William grew more tired… his attacks actually became marginally more effective. He hadn’t been able to practice his techniques on anything. Though he had sparred with Han Xinya some, he still couldn’t pull out the full potential of his attacks since he didn’t really want to kill him. Now, he was getting practical experience with things only tried in training, and Chris was syncing up with his attacks as well. William was confident that the fight could be won. The next moment, however, he failed to dodge the lashing tail, and was knocked flying into a tree perhaps a dozen meters away, blacking out momentarily.
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                William was prodded awake by Chris, and not gently. He immediately heard the sounds of combat, so he knew he was only out for a moment. He recalled the tail hitting him, though Chris managed to maneuver to block it slightly. William’s magical robe and his defensive ki reduced the impact… enough that William wasn’t sure whether his ribs were cracked or broken. That was an upgrade from being sure they were broken, or having a completely crushed torso.

The combat with the forest dragon was going, if not well, at least better than it had seemed at first. William saw some blood dripping down its scales, and on the weapons of the guards. However, he wasn’t quite sure if there were as many guards standing around it as before. Everything was a bit fuzzy at the moment. After a few moments of taking in the situation, William returned to the fight. 

He approached from the side, because that was the most vulnerable area. It didn’t have any way to directly attack its sides, though of course it could turn head or tail towards those areas. Still, that gave an extra moment to react. William had previously gotten a bit too relaxed, and had been less wary than he should have been. Mistakes like that would happen… and William was lucky to be one of those who survived such a mistake. William picked a side with a few more bleeding injuries. This would give him slightly more options to target. William wouldn’t be contributing much to the actual blood loss factor or any kind of physical damage with his injuries, but attacking somewhere weakened was still better.

William struck out. He didn’t manage to connect directly with an injured area, but it was close enough that his attack managed to be slightly more effective, with some of his energy seeping into the nearby wound. In the end, it was probably about the same effect as when he had been uninjured… just a momentary opening for others to capitalize on. The guards did just that, with several blows solidly connecting. Unfortunately, there was so much mass in the giant lizard they were facing that even though it had lost enough blood to kill a person, or even several people, it was not even close to dying from its wounds. Still, it was slowing down somewhat, which was good because so were its opponents.

William concentrated. The sounds of combat and the pain from his broken ribs worked against him, but he managed to focus enough. His attacks needed to be stronger, they couldn’t afford to let the fight drag out longer. The world seemed to slow down, not truly, but the steady flow of energy made it feel that way. Energy in the form of ki came out from William, gathering around Chris… as well as some of it flowing through him. From inside Chris came more ki, with all of it gathering around the crystal staff to join with William’s ki in a form like mist. William quickly surveyed the battlefield. It still seemed like they could win, without resorting to anything desperate. He had only taken a few moments to gather his ki, after all. Thus, although he was certain in killing the forest dragon if he used Shattering the Soul… he decided not to. He thought that, perhaps, the strong body and especially the scales might mitigate the explosion that Shattering the Soul would cause. In addition, the soul wasn’t so much powerful as stubborn, and thus those around would have a chance to survive… or at least not have their souls destroyed. Still, William didn’t think the situation was that dire. If even one person had their soul destroyed, it would be worse than all of them dying. In fact, William thought that probably also included the forest dragon’s soul. Besides, he still planned to win.

William waited for an opening, and was soon met with one that seemed perfect… in a way. The forest dragon moved one of its biggest wounds toward William. Some might have called it something like a body slam, but it didn’t matter to William what it seemed like. He struck out, and though the wound had looked small, as it approached it became clear it was several centimeters in each direction, though of course not a perfect shape. Still, enough scales were chipped and broken to allow William to strike with Chris, completely unhindered. Without the scales, William’s ki flowed into the forest dragon relatively unhindered. The strong muscles and bones it had were much less resistant, and William’s attack flowed into the soul. Effectively, the soul overlapped with all of the living parts of something. William had found it was a bit more complicated than that, but the physical location of a soul wasn’t really a subject that made sense anyway. Regardless, William felt his attack connect. William felt the forest dragon’s soul shake, then start to tear away from the body. At least, that was the best way he could describe it. He felt that it didn’t completely disconnect, but he didn’t spend much time observing what had happened. Instead, he had kicked off of the approaching torso of the giant lizard with the name of a dragon. Using the momentum from that and his strike with Chris, he pushed himself away instead of getting crushed, or just suddenly hit with a force he wasn’t capable of handling. William found himself a good few yards away, but he avoided hitting any trees- not that there were any that were that close and still “trees”. He also landed on his feet… though he shortly sunk to one knee after that. Even with a few meters of distance, he felt like he was immediately next to the forest dragon… but it was obviously not in a good state. 

William was surprised it was still conscious at all, but it was still swiping its claws and biting at the guards. Or at least, attempting to. Its movements were slow and jerky, and it was clearly having trouble moving at all. The caravan guards quickly took advantage of this, and one of them even penetrated his spear almost length deep into its side, though an open wound. It took him quite some effort to pull it back out… but when he did a fountain of blood came with it. Soon, the forest dragon fell to the ground, as pools of blood that were enough to fill a small pond poured out of it. William took a deep breath, then found himself coughing up blood. That made his ribs hurt madly… but the good news was that William determined they weren’t broken. In fact, the amount of blood he coughed up was normal… if many times more painful because of his ribs. Unfortunately, coughing up blood had been normal for some time. William hoped his wounds wouldn’t make it worse.
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                The continuation of the journey was much slower than it had been. There were less functional wagons, and more goods. Though a few wagons full of goods had been damaged or destroyed, nobody was too upset. After all, they were still alive… and those merchants who losts good were being compensated. Though there was no way to bring the entire forest dragon back with the caravan, the most valuable part was the scales. Though many had been damaged, it was only a small amount compared to the total size of the giant lizard. The bones were also valuable, but the caravan had neither time nor space to obtain those. As it was, they actually left behind many of the bulkier and less valuable goods. Even so, some people had to walk instead of riding in wagons. Though there was some grumbling about that, there still wasn’t too much, since the journey was actually going to be significantly more profitable for most now. 

Even the guards shared in the bounty. Though they were paid to guard the caravan, the expected level of threats was much lower than a forest dragon. Thus, they were owed additional compensation. This often involved the owner of the caravan taking a financial hit, because there were many dangers that didn’t have valuable remains. In this case everyone came out ahead, though most wouldn’t wish for a similar thing to happen again. After all, there was a chance that they would die, and the extra profits weren’t that great. A few of the guards actually died during the battle or from wounds afterwards, and if the caravan had been a bit less defended it was possible the battle would have been lost. 

William was a significant part of why the battle had been won. He wasn’t going to say that it couldn’t have been won without him, but with him things had gone much better than they would have otherwise. Perhaps another guard or two would have provided the same level of benefit as William, or perhaps not. Either way, there weren’t any other guards around, so they had needed William or risked suffering at least a few more casualties. Everyone agreed that William also deserved a share of the rewards, the same as the bonus for the guards. That made William happy, because though he didn’t need money… there was a better option. The guards were allowed to chose between a monetary reward or a portion of the scales. The scales were relatively more valuable, but would take some effort to turn into anything useful. Still, William preferred to have the scales.

Thus, he shared a wagon with a few of the injured guards. He would be walking, but with injured ribs… it was a terrible idea. Thus, he sat in the wagon thinking about what he could do with the scales. He could make armor out of it, which was the most obvious idea. The only problem was that it would be much heavier than what William was used to. After all, he usually wore just an enchanted robe, which weighed no more than regular clothing. Still, it wasn’t like he would need to always wear armor. That wasn’t ever practical. Still, it would be nice to have something for going into combat… and the scales should still be more lightweight than metal armor, at least for the amount of protection it provided. It wouldn’t be as good as on the forest dragon, of course, because it wouldn’t be supported by the massive bulk and strength it had underneath. The scales would still be very good protection, and perhaps he could get them enchanted. William was unsure if the scales could hold magical enchantments, or how well it worked if they could. He hadn’t had any particular reason to look into forest dragon scales before.

It was technically possible to add magical enchantments to anything, but that involved replacing parts of it with easily enchantable material, such as his robe having particular parts sewn in. In the case of hard things such as scales, it might take enough additional materials that it would weaken the base structure enough that there was no point, unless you were just interested in cosmetic application of the scales. In that case, though, it might be cheaper to buy actual dragon scales… if they could be found for sale, anyway. 

-----

The rest of the journey truly was uneventful, though in William’s case it was not pleasant. His coughing only exasperated the wounds on his ribs, causing them to heal more slowly. He had to take extra portions of his medicine to reduce his coughing. That was fine for a while, but eventually taking more medicine than he should would cause other complications. William hoped his ribs would heal quickly, but at the very least they should be in a better state before he had to cut back to normal amounts of medicine. Still, he was in a poor state when he finally came back to the Yu clan grounds.

The first person he went to find was his grandfather, Yu Jian. He deserved the courtesy, even if he wasn’t technically older than William. Though he didn’t let just anyone come to see him, given his status, William was always welcome. William entered the room that Yu Jian used to receive guests, only to find him in a state not much better than William’s. He wasn’t injured, but he was looking much less young than he had previously. Time seemed to be catching up to him quickly. William supposed he was actually quite healthy for his age. William wasn’t exactly sure what that was, but Yu Jian was between seven and eight dozen years old. Since Liaoyang didn’t have much interest in celebrating birthdays, William didn’t know more than that. “Greetings, grandfather.”

Yu Jian nodded. “Welcome back. You appear to be in a rather bad state. Did you get in a fight with a dragon?”

William shrugged. “I suppose you could say that, thought it was a forest dragon… which makes it technically just a giant lizard. I didn’t fight it myself, of course, or I would be much worse off. Dead, probably.”

“Oh? You encountered a forest dragon? That’s bad luck, they mostly stay away from the roads. How did things go in Ostana?”

William had sent some letters, but they never contained all of the information on what William was doing. Usually, he was involved in something that couldn’t safely be put to paper, and Yu Jian knew that. “Well, actually…” William explained about his investigations, up to and including the matter with the Hengan family and those conspiring with them.

Yu Jian sighed. “People can be so stupid. I’d like to say it was only people in Ostana, but it’s even the case here. The only difference is here we have an organization dedicated to killing a certain kind of them. The Order has been busy. After all, though wiping out those who consorted with demons has always been important… now there is a key timeframe. The Order also has less need to stay secret.”

The two of them caught up on other things that had happened in the time they hadn’t seen each other, talking late into the night as grandfather and grandson, but also as friends and peers.
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                William next met with Dong Xin. He was impressed that Dong Xin always had insights in how William could improve his staffwork. He expected such depth from the subject of magic or ki cultivation, but not just fighting with a staff. Not that he didn’t think people could continuously improved in any area, but rather he thought he would learn everything, and spend the rest of the time attempting to accomplish every move perfectly. He wasn’t given a set of a dozen moves that he had to learn and then left with that. He continued to learn how to respond against different weapons with the staff, each of which had different things to consider. In addition to that, Dong Xin still knew some deeper intricacies of staff against staff that he could show William, even though it seemed like he must have learned everything. Some things he could tell William, but sometimes he had to realize them on his own. Dong Xin could have told him to parry a specific attack in a specific manner… but William learning it on his own properly trained his instincts and reactions. If he couldn’t figure out how to respond, and only learned a set number of things, he wouldn’t be able to react to anything new. He would become like a robot… not that there were any robots in this world. There weren’t even any golems or at least nothing worthy of that name.

Dong Xin took a moment of rest to comment on William’s progress. “Your experience fighting as an amateur before we met is finally starting to catch up and have some benefit.” Dong Xin mentioning the time before they met was code for William’s previous life. “There was a good amount of learning there, but you didn’t have a good foundation to place it on. Now you’re really starting to make progress.”

It was humbling training with Dong Xin. In his previous life, he thought he had been pretty decent with a staff, but he had overestimated himself. Against humans, those the fought hadn’t really known how to counteract him, and against magical beasts, Chris’ strength more than made up for his inadequacies. Now that he had proper training, each bit of improvement was magnified that much more by Chris. Of course, part of this was because Chris himself was training. 

If Chris was just an inert crystal staff, hard almost to being unbreakable, he would still be a powerful magic weapon. He might even be better as a wizard’s staff, since he wouldn’t stop a wizard from actually using him. As he was, if he didn’t have good synergy with his user, he would be less effective. That was the case when William had first met him, but of course when anyone else tried to use Chris he would be actively working against them, which was an overall negative for the user even if he was a powerful weapon. William supposed a particularly determined knight or martial artist could make him move as they wished, but it would usually be less effective than if they just picked up any random stick off the ground, as long as it wasn’t rotten. In fact, William thought martial artists would do better with a rotten stick, because they could support its durability with their ki, whereas knights relied on at least a minimally sturdy weapon. Wizards didn’t have the right kind of power to force Chris to do anything. It took expensive formations to hold him… but it was not long before they had been broken expensive formations. William was glad that, for whatever reason, Chris had taken a liking to him. Now, they were friends, so there was something more concrete, but Chris could have ignored William just like everyone else.

-----

Han Xinya also had more to teach William, as could be expected. Though William was highly talented in the area of the soul, at least from the perspective of ki cultivation, that didn’t mean he could learn everything he needed to know in just a few years, or even a dozen. Having a master to teach him was very helpful, but the experience of fighting the forest dragon was also very useful. Practical experience was good, but William would have preferred the practical experience be less deadly.

That particular fight had reminded him that things besides ki training and defenses could hinder soul attacks. He knew some of that, but he hadn’t realized the full extent. Han Xinya admitted he didn’t know of the particular resistance of the forest dragon, but it couldn’t be expected that he would have fought everything. William also realized how much effect a strong body could have in addition to special materials such as the forest dragon scales. He hadn’t attempted to use any soul attacks on a knight, only on animals, magical beasts… and some wizards. Wizards had ways to defend against soul attacks… at least according to Lorelei. They were just very vulnerable when unprepared. Of course, if they were prepared, they had the longest effective attack range and most dangerous attacks. William still thought that being a wizard who could use magic would be exciting… as well as useful, of course. The problem with the wizards in Ostana is they were arrogant, and thus didn’t bother to prepare themselves for attacks from non wizards as much as they probably should have. Of course, William generally hadn’t given any of his opponents a chance, though he thought they could have at least trained their reflexes a bit better.

William shook the fuzziness out of his head. Though soul attacks seemed very powerful, their actual strength lay in the fact that they were rare and unexpected. They were hard to figure out, and hard to perform… to the point that they were often forgotten. William hoped that was the case with the Demon King. Lorelei had indicated he didn’t know much of anything about them, but it was possible he was hiding something. The Demon King might also have armor that had similar properties to the forest dragon scales. Lorelei had talked about various weapons and armors that he had used, but he didn’t stick with just one set. They were often lost or destroyed during or in between his lives, so all of his equipment was subject to change. In addition to that, he would have a strong body and was a strong ki cultivator, so it wouldn’t be easy to destroy his soul. Still, it wasn’t going to be the effort of just one person. Just like the fight with the forest dragon, coordination and numbers could chip away at the defenses of an opponent, whether physical or metaphysical. William hoped it would be enough. He was fairly confident in his own abilities, but he was counting more on Yu Huan and the others. William coughed, once again revealing a small amount of blood, and reminding him of the uncertainty of his involvement in destroying the Demon King.
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                William was sitting and thinking. He had been overconfident in the fight with the forest dragon. Before that, he had the feeling that he could defeat anything by himself. He hadn’t thought about it exactly in that manner, because he would have realized what a ridiculous idea it was. If he discounted that he still had thought he needed help to fight the Demon King, he had subconsciously been thinking of himself as one of the strongest in the world. After all, it was hard for most people to resist William’s soul techniques. Though most people and even magical beasts would be susceptible, there were still actually quite a few individual who at least had a good chance to kill William first, and that didn’t count group efforts. In the case of the forest dragon, however, William hadn’t been entirely incorrect.

He felt he could have defeated it, resistant scales and all, if he had used Shattering the Soul. That technique had a great penetrating power. However, William couldn’t directly take that attribute of Shattering the Soul and use it in other techniques, though he had some idea of how he could still make that useful. Shattering the Soul itself it was actually the easiest to use on something with a weaker soul but high defensive power because it could go through any defenses, after which starting the chain reaction in a weak soul was almost trivial. Of course, that still required a large difference in the strength of the souls in question, or a proportionately larger amount of proficiency.

Han Xinya didn’t know about Shattering the Soul. Although he was training people to be better at soul techniques for the Order, he didn’t want to be tied down, and thus couldn’t safely learn about that secret. That meant that William had to come up with his own methods to have offshoot techniques, though having the general instructions from Han Xinya had helped greatly. Previously, William hadn’t been too worried about penetrating enemies defenses, because he thought he could overpower them or just ignore them, in the case of purely physical armor. The forest dragon made him realize how foolish that was, and so he started on a piercing technique. This was almost exactly like the penetrating part of Shattering the Soul, except more focused on creating weaknesses for subsequent attacks. This require having less depth of penetration, in exchange for creating a “larger” hole through which subsequent attacks could follow. This would work against static defenses such as enchanted armor or robes, but against active ki defenses or magical barriers, he would have to quickly follow up with another attack or the hole would be repaired. Magical armor would sometimes repair their weaknesses, but usually more slowly, and it was usually not relevant in battle. William didn’t know what he would call the new technique, but perhaps it didn’t need a name. Instead, it was really only useful as a preliminary move before the true attack.

-----

William spent about a year training, the first month or so of which was spent fully recovering from his remaining wounds. He couldn’t train as hard during this period, and certainly not with the staff. During this period, he received some word of what was happening in Ostana. There was word of many arrests and prosecutions, with much harsher punishments than people were used to… but no harsher than was truly deserved. For some, that meant death, since they were directly colluding with the demons against the country. With the dissolution of the wizard’s guild and the sweeping changes among the nobles, Ostana was changing. That was probably for the best, and William thought he had given it too much credit as a good country when he was Archmage, and it had been worse off when he came back as Yu Hui’Lam. It was better that it change now, even if it was a bit weaker than optimal. It would be even worse if the traitors had not been caught, and William hoped there weren’t any more that hadn’t been found.

After his year of training, William couldn’t stand waiting around any longer. Perhaps if he had less notice of the upcoming war he might have been less antsy, but it was still almost a dozen years before the war would start- give or take a few years. William spent time helping people train in Shattering the Soul, but he was still young so it was awkward for some people to learn from him. Though Han Xinya’s training was less directly applicable, he fit the role of teacher better. Besides, there was only so much teaching about a particular technique that could be done, and then much more time was required to actually practice. William felt like his contributions there were becoming less important, and the Order agreed. 

When William requested something else to do, it took some time for him to receive any actual assignment. Though there were always things the Order needed done with their limited members, they were hesitant to assign William to some of the more potentially dangerous ones. He had one of the largest potentials in the area of the soul and Shattering the Soul in particular, so they weighed the cost of putting him at risk versus the potential benefits. Eventually, something came up that he was suited for and should not carry too much risk.

He was assigned to go to the city of Qinshan, on the northwest coast of Liaoyang. There were reports of people who trained in demonic cultivation methods. William was suited to go there because he had developed good senses, at least for things like determining cultivation methods. It was rather hard to tell if people were projecting another type of ki that they trained in and hid the ki from the demonic methods, but William’s perception technique was directly related to the soul. This made it a job suited to him. Though he might not immediately recognize it in someone, it wasn’t a problem if it took some time. He was being sent to live there, just gathering information. Perhaps he would not notice on the first meeting, or the second, but as he went around the city he would just have to find out who, if any, practiced demonic cultivation methods. He was not to try to infiltrate anywhere, but just to observe. There was also a small chance that demons seeking potential traitors would arrive in the city, and William would be able to spot them much more quickly. After all, their main method would be demonic, and thus much harder to conceal with something else.

            

    
        Chapter 212

    
    
    
    
                Before William left for Qinshan, he had one more thing he needed to do. Those training in Shattering the Soul were told not to use it on anything living. Of course, this made the training process more difficult, since practical experience was the best way to learn. Though they could be told why they shouldn’t, such as it being dangerous, being told something wasn’t the same as seeing or experiencing something themselves. This group included Yu Huan, though she had at least had personal conversations with William about what it was like to use Shattering the Soul.

Although William would prefer that Shattering the Soul never get used, even on the Demon King if there were any other ways to stop him, he realized practical experience was necessary. It didn’t need to be a large amount of practical experience, just enough to know the technique really worked. A few sacrifices to stop thousands or even possibly millions of destroyed if the Demon King won the war would be worth it. More importantly, William felt the souls of insects were less valuable. Maybe to the insects they were important, but he didn’t think he would ever know. It seemed that each type of creature had a type of soul that went with it, but maybe whatever body they were in changed how souls felt. Regardless, William knew there were trillions of insects, compared to millions of humans. A few souls wouldn’t destabilize the reincarnation process. To reach a similar level as when he had first reincarnated to this world even if the souls were counted equally to human souls thousands of insects would have to be killed and for a similar proportion and possibly total strength of soul, if that mattered, millions or possibly billions. 

Of course, nobody would bat an eye at killing insects, even in large numbers. William just knew that Shattering the Soul was much worse than killing something. He didn’t necessarily believe in karma or any kind of cosmic retribution… but that didn’t mean things couldn’t still be wrong. Destroying things in a permanent manner without reason fell into that category, though that was the extreme end. People could argue philosophy and morality all day, but regardless of that destroying the Demon King’s soul was also highly practical for the humans.

William took all of those training in Shattering the Soul to an empty field. Nearby were a few small boxes, and a rather conspicuous cage containing a wolf. William spoke to everyone present. “We are here today to show you why you have been forbidden to practice Shattering the Soul on anything living. You already know that it is dangerous, but describing how it is dangerous is not the same as seeing it. In addition to that, I hope you will see why destroying a soul is not something that should be taken lightly. Watch with both your eyes and your ki senses.”

Upon opening one of the small boxes, William revealed a number of tiny glass bottles. He took one out and passed it around among the participants to show that it contained an ordinary spider. Then he took the bottle about a dozen meters away from the group. He then backed a few meters away from it himself. He took a stance, then struck out with a palm. The movements were almost entirely for show, since he wasn’t making physical contact. At best, his outstretched arm reduced the distance between him and the target. A wave of energy flowed out. Perhaps it couldn’t even really be called a wave, since it was almost more like a laser pinpoint, or a beam. Of course, light was in fact a wave, but that wasn’t something most people in this world knew. Regardless, the beam of energy struck the spider in the glass bottle.

The resulting explosion gouged out a section of earth almost up to where William had been standing. However, the explosion still carried beyond that, even to the point where the rest of those training in Shattering the Soul were standing. There, it wasn’t enough to injure them, but it was enough for them to feel how powerful it had been. William had defended himself with ki, on in both a physical manner as well as protecting his soul, and allowed himself to be pushed back. “Look carefully at the result. In front of you are the remnants of a soul… and you should be able to see why it is not to be used lightly.”

There were many nodded heads and murmurs among those watching. Those with weaker perceptions, however, realized there was something they were missing, beyond just the power of the explosion. Those around them explained how the fading remnants of soul looked- and felt. Yu Huan was rather pale, but the first to vomit was a young man. This time, William’s stomach was stable… but perhaps only because he completely avoided looking at the results.

“Perhaps the experience of watching Shattering the Soul performed was enough, or even too much for all of you. Now, at least, you can understand exactly how serious it is. You can leave, but if you wish to stay each of you will have a chance to perform Shattering the Soul once, and watch it be performed. Again, you can leave at any time.” William would have been leery of giving people the chance to actually perform Shattering the Soul, if he wasn’t sure they were loyal and trustworthy. He couldn’t be completely sure that they were “good” people, since he did not know them personally, but he knew that the Order had carefully screened the participants. It wouldn’t be good for this technique to end up in the wrong hands… though William supposed that most would never be able to use it on a human anyway.

Some participants left right away. There were also those who passed on their option to actually try the technique, for various reasons. Some of them weren’t sure that they could safely perform the technique, having seen the resulting explosion and determining that they would have to actually be directly adjacent to the spider. Some left after observing one or two more uses of Shattering the Soul. There was also one who slightly overestimated his ability, and was somewhat injured in the resulting explosion. It would take some time for him to recover, but William could tell there would be no permanent harm. Yu Huan also took her turn, but left quickly afterwards, very pale. William didn’t fault her for that, since the whole process was unpleasant… even though the subjects were just spiders.
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                The more observant among those who remained realized that there was still something more. Of course, there were more spiders remaining from those who hadn’t used them, but nobody was really interested in another attempt at Shattering the Soul. A single experience had been enough for them. Of course, if the Order hadn’t screened its candidates in the same way, there was a possibility that they would have ended up with someone who enjoyed the sensation of destroying a soul, as twisted as that could be. The Order had been more interested in stability and reliability than just potential, and William was glad that was the case.

William could be seen walking around and brushing at the ground with his staff. Upon closer inspection, he was creating a series of lines, with another line crossing them at a perpendicular. Then he walked to another area, and repeated the process. In total, he created eight such areas, with each of the longer lines facing away from the cage in the center. Yu Huan found his actions curious and asked, “Is this some kind of magic?”

“Ha! Nope. It’s just for measurements.” Yu Huan didn’t really know anything about magic. William found it strange that each country had kept to itself so much that they didn’t seem to even try to learn about how those from other countries fought, even to strengthen their own. Was it some kind of plot perpetrated by the demons? Probably not. More likely, it was just human stupidity, or stubbornness. Regardless, Yu Huan wasn’t clear on how magic worked, and William had to admit that it looked something like the start of a magical formation. “Alright everyone. There is one final thing. If you wish to stay, please stand…” William looked around. “Over on top of that rise.” It was a bit too small to call it a hill, and it was only about six dozen meters away from the cage itself. Still, it wasn’t that close either. “Don’t forget to protect your eyes. The explosion will be very bright.” William thought to himself, ‘If this works, anyway.’

Most of those remaining, including Yu Huan, gathered on the hill. One or two of the remaining dozen slipped away… but they were replaced by a few elders from the Order. This was actually a somewhat important juncture although most of those present didn’t know it, at least not in specifics. Nobody had ever performed Shattering the Soul on a creature the size of a wolf. Not that size directly mattered, but the strength of their soul wasn’t too unexpected. Significantly weaker than a human, but significantly stronger than a spider. It was hard to judge exactly, but that was the whole point of what was happening. William was confident he knew how much effort it would take to destroy a larger soul, and even approximately how large the explosion was. 

That was what the marks were for. One mark where he thought the explosion would be, and then a few marks approximately a meter apart going in either direction. The line crossing them in a perpendicular was just an aid in keeping them straight. William stood inside that circle, about a dozen meters from the wolf, which was now chained to a post. This was probably unnecessary since it was unconscious, but William didn’t want to deal with the probable shrapnel from the cage or a possibly angry wolf. The predicted circle was approximately three dozen meters, though this was for the very edge of the effect, where the dirt should stop being disturbed. Still, that put William well inside the area.

William stood and concentrated. In combat, he wouldn’t have the chance to do this so easily. He knew he would have to gather ki while fending off attacks, unless the opponent was entirely insensate to ki. Chris gathered his own ki as well. There was a limit to how fast ki could move from where it was stored to where it was usable, at least safely. William took some time, over a full minute. He actually gathered all of his ki from his spiritual sea. However, William was not doing so because he thought it would be difficult to succeed at Shattering the Soul. Rather, he devoted about ninety percent of his energy to defense. Truth be told, William wouldn’t have been too worried if a psychopath with talent had gotten their hand on Shattering the Soul. That was because they wouldn’t be able to use it to kill humans… more than once, anyway. Unless they were extremely powerful, and skilled in defensive techniques and soul techniques, they would be wiped out. If they were less skilled in soul techniques, they would have to be closer to their opponent or possibly touching, which would only make the danger that much worse. They would also have less ki to devote to defense. William was confident in his technique, and he probably didn’t even need to use so much ki on defense… but he didn’t want to be wrong and then dead again… or have his soul destroyed. This way, even if he was wrong by half an order of magnitude… he would probably survive.

Finally, William was ready. Hesitating would just cause him to lose concentration and waste energy. Unlike with the spider, here he was pushing the limits of where he could use Shattering the Soul on something with the strength of a wolf, but if he failed to destroy it at least all that would happen was embarrassment. He wouldn’t fail, though. Unwavering confidence was very helpful, and William wasn’t particularly worried. He was more distracted by thoughts of how accurate his predictions would be.

He struck forward with Chris, an attack invisible to the eye, but quite obvious to anyone who could sense ki. A short moment afterwards, it was obvious to anyone with any kind of senses at all. Ki, mana, sight, hearing, smell, touch… the resulting explosion wasn’t something that could be missed. However for those looking at it directly it wasn’t clear for long, as the light was blinding just as William warned. Still, it was only for a brief moment, and all of those watching had taken a least a small precaution in protecting their eyes with ki.

When the dust started clearing a minute later, a figure could be seen. As it cleared more, William could be seen half-kneeling about two dozen meters from the center of the blast, breathing heavily and leaning on his staff. After he caught his breath and the dust completely settled, William looked around. He walked around the edge of the blast radius, checking all of the marks. Then he walked up to the hill, speaking to the elders there, though of course the others could hear as well. “Almost exactly as predicted, at least within a meter in either direction. The amount of effort required was also close to predicted, though I suppose it is hard to know if I used more than necessary.” William looked down at the area from the top of the hill and sighed. “I never want to do that again.”
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                After seeing or experiencing Shattering the Soul there were a few who couldn’t handle it. William didn’t really blame them. If he hadn’t personally researched and heard so much about the Demon King, he wouldn’t be willing to use Shattering the Soul either. When a soul was destroyed, it left behind bits of residue that were reminders of both how terrible it actually was, and that it could happen to them. Of course, those who trained in Shattering the Soul were trustworthy enough not to use it on each other, ignoring the fact that they also weren’t suicidal. Still, the Demon King had something that accomplished similar results. Maybe the method was a bit different, but the end result would be a soul destroyed and turned into a mere mist of energy.

At least, William presumed they didn’t end up any better off than that. Lorelei hadn’t really had any details to give William. She stayed away from the battlefield, and elsewhere the Demon King kept secret how his method worked. At most, she had seen the fading remnants of his work. It seemed to really bother her to not know how something worked, so she got touchy when the subject was brought up. She wasn’t even sure whether it was magic or ki. The only thing that was certain is it wasn’t the result of some kind of magical item or artifact, because he had always been killed, and at least one time he wouldn’t have had time to hide anything before the battle.

-----

William was on the road to Qinshan. He was again travelling with a caravan, though more for convenience than security. Most of the territory between eastern Liaoyang and Qinshan was populated, which meant it was safe from monsters. Bandits were rarely a problem either, since nobody would tolerate them in their regions, and there weren’t that many places for them to hide. 

He was glad to be on his way to be doing something besides just traumatizing people. Of course, he was going back to rooting out corruption, which didn’t make him the happiest about humanity’s state as a whole, but he still wanted humanity to survive. After all, all of his friends were human, and he was as well. William thought of Lorelei again. Was she a friend? Well, regardless, humanity still had many good people. Most of those from Eclea and Ustil seemed decent, but perhaps they were just better at removing unpleasant people, or keeping it hidden.

William wondered what would happen to him if humanity was wiped out. Would his soul just float around… wherever souls went after death, forever? It seemed more likely that he would be taken to yet another world. On the other hand, there could be humans elsewhere in this world. After all, just because none had returned from their overseas voyages didn’t mean nobody landed somewhere and started a colony. Perhaps they were just incapable or not interested in finding their way back. There was another possibility, he supposed. There was talk of half-elves, and assuming they could have children, it was possible there were some with human blood among the presumably surviving elves. Did that matter though? What was the point at which a human soul became an elf soul? Were there souls that were specifically for half-elves? William didn’t know, and he wouldn’t necessarily be able to tell even if he met one. 

Of course, humanity would probably only be wiped out if the Demon King wasn’t destroyed. It was still possible the remaining demons would keep the desire to destroy humanity after that, though… in which case William wouldn’t be reincarnated as anything. That was because he was going to be there when the Demon King’s soul was destroyed, and even if he didn’t do it himself he would be close enough that he knew he wouldn’t come out alive- or with his soul intact. That was the plan, anyway, grim as it was.

-----

William realized he hadn’t been to the beach in this world. Of course, when he’d grown up in Ostana, that had been because there weren’t any beaches in the country, which rather put a damper on that sort of plan. In Liaoyang… he had still lived weeks away from the coast, so it wasn’t like he could just “go to the beach”. The Yu clan had been more interested in training their martial abilities than going on vacation, so there had never been an opportunity, and frankly William hadn’t even thought about it.

However, upon actually approaching Qinshan, he was reminded of all his memories of the beach. Not that there was anything particularly special, but the smell of saltwater was unmistakable. Qinshan was actually further north than Canta, as the mountain range that mostly separated the human and demon lands curved northwest inside the border of Liaoyang. That put it fairly close to the equator… at least, William thought so. He didn’t have a world map, if such a thing even existed. The size of the planet could be calculated, so as long as the distances along the roads and on maps were close to the actual numbers, it was near enough to the equator, though still probably south by a hundred or so miles.

The city of Qinshan itself was fairly impressive, being a port city. However, it was also the closest port to the demon lands, at least in Liaoyang- Eclea had one a similar distance away. Because of that, the port was also fortified, since the demons were likely to attack from the sea if they invaded. Over the centuries, Qinshan had been destroyed and rebuilt many times, but it was in a good enough location that it was always rebuilt. William supposed that the same would likely happen in the upcoming war, though of course it could also successfully defend itself. In its current state, it was quite populous and bustling with activity, which was good for William because one more person would not be noticed.
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                William was learning how to fish. Not that he had never fished before… but it was effectively like that. He thought he had done a tiny bit of fishing in his previous life. As for his first life, it was so long before that it was irrelevant, regardless of the fact that he didn’t have the same kind of equipment. Perhaps if he had cared enough about fishing to bring up those memories they might have helped, but unlike his memories of the various sciences he hadn’t considered knowing how to fish important.

The Order didn’t have any fishermen, at least that William knew about, but they did have contacts among almost everyone. Thus, it had not been hard to get introduced to a fisherman and learn the basics. Of course, William also knew the general idea of putting bait on a hook and waiting for fish to bite, but the true basics covered a bit more than that. Time of day, seasons, weather, location, and of course what bait you were using determined what kind of fish you could catch, if any. 

There were already many fishermen in Qinshan, but one more or less wouldn’t really affect how many fish each person caught. Of course, William couldn’t expect to catch enough fish to get rich, but he could at least have some to eat and a few more to make a profit. Most importantly, it would be enough to make him fit into the community.

Of course, to those trained in martial arts, he couldn’t really hide that he did so as well. However, because his cultivation technique was solely Rotational Soul pressure, he didn’t have any of the feeling of making major breakthroughs. This made him seem like a failure… or at least someone who was a bit slower or less talented, considering he was still rather young. Only if they took a closer look could they tell how powerful he actually was, and he could somewhat conceal that.

It wasn’t strange for him to be fishing either. In Liaoyang, almost everyone who got a chance to train in ki cultivation tried their luck. Not that William thought it was mostly luck based, but rather based on talent and effort. He couldn’t deny that luck could help some, but there was only so much it could do without the other aspects. There were some medicines that could help with cultivation, but those were generally raised in gardens and fields. It was unlikely to find such out in the forests or mountains, especially not with as many people as there were for a relatively small amount of wilderness. It also wasn’t likely that they would be of better or even similar quality than those specifically and caringly raised. William supposed that if one didn’t have any money, then luck would be more helpful, finding something that might not otherwise be obtainable at all. Even being born into a family with money could be considered luck.

-----

After a few weeks, William had settled into a comfortable life. He hadn’t found anyone who practiced demonic cultivation techniques, but that was to be expected. He was taking a more passive role in his investigation. For one thing, he tried to only used the information that came to his senses instead of actively seeking, because that could be suspicious, or at the very least rude. He did make sure to spend some of his time looking at various clans, dojos, and sects. There hadn’t been anything yet, but it wasn’t likely to be so easy unless they were careless. However, there were tournaments upcoming, and William planned to watch. Participating might have better results, but it would also involve more risk of both injury and suspicion.

-----

William found that fishing was beneficial to his cultivation. Not that he gained any sudden enlightenment from the ocean or anything like that. However, instead of just being a waste of time, he could still practice some skills. His perception abilities were good for finding where fish gathered, and even somewhat seeing how different kinds of fish reacted to his bait. As the fish got deeper, it became harder to clearly picture each individual fish, but William could still tell when there were many of them. 

This led William to places with many fish, but deeper than people normally would catch them. Quite simply, their lines were usually not long enough, and nets might not catch them. William knew he wasn’t the only one with some skill in ki who fished, but he also doubted there were many who were as well trained as himself. His overall ability was somewhere around those who had passed the third major breakthrough. Such power of course varied by individual and technique, and of course how it was used greatly changed effectiveness. Still, it was good to have some kind of approximate.

Though William was young for his power, he knew that was because he was reincarnated. Counting his previous life as well as this one, he was almost seventy. Of course, in his previous life he had only really been flopping about on the shores of cultivation. That image was brought about by his current location, but regardless of the image of him flailing on a beach, he hadn’t really progressed much in ki in his life in Ostana. Still, that and his strong soul had made it easier to properly cultivate in this life, as well as giving him an early start. Because he had started when he was about six instead of ten or twelve, William’s training was better compared to those who were at least thirty. In that case, while he was still quite good, it was nothing unheard of, at least in terms of general power. In terms of soul techniques, he knew he was quite talented, but also still had much to learn.

William thought about the upcoming tournament. If he was lucky, maybe he would see something interesting. Perhaps it could help with his training, or perhaps he would notice someone unleashing demonic ki signatures. He was almost tempted to compete himself, but had to remember that subtlety was more important here. If people knew he was investigating them, even if they didn’t practice demonic cultivation methods, they wouldn’t want him around. There was only one of him, and though he was confident in his abilities, he wasn’t invincible. He certainly couldn’t stand up against a clan alone, even a weaker one. Though he could likely escape, that was only if he got a chance to react at all. William didn’t have any allies in Qinshan, so it was best if he avoided making enemies.
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                Watching a tournament was quite different for William when he had no personal involvement, nor did he know anyone in the tournament. Technically, he did know a few of them as acquaintances or just by sight or name, but none of them well enough to really be invested in whether they won or lost. Still, it was his purpose in coming to Qinshan to watch for people using demonic cultivation methods, and William didn’t have to care about who won or lost a particular match for it to still be interesting. 

As expected, swords and spears were the most common weapons used. Weapons that were sharp had a big advantage in the main purpose of weapons, killing. Not that blunt weapons weren’t able to kill people, but the situations in which they were better were smaller. Blunt weapons, specifically hammers of various types, were better against armored opponents, but the style in Liaoyang was much lighter on armor. Even the knights in Ostana didn’t wear their armor all the time, at least not most of them. Normal knights from Earth certainly didn’t, and couldn’t, but with the higher levels a body could achieve in this world it was feasible if not always preferred to wear armor everywhere.

William had seen that the demons wore armor, as everyone in war would if they could get it. That didn’t mean that swords and spears would be useless against them, if wielded properly, but not quite as effective. Of course, when greater than normal human strength was involved, as well as ki, things became more complicated. A sword enhanced with ki or with great enough strength behind it could still cut through normal plate armor… but of course heavier plate could be made to counter that. William shook his head to clear it. Every weapon had its place… at least, the more common ones. There were a number of weapons that were mostly for show and not for function, and no matter how skillfully they were wielded the user would have been better of training with something practical.

As the tournament went on, William saw quite a variety of techniques, and even different weapons. Some people even avoided using weapons entirely. This gave them a bit less reach, but with ki to defend their bodies wasn’t entirely insane. William saw a number of techniques, ranging from well executed strikes with weapons to breaths of flame and lightning bolts, though the lightning bolts were quite short in range. Ki techniques usually only produced things like flame and electricity, with their properties but less… real. Even with so many different techniques, though William likely couldn’t reproduce them all he understood their functions. There were quick attacks, designed to strike before an enemy could prepare their defenses. These ranged from attacks with hidden weapons to berserk charges. Strong attacks were designed to deal damage even if they struck defenses, and usually involved gathering a greater amount of ki. A breath of fire looked impractical at first, because it covered an area much larger than the opponent. However the area also made it harder to dodge and possibly useful against multiple enemies. Depending on the type of defenses the opponent trained in, it might also not be blocked by ki, or the defender might consume more energy in the process. There were even feints of various kinds. Sometimes, attacks were made to look more powerful than they were, attempting to cause the opponent to overreact. Sometimes even gathering a large amount of ki looked like an attack but was actually used for defense, and maybe for a quick counter.

Though William saw many good techniques, that didn’t mean everyone in the tournament was good. During the early rounds most of those who were sub-par were eliminated, except the lucky. Although major breakthroughs generally determined the level of power someone had, it wasn’t always possible to bring all of that power to bear against a more skilled opponent. It wasn’t strange for someone to defeat or be defeated by someone an entire level above or below themselves. At two major breakthroughs of difference, the stronger could usually devote half of their energy to defense and half to offense and still overpower their opponent, which meant that there were rarely upsets in such a match. Still, there were a few cases where the expectations were overturned.

A man in his late thirties was against a young woman, though William supposed she was probably still older than himself. The man had passed the fourth major breakthrough of his cultivation technique, and the woman only the second. Neither of their powers felt much different from what one would expect. They exchanged a few testing blows, with neither taking any damage. Then the woman stabbed forward, and the man took it for a feint. He didn’t gather his ki to defend against the relatively straightforward trajectory of the attack, but instead tried to move in for an attack of his own. Because he was incorrect about how strong the attack was, his defensive ki was penetrated and he ended up with a bloody wound in his side, after which he surrendered. Perhaps he could have still won, but there was no need to risk making his wound worse, and with an injury it would have been much harder for him to win even if he correctly read subsequent moves.

Another match, with two men both about forty. One of them had passed the fourth level, and the other was merely at the second, a clear sign of lack of talent. However, even though he wasn’t particularly talented at cultivation, he was still quite good at combat. The man at the lower level actually managed to gain control of the flow of the fight, parrying his opponent’s attacks with minimal effort on his part. Since his opponent had more power, he could use ki to make it harder to change the trajectory of his attacks, but the weaker man also had good footwork. He performed all of the moves he could to throw his opponent off balance, sometimes literally with a leg sweep. When his opponent focused ki to his legs to prevent that, he would attack the upper body. If it weren’t for the sweat dripping down his forehead when his opponent was finally on the ground with a blade to his neck, he might have made it look easy. Unfortunately, he was exhausted and was defeated in the next round by an opponent who was only at the third level but still relatively fresh.

William watched the whole tournament with interest. However, he failed to achieve anything related to his actual purpose in coming to Qinshan. He felt no fluctuations of demonic ki. That could have been a good sign, but William knew that those who practiced demonic methods could have just avoided the tournaments or chosen to restrain their powers to whatever they could achieve with their human based cultivation method.
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                After a year with no progress, William began to think that perhaps he was assigned to Qinshan to keep him safe and out of the way. At least, he had found no signs of demons or those who practiced their cultivation methods. Perhaps the Order sent him to Qinshan to keep him occupied, and was hoping he wouldn’t die from his disease before the war with the Demon King, where he could contribute. Though he knew the Order didn’t like to waste talent or time, he couldn’t help but feel the way he did. That said, he also would have been perfectly safe and still useful if he had stayed training people in soul techniques. They hadn’t asked him to stay when he requested an assignment, but immediately had something ready. Thus, though William was currently discouraged, he still believe that there was something to be discovered in Qinshan. There was also the small possibility that the information the Order had was wrong, but it was better to spend a year or even a few to be sure that there was no demonic influence in the city. Otherwise, it might be open for an easy foothold in Liaoyang, which would have major impact on the war.

-----

William was fishing. In truth, he had actually caught a fish, and it was currently on the line. However, it was still wriggling about on the line. William was even letting out more line as the fish went even deeper. Finally, the line was fully out, and taut. The fish was dead tired, and William could have pulled it in any time he wanted, but instead he waited. There was something more to be gained, and William could sense it was close.

A giant maw closed around the fish, and the end of William’s line. The line was not strong enough to hold the creature that swallowed the fish, though William thought that maybe there were a few things back on Earth that might have done it. However, what he was working with was not strong enough. Even so, the line held. William’s ki surrounded the line, strengthening it. Meanwhile, the shark he was actually fishing for had swallowed the fish on the hook, and with it the line. William also had to use some ki to keep the hook from just being torn out of the fish and exiting the shark’s stomach and mouth as it violently thrashed about.

William had a hard time shortening the line as well as concentrating on keeping the line hooked and strong. Progress was slow, and the shark began to tire, fortunately faster than William himself. 

When he finally got the shark up to his fishing boat, William realized there were two problems. First, there wasn’t really room for the shark. It would fit, but it would have to go over on top of things, including William’s seat. The second problem was that he wasn’t actually strong enough to lift the shark. He used ki to augment his strength and pull it out of the water, but that was a much bigger drain on him than if he could just use his muscles. Even so, he slowly rowed back to shore. Paddled, really, since rowing was impossible with a shark taking up most of the space. He would eat well tonight, and some friends he had made would be quite happy too. Even then, there would be more than they needed.

-----

One of William’s friends was names Zhu Fang. They met because of William’s job as a fisherman. William sold to a certain store, and Zhu Fang bought from them. Zhu Fang was interested in getting a particular type of fish. It was not too uncommon, but was also not caught in bulk using nets. As for catching and individual with a rod, they were occasionally caught, but they lived in similar environments as some other fish who liked the same bait. Thus, it wasn’t a guarantee that any would be caught on a particular day.

The store William sold his fish to had already made requests to William for particular types of fish. Normally, they would expect him to return with a few of those, and a few other fish from the same area. After all, it was a waste to not keep whatever you caught. William was the same, but he could catch whatever type of fish he wanted, and usually even a particular fish. He didn’t fish for anything that travelled in schools, because those were caught by fishers with nets. There were such fish everywhere in the markets, and the price for them was very minimal. Thus, it was easier to single out particular fish, which usually just involved trying to catch the biggest ones in a particular area. However, upon request he had caught a particular type. The shop realized he really could catch whatever types of fish he wanted, and had hired him to catch some of the rarer but more valuable fish.

When Zhu Fang came into the store asking about the particular fish he wanted, the store asked William to catch one. They didn’t already have any, because although it was rare, it wasn’t considered particularly tasty. However, the Zhu family was rich, and Zhu Fang was willing to pay a good price- worth setting a special commission. The first time, William caught the fish and was paid about what he would normally earn in a day for a few hours’ work. He hadn’t thought much about it, but Zhu Fang returned to the store with another request for a different rare fish. The request then went to William, and he caught one. This continued, and William would catch the requested fish within a day, unless it was one he hadn’t heard of. In that case, he would look up its features and habitats, and catch one as soon as he could find one. Eventually, William realized there was a specific customer making these requests, and Zhu Fang realized there was a particular fisherman who was fulfilling his requests. Though the store wasn’t happy to lose their cut, they still introduced Zhu Fang to William when he asked. Although at first it was just a business relationship with William directly catching certain fish for Zhu Fang, but they eventually became friends.
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                Over the course of a year, William had made several friends in Qinshan besides Zhu Fang. A few were older fishermen, but all were those who William had contact with in his daily life and hit it off with. William actually found himself as part of a few social groups, which was somewhat strange for him. More importantly, several groups he all saw as friends, instead of just work associates. Although the fishermen were in the same kind of work as himself, if he wasn’t really interested in being friends with them they would have little to no interaction. The ocean was large, even just the ocean within a few miles of the shore of a particular city.

In addition to fishermen, there were random friends he had met out and about in the city. Then, there were martial artists. Zhu Fang was among them, and in truth had been the reason William came to know most of the rest. William hadn’t really advertised his martial arts abilities, but he hadn’t hidden their existence. Martial artists liked to compare their abilities with others, though of course they might hide a number of secret techniques. Still, sparring with others was a good way to become stronger. 

Eventually, William also joined the spars among the group. Truthfully, outside of the areas of soul techniques he wasn’t exceptional. This was a combination of both lack of training and natural talent. Without using Chris, William was often at a disadvantage. His opponents were a bit older, but in terms of total training time they were similar. William probably could win any such fight rather quickly if he used soul techniques. However, William kept everything but a trace of such techniques out of his fighting. Part of that was because he wouldn’t really grow stronger if he only relied on his abilities to attack people who were basically defenseless. Certainly, the ki defenses everyone used protected against soul attacks to varying degrees, but because they weren’t specifically tuned for it, with the teaching from Han Xinya he could easily find weaknesses. Since his opponent would then be knocked unconscious, they wouldn’t really have much opportunity to fix those weaknesses, if they could even tell what had happened. Still, William refrained from doing such because it could possibly lead to wounds on their souls in the long run, and he also wanted to keep some of his strength hidden. After all, even if they weren’t his enemies, William couldn’t guarantee they weren’t being watched by traitors, or that no one would accidentally let slip something he didn’t want others to know.

-----

William was the most well matched against Zhu Fang. Zhu Fang was a little bit older than William. However, his overall quantity of ki was a bit lower, made up for by the fact that his techniques were better than William’s, assuming William didn’t use his soul techniques. Zhu Fang used a spear, and favored techniques that were both fast and strong, if straightforward. Meanwhile, William’s staff techniques were focused on finding or creating openings in the opponent. When sparring against Zhu Fang, William wished that the knight’s body training techniques suited his current body. He found himself using up far more ki than he would like to deflect strong attacks, when a bit more muscle would have easily served the purpose sustainably. William could dodge, but his movements were often predicted, and the spear would change trajectory and strike him anyway.

Not that a real spear was used in sparring. Nobody had precise enough control to safely use real weapons. Thus, a spear became more like a staff, with a particular end representing the spearhead. William’s staff was padded, and slightly lighter than it would otherwise be. That meant that sparring didn’t completely represent real combat… but real combat was even more dangerous than sparring with real weapons. Fighting against humans, it was hard to say which side would keep their lives. Against magical beasts, one could choose to fight those that were relatively weaker, but then it would be less effective training. Magically protected sparring arenas like those in Ostana would be helpful for training, but also very expensive. In addition to the cost of the materials, wizards from Ostana would charge sky high prices for setting one up, if they would do it at all, or if those from Liaoyang would even trust them. It would also be similarly expensive to maintain. Perhaps if those from Liaoyang were willing to accept wizards and train in magic it would be different, but such a cultural shift wouldn’t happen quickly, and of course someone would have to want to.

William could actually almost set up such a magical formation. Certainly, he could make one out of the right materials that looked right… but it wouldn’t work. There were subtleties of how magic flowed through the materials that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye… or more importantly without the ability to see magic. Chris could see magic, but even if he could accurately see and understand the flaws, he wouldn’t be able to describe them to William. More importantly, nobody asked for such a magical formation. In Liaoyang, people were perfectly happy with sparring and getting the occasional broken bone.

-----

William and Zhu Fang were close enough matched that there was often no real winner in their spars. At best, one of them would take a round or two, followed by the other. This led to a steady growth in their abilities, if nothing particularly amazing. Still, over the course of time, William grew more proficient in his control of ki in terms of using it to block or attack with kinetic energy. Zhu Fang’s technique grew a bit more subtle and hard to read. Though they were evenly matched, a true draw was rare. That was because such a match would have to be long and drawn out, and William’s body couldn’t keep up with that. A real fight would be much shorter, but after several sessions of sparring William would usually have to be done, even though he kept up just fine or was even occasionally ahead during the first spars. If one particular match went on too long, William would give up rather than overstraining his body. After all, it wouldn’t be beneficial to him but instead make him weaker, which was entirely against the point of sparring. Besides, William could just make up a win on another day.
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                Zhu Fang struck out and William parried in a familiar pattern. Yet, William couldn’t let himself get used to it being familiar… otherwise, when it changed he would slip up. Especially since he was usually on the defense, if he slipped up he would likely lose. William practiced his offensive styles as well, but he felt there was something missing. William knew that they could be more powerful. When using soul techniques, he could do exactly what he intended, but when using brute force, he held back- more than he intended to even for sparring. William didn’t think he had this kind of hesitation in his previous life… but it had been over two dozen years and he  hadn’t analyzed his style in depth as much then. William didn’t have as much muscular power now as he did then, but he could still bring to bear the same amount of force or more.

The spar had stretched on to the point where William would normally surrender. However, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was about to make some progress. Not that he needed to become better at kinetic force when utilizing soul techniques was so much more effective for him, but he wanted to. Besides, William could imagine circumstances where he had to fight something without a soul, or with soul defenses that were completely impenetrable, at least by him. Whether he would was another question, but William thought that bettering himself was always a good idea.

Wooden hafts collided with a striking sound. Each strike made a sort of rhythm, one that was predictable but not predetermined. William saw an opening, dodged a thrust, and countered with a sweep to the legs. Zhu Fang stepped back to avoid the sweep, causing a break in the fight. In a one-on-one with a martial artist, William would normally return to a more defensive stance at this point. However, something drove him to change. He couldn’t dominate this fight if he were always on the defensive. William threw a quick strike at Zhu Fang’s body. It was blocked with the haft of Zhu Fang’s ‘spear’, but the sound of the strike connecting was immensely pleasing.

William could feel and smell the sweat dripping down his brow… and in addition could feel his lungs straining. There was a strong desire to cough, but William suppressed it as much as he could. He knew that once that started he would be done… and he didn’t want to be done. He kept on the attack, pressing Zhu Fang back one step at a time. The spear wasn’t really designed for defending, and Zhu Fang certainly didn’t specialize in those techniques. However, just as he seemed like he was about to collapse, his aura changed. 

Zhu Fang got his footing back, and he and William exchanged a series of blows. A stab connected with William’s ribs, but he kept going. William was pretty sure he’d gotten in a few good blows on Zhu Fang as well, but both of them were so into the fight that neither of them seemed interested in stopping. However, that only lasted for a short while. William saw an opening, and blocked a sweep from the side with his staff firmly planted. At the same time, he sent out a kick, nearly shattering Zhu Fang’s ki defenses and knocking him flying. Then, William could suppress it no longer, and started coughing. He couldn’t stop, and even as his body slowed down to a resting state, he continued to cough, including coughing up a small bit of blood. This continued until he passed out.

-----

When William woke up, he was in an unfamiliar bed. That said, he wasn’t worried. Though he might not have recognized the specific bed, the room seemed to match some hallways he had seen many times. This was a bed in the Zhu clan. His suspicions were confirmed when he felt some familiar presences walking out in the halls. William was tired, so he let himself lay back and fall into a real sleep instead of just unconsciousness.

He awoke to Zhu Fang entering the room. “Are you alright?”

William shrugged. That hurt, because his ribs were sore, a minor detail he had forgotten. He noticed he had some bandages on, to lessen the effect of movement. “I’ve been better. I just pushed myself too far. I’ll need to keep my activity levels down for a few days.”

“Sorry about that. I should have stopped.”

“It’s not like it was your fault. I’m the one in my body, and I chose to keep going.” William smiled awkwardly.

“Alright. Well, you can stay here as long as you need to. We have plenty of space for a friend.”

“Thanks.”

-----

William did stay for about a day, but when he left he was feeling worse. It wasn’t that his body wasn’t recovering. If anything, he just felt sluggish, discounting his bruised ribs. Instead, he was worried. First of all, there was his actions during the spar. It wasn’t really like him to push that far. Something felt strange, as if a piece of himself he’d never felt before had come out. He didn’t particularly like it, because it was foolish. He could handle that, but what had happened with Zhu Fang had been worse.

William wasn’t upset at his ribs, and wouldn’t have been even if they were even worse. That could happen during a spar. However when Zhu Fang had recovered from his assault and gotten back on even footing, William had felt something. It was the feeling of a different cultivation technique, and had a similar feeling to those demonic ones he had sensed before. In the heat of battle, William could have felt incorrectly, but over the time when he was resting his body he had tried to subtly observe Zhu Fang and some of the other members of the Zhu clan. Unfortunately, William discovered that he hadn’t felt incorrectly, and that made him worried and confused about what to do next. Although he was friends with Zhu Fang, confronting him about this would range from being extremely rude to potentially fatal. Finding evidence about the origin of the cultivation method would likely be impossible, at least by himself. It would be a clan secret no matter the origin. William knew his stealth techniques wouldn’t easily stand up to guards who could sense ki. Perhaps he could get by one or two, but if he got caught everything would likely be over. He could send word to the Order, and he knew they would act if he got caught or killed… but that wouldn’t save his life. Even though he had likely less than a dozen years to live, he still wanted to do just that. In fact, the Order would be willing to act on just the word he had now… but the question was whether he should tell them. After all, Zhu Fang was his friend, and the clan seemed reasonable and solid. They wouldn’t be traitors to the human race, would they?
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                William still wasn’t sure whether or not he should turn in the Zhu clan to the Order. However, even as he struggled with what he would ultimately do, he still continued to gather information. He spent enough time around their grounds to determine that most, if not all, of the members practiced that same demonic cultivation technique. After he had felt Zhu Fang use the ki from that particular technique, it was easier to subtly detect it in others. Conversations with Zhu Fang became awkward and short, because William already felt guilty about using his friendship to collect evidence.

William spent a month gathering evidence and contemplating what he should do. As for the evidence… in some ways it was extremely conclusive, but in another it meant very little. Besides finding out about the demonic cultivation technique, there wasn’t much of anything. William wasn’t going to risk sneaking into forbidden areas of the Zhu clan to find anything more. The clan seemed smart, so he doubted they would have a written record of working with the demons to betray the human race. Even if they did plan to work with the demons, it certainly wouldn’t be with the knowledge that the demons wanted to completely wipe out humanity. Even if they had heard that, the demons would have tried to convince them otherwise. 

Every thought William had led onto another one, before eventually they looped around to the start. He couldn’t really make any progress on that thought chain. What did he really know? He knew they had a cultivation technique that originated from the demons. Could they have found it, been given it, or stolen it, not in conjunction with a promise to betray humanity or Liaoyang or even just Qinshan? It was possible. In that case, it was just unwise to practice it given the feelings about demons, but perhaps they weighed the benefits against the drawbacks.

If they weren’t working with the demons, it would be fine to leave them alone. However, if they were… a betrayal at the wrong moment, even from a known source, could change the flow of the war. It could even cause it to be lost. If the betrayal came precisely when the plan to destroy the Demon King was enacted, he could survive or at least die normally, which would then cause him to be prepared the next time, if humanity even got that chance.

William had to think deeply about the problem. With the various ways they could have gotten the cultivation method, what was the chance they got it directly from the demons in relation to working with them in some way? William wasn’t sure. He could throw numbers at things, but he couldn’t know. Still, numbers didn’t hurt too much. He considered what it would mean if there was a one in four chance of betrayal. That didn’t seem unreasonable, since the demons certainly were attempting to get traitors, and they already had in Ostana. The Zhu clan likely had this technique for a long time, perhaps even generations. That didn’t really mean anything to the demons, since the plans had been going on for a long time. Still, at a one in four chance, William would absolutely have to recommend the Order exterminate the Zhu clan. 

That said, the numbers might be much lower. Say it was one in a gross, one out of one hundred forty four. In that case, if it was a tipping point in the war, it would be indirectly responsible for tens of millions of deaths. Even if they were only responsible for a similarly small one in one hundred forty four of those deaths, that would still be well over a thousand. The Zhu clan had around one hundred people. Even if William valued his friendship with Zhu Fang at one hundred or a thousand people, it was still right to report them. That didn’t even count the fact that the demons would be destroying the souls of many people, which was much worse than just killing them. 

William didn’t want to reduce lives to just numbers, neither those of the humans he didn’t know nor the lives of the Zhu clan. William had known many people in the Order for almost two dozen years. He trusted them, and agreed with the idea that Demonic influence needed to be wiped out. The only reason he was hesitating was his friendship with Zhu Fang. He had known him for only a year. William knew they were certainly still hiding many things between the two of them. While it was possible that Zhu Fang was a nice fellow just as he seemed, he might not be. Even if he was, he could still be misguided, or the only person in the clan who wouldn’t betray humanity.

Finally, William came to his decision. He couldn’t bear to take full responsibility for this situation upon himself. He didn’t even have to. After all, he did have people he trusted who he could rely on to come up with an answer that was better than just his thoughts alone. Finally, William sent a message to the Order, reporting what he found as was his purpose in coming to Qinshan. He reported that the Zhu clan trained in a demonic cultivation method. There was no further evidence to tie them to the demons. As for the rest of the city, he had found no hints of demonic influence. William had managed to closely observe at least a few members of each of the other large clans and organizations in the city. If they had trained in a demonic cultivation method as a whole like the Zhu clan, he would have figured it out. Thus, if they were influenced by the demons it would likely be only certain key members, information William alone could not find. William made no mention of his speculation on the probability of the Zhu clan being traitors, except to point out there was no particular evidence toward that beyond possessing the demonic cultivation technique.

William knew that didn’t absolve him from any consequences of his actions. However, even though he probably could influence the decision in whatever direction he wanted, he wasn’t going to make it himself. After that, all he could do was wait to see what the response was.
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                After he informed the Order of what he had found and heard their plans, he still had several awkward weeks of waiting. Most of the awkwardness was caused by Zhu Fang. After all, as far as he knew he and William were still friends. It only made things worse when he asked William if he was feeling alright. William didn’t really have an answer for that.

When those from the Order finally arrived, William wanted nothing to do with the whole situation. However, no matter how much he wanted that, he was still involved. The Order had decided, based on William’s information, that the Zhu clan needed to be exterminated. William didn’t disagree rationally- it was the best option. Even so, he felt like it was the wrong choice. Still, he didn’t say that to anyone.

The people from the Order of the Watchful Sentry arrived in small groups over several days, and William couldn’t help but admire how relatively quickly the Order could call so many strong figures to a particular location. There were around three dozen of them, mostly middle aged or older. That was to be expected, because they had all passed the third or fourth major breakthroughs in their respective cultivation methods. That made them the cream of the crop throughout all of Liaoyang. Though individual combat strengths could still vary significantly at the same level, William knew that these martial artists weren’t pushovers. Though the Zhu clan outnumbered them, that included those who couldn’t fight. Only about half of the one hundred members had any significant training. William knew what the results would be.

-----

When asked, William declined to go with the group. Perhaps it was the coward’s way out, but he made the choice nonetheless. William could only imagine what was happening at the Zhu clan. He imagined guards being struck down. Perhaps one of them would raise the alarm, waking the clan. Some of them would get to their weapons and fight… but all of them would die. There would be screaming and terror. At least, for a short time. After all, the members of the Order were good at what they did. William took solace that there wouldn’t be any unnecessary suffering involved, and the deaths of the Zhu clan would be as swift as possible.

Though he imagined the scene, from where he was all he could hear was the sound of the night, peaceful and quiet. For some reason, the contrast made it worse. William was too lost in his speculations to keep track of time, but eventually those from the Order returned. He could tell the job was done.

-----

Few people noticed the disappearance of one fisherman from the city of Qinshan. If they had, they might have connected it to the destruction of the Zhu clan… or they might not have. Nobody really knew what happened, except that they must have angered a very powerful group. Those who lived near to the clan grounds had seen some figures leaving, but didn’t dare to approach. It was only after a day that anyone approached, to find the Zhu clan members all dead. Beyond that, however, everything seemed as expected. The wealth of the Zhu clan had not been taken, and everything seemed to be in place. Though no one noticed, the only thing missing was a single scroll containing a cultivation technique that had been in a hidden room.

-----

William travelled with a few members of the Order to the headquarters, in the city of Fengzhou, approximately in the center of Liaoyang. Most of the members dispersed to return to where they were normally stationed, but several members and William went to report on the mission success. William was intimately involved with the whole mission, even though he wasn’t physically involved in the final result, so he had to be present.

The Order didn’t keep any large, impressive headquarters. At least, the building was no larger than those around it. William and those with him went into a meeting chamber. There, they met with several leaders of the Order. It was rather straightforward, and most of the information had already been reported. After the reports, everyone in the room was witness to the destruction of the Zhu clan’s demonic cultivation technique. Before that, it was verified by carefully having different people look at small sections of the scroll. Though technique scrolls usually automatically transferred an image to the mind of those studying them, that could be intentionally avoided. Such caution wasn’t really necessary, but no one wanted anyone to suspect they might practice the technique, even though it would easily be discovered. Even more so, they would likely have to review the scroll to clear up some points. Cultivation techniques were more difficult to learn than combat techniques, because they set up the foundation for everything. The destruction of the scroll itself was a simple case of lighting it on fire and watching it burn to ash. Though such a scroll could last through the ages if untouched, they were not so durable as to avoid intentional destruction.

After that, William received some commendations and rewards. They felt rather empty, but he accepted them gracefully. However, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had done the right thing. The Zhu clan hadn’t been proved to be on the demons’ side… but there was always that risk. There had been no documents detailing where the technique had come from, and whether there was any arrangement to work with the demons for it. In summary, nobody knew for sure, except the deceased members of the Zhu clan.

-----

William returned to the Yu clan, as he had no interest in further assignments for the Order. He believed the Order was doing its best to ensure humanity survived, but he still had trouble with the idea of acting without certainty. Perhaps that just made him weak, unable to make a choice unless he was completely convinced of something. Even though it bothered him, William believed that with the information he had, the choice was the best one, but he would rather have not made such a choice at all. It was so easy when people were like Cecil Lockridge and blatantly admitted to wrongdoing, it had made William forget that things could be different.

There was one thing that William didn’t want to think about, but he ended up doing it anyway. He wasn’t really sure why he was so upset. Was it because of the uncertainty of the situation? That was certainly part of it, but there was more. He was also upset because of his friend Zhu Fang. William knew he wasn’t in a great state to think clearly, but he still thought about them anyway. He was most certainly upset because of Zhu Fang. If he had tried to exclude him from what happened, that would have made everything pointless. However, the thought passed his mind that he might not be sad for Zhu Fang as for himself. After all, William was the one who was missing some of the fun times they had spent together. It was a stupid thought, although it was a tiny bit true. 

The idea of Zhu Fang being sacrificed for the greater good also bothered William. He thought it was reasonable, but what if it had been someone else? What if it had been Yu Li, or Dong Xin, or Lila? Would he have still done it? What if it had been himself? The answer for some of them was that he wouldn’t, but that was because he knew them better. It was hard to say what he would do if there were actually real risk of them being traitors, but it he didn’t believe there was, or would have been in the case of Lila. As for himself… he knew he was not a traitor, but if there was evidence brought to him that what he was doing was wrong, would he give himself up? He thought he might. Would he sacrifice himself for the greater good? He would, in fact he even planned to. He intended to go down fighting the Demon King… assuming he made it that far. Was it the right thing to do? William thought so, but even if he was wrong… there wouldn’t be anything left of him to regret it.
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                William sat by the bed of his friend as well as his grandfather in this life, Yu Jian. “Oh, don’t look like that boy. You knew this time had to come.”

William sighed. “I know. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” He looked over his grandfather. There was nothing really wrong with him, except that he was old. “I’m not going to say, ‘You can’t die!’ or ‘There must be some way to save you!’, but I can at least be properly sad about it.”

“Good. I need you to live on for me. You can do that, right?”

William coughed. “I’m not sure.”

Yu Jian shook his head. “Don’t be like that. You can be stubborn if you want to. What does it matter if your body betrays you? You still have something to do with your life. As for me…  I’m done. Even if I lived a few more years, it wouldn’t change anything. There’s no way I can live until the war. You, however… you can make it. It might be hard, but you need to. After all, what else would you be reincarnated for?”

“What else? Well, nothing, really. It doesn’t have a purpose. Still, I understand it would be a waste to give up.”

-----

A few months later, there was a funeral for Yu Jian. There were a large number of people in attendance. Even Yu Li came from Ostana for the occasion. A number of people from the Order came as well, of course including Dong Xin. He was getting along in age himself, but he was a bit younger. It was a solemn affair, as expected from a funeral. 

William couldn’t help but think of his friends who had died. Really, everyone from his previous life had done so, even if he hadn’t seen it. Professors Farman and Phineas Pierce had died during his life. William’s parents had actually still been alive. Gerald and Marius had survived the battle where William died… which left only Lila. He hadn’t been certain that she died before he died himself, but apparently she had. That was basically everyone he was close to. Well, William supposed Lorelei counted somewhat, not that he had a name for her in his first life. He wasn’t sure whether they had been friends or just colleagues, though now he certainly felt a sort of strange friendship with her. William hadn’t really thought about the fact that she had been alive the whole time, at least not really. At least he didn’t have to worry about her dying, though he wouldn’t stay around to miss anyone if things went as planned. 

Then, there was Zhu Fang. He was the first friend from this life that had died, and it was William’s fault- even his choice. He couldn’t help but thinking about whether it was the right choice. The worst part was that he always ended on thinking it was the right choice. William didn’t want that kind of thing to ever be the right choice, and he certainly didn’t want to be the one making the choice.

-----

The Yu clan went through a change in leadership, but William didn’t bother to pay attention to who became the next clan head. It didn’t matter to him, and nobody would bother him. Yu Huan was immensely talented, so whoever took over would continue to support her. Even if they made the stupid choice not to, the Order would support her, and they were already involved in her training anyway.

William went back to training. Both himself, under the tutelage of Dong Xin and Han Xinya, as well as others under his own guidance. In fact, he wholly immersed himself in the training. It helped him stop thinking about other things.

Before he had gone to Qinshan, William thought he would travel every few years to visit Ostana and Eclea. He had nobody he particularly cared to see in Ustil, so he hadn’t planned to visit there. Now, he wasn’t even interested in going anywhere. Just like that, years passed without him really knowing it.

-----

William was training in Rotational Soul Pressure, as he always did. It was very relaxing, and it was nice to lose himself inside himself, where the scale of everything was hard to imagine. It made everything feel surreal, which was a nice change of pace. Then, William frowned. It felt different. Painful. William stopped, and reoriented himself. He tried again, but the pain returned. Then, William realized. This was it. He had reached his limits in the technique. He stopped training to relax for a while.

He wasn’t disappointed at all with the level he had reached. His training had led to his ki being about as powerful as someone who had passed the fourth major breakthrough in normal cultivation techniques. The fifth level was a huge barrier that very few ever passed, which put William at the top tier of those in Liaoyang. With Chris, he was confident in any one-on-one fight… with a human, anyway. Demons had some who had passed the fifth major breakthrough in their cultivation techniques, and such techniques were usually more domineering. The Demon King himself had passed at least the sixth, as well as being powerful in magic and having a powerful body, honed by good body training techniques. William could hope he was born into a sickly body in this reincarnation, but that seemed not worth hoping for. Either way, William knew there were a number of demons who could beat him in a one-on-one fight… especially if they dragged it out.

William sighed, and thought about the upcoming war. It was less than half a dozen years away. The preparations for war had ramped up on both sides, and the general populace even knew that there was a war with the demons coming up. William wasn’t involved with planning the strategy of the war, but he knew the Demon King’s movements would be tracked as closely as possible. Then, when there was an opportunity, those who were training in shattering the soul, along with an army to support them, would go to destroy the Demon King. William’s body found it hard to walk long distances or even spar for more than fifteen minutes at a time, but he knew he had to participate. He had already been ahead of others in the strength of his soul and his training in Shattering the Soul, and the gap had only increased as the years went on. William knew that there were only a handful people, including Yu Huan, who had the power to truly use Shattering the Soul at a level that would destroy a human soul, or a regular demon’s soul. The strengths were apparently not too far off. However, the Demon King’s soul was much stronger than a regular demon’s. Lorelei had said the Demon King’s soul was stronger than William’s already very strong soul, and that meant that everyone would be necessary. William just had to last until the opportunity arose. He was going to live, and he would get on that battlefield when it was time, even if Chris had to drag or push him across it. William just hoped it would come sooner rather than later, as much as he didn’t want the war to start before the humans were fully prepared.
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                When William was two dozen and eight, or thirty-two, he received news of demons entering into Eclea. It was only a small number, and they were all quickly killed. Still, it signalled the start of the war. William knew that there would be half a dozen or more ‘official’ start dates for the war written down by historians, perhaps even more. Regardless, this was the first known incursion by demons in this war.

Normally, the news could have taken a few days to a month to reach Liaoyang, depending on how the message came. If by a series of messenger birds, it might reach Liaoyang in a few days, depending on how direct the route was. If carried by horse, it could take almost a month, if they didn’t press themselves. If carried by a series of different horses and riders, it might take just two weeks. Still, William got the message faster than either of those options. He still had a disk given to him by Amelia, and the news was certainly important enough to use the messaging system for. 

 

-----

Within a year, even the common populace knew that a war had started. There were a few skirmishes on the borders of Liaoyang, Ostana, and Eclea, as well as raids by the demons. The raids resulted in destroyed villages and sometimes missing people. William sat in a war council room. Mostly, he just sat and listened to people discuss strategy. There were various leaders from Liaoyang, some of who were in the order and some who were not. There were also generals from Ostana, and of course Knight-Commander Tyler. From Eclea, there was Amelia and the Archmage Marjani. There were also some generals from Ustil present, which showed their solidarity even though Ustil itself was not yet in danger and likely wouldn’t be for some time.

The main point of the council was to figure out how to win the war. How would troops best be stationed to deal with demonic intrusions? Would raids into the demon lands be beneficial? How should the forces be arranged in combat? All of these were important question. Even though destroying the Demon King was the most important thing… humanity also needed to win the war… or at least survive it. William’s presence in the meetings was basically not required. He’d already outlined what was necessary. At some point, all of those who could use Shattering the Soul needed to get to the Demon King… preferably without expending too much energy, but also without sacrificing too many others. However, in addition to that, those from Ustil put more emphasis on Williams opinions because of the prophecy. Since he knew very little about strategy, he just trusted their judgement and the judgement of the others.

-----

It was decided that the company of those who could use Shattering the Soul would need battlefield combat experience. Though their numbers were slightly less than a company, the numbers were made up by a smattering of others. There were those who were martial artists from Liaoyang, as well as those who were primarily knights, but had been talented in the area of the soul. With them was a detachment of elite warriors from Ustil, since Ustil was most invested in seeing that particular mission succeed. Eclea even devoted some of their wizards to the mix. Knight-Commander Tyler was qualified to use Shattering the Soul… but she had more important duties elsewhere. When it came to the real battle with the Demon King, she would be helping as much as possible, but she would still likely serve better by coordinating the knights rather than just being one more attacker in the mix.

Of course, they couldn’t use Shattering the Soul in combat before meeting the Demon King, but they could work on coordination, and just general combat experience. Thus, they were sent out to fight small raiding parties. The number of demons would still be less in a pitched battle, so tactics learned would be appropriate in pitched battles as well. As for actually finding the raiding parties… while relying on reports from scouts and villages sometimes did the trick, it wasn’t always good enough. Although paths with easily passable terrain were known, there were still several options for the where the demons could be travelling. In this case, though, William’s group had an advantage. Ustil had no wizards. This was the commonly held belief, and it was practically true. However, they did have a few who could use magic, and in Ustil the only magic that was used was divination magic. It wasn’t like they could predict exactly when and where raiding parties would appear, but if they knew of a raiding party in a particular area, they fairly accurately judged their targets. This at least increased the probability of encountering the raiding parties.

When the company actually found raiding parties, it didn’t always turn into conflict. Sometimes, if they spotted the company at a far enough distance, they would turn and retreat. The company would then track them down, and either engage them or make sure they left human territory. Either way left William exhausted, even when there wasn’t combat. He would need to recover from days to a week to feel ‘normal’ afterwards.

When combat did happen, William felt good about the coordination. The wizards focused more on blocking any spells the demons launched from a distance. Though individuals could protect themselves… the horses they rode were somewhat less capable of doing so. When they engaged the enemy, the knights and warriors from Ustil often took the first impact. For all their bulk, the warriors from Ustil’s attacks were quick and deadly, slashing with curved blades and usually finding openings in demon’s armor. The knights were most capable at receiving hits, since they wore heavy armor and used shields. Even their horses were armored, and special raising and training methods had been used to make them stronger than normal horses so that they were still swift even in armor. Still, the armor only protected the horses from more casual attacks, and none of them were perfectly safe. The overall synergy of the company was good, and William was confident in their abilities. Now, he just had to wonder how long the war would continue, and when the Demon King would show himself.
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                Although they didn’t go out frequently, the special company still made a half-dozen trips in just as many months. William was glad that the outings were so infrequent, because even though it took him some time to recover in between missions, he wasn’t holding up everyone else. At the very least, it only took him one or two weeks to recover and not a whole month.

William found that he at meat more now. There were practical reasons for it, such as needing the iron it contained to replenish the blood he was losing. Not from wounds in battle, but from his coughing fits. There were frequent enough that blood loss was becoming a real concern, even if each individual one only cost William a small amount of blood. Though, even that was becoming less true. William was also taking supplemental medicines to help with blood production. William wasn’t sure if they actually helped, but he was sure that believing they would help was better than believing they wouldn’t, whether they were medicine or not. Still, William’s preferred method of treatment was eating more meat, and he had really developed his taste for it since going to Qinshan. Maybe he had just had too much fish… except that wasn’t it, since he still found fish meat quite tasty.

-----

Although the missions the company was sent out on were for the sake of training them, it wasn’t like they were without danger. After all, real combat was that way. Even though they had a numerical and usually even tactical advantage, the company didn’t get by unscathed. As they got better coordinated, there were fewer injuries and deaths, but even heavily outnumbered, demons weren’t pushovers. Many of the deaths were from the warriors from Ustil. It wasn’t that they were weaker, in fact they were some of the best soldiers in the group. However, they still died. They intentionally took danger onto themselves to protect others. This was especially obvious in their desire to protect William and the others who could use Shattering the Soul. Yet, even though they took the heaviest casualties, they never complained, and only seemed happy about it. When William asked, they just said that the whole mission revolved around destroying the Demon King, so their lives were necessary sacrifices. William understood and appreciated their devotion… but no matter how much he understood, he still didn’t like that sacrifices were necessary. 

Thus, following proper tactics was the best way to keep them and the rest of the company safe. That included letting them take the brunt of the attacks, even if William wanted to move forward to help lessen the pressure on them. However, that could lead to them having to break formation to protect him or the others, putting them even more at risk. Thus, William remained cautious in his positioning. Even so, it wasn’t like he never found himself in danger. Battles were unpredictable, and a seemingly safe position could suddenly turn into a group being flanked on several sides.

The situation William found himself in seemed safe, as far as battles went. He had allies around him, and everything was flowing well. William found himself facing off against a demon by himself, which wasn’t a problem as long as the battle didn’t drag on. William was strong… in ki, if not in body. He had ki defenses ready, and a magical robe as well to take whatever force slipped through that. William’s opponent used a spear, which meant William only really had to worry about thrusting attacks. However, his opponent was stronger than he was expecting. William was forced back a step at a time. He made sure his retreat wasn’t into enemy forces, because if he let that happen he could easily be stabbed in the back and die without being able to do anything. Around him, the battle was going well, and William could hold off his opponent long enough to receive assistance… or find an opening himself. Then, there was a thrust, and William prepared to dodge. The attack was strong and fast, and William also deflected with Chris. That could leave an opening in his enemy to exploit… but he couldn’t dodge as he wanted to. A fallen demon had grabbed his ankle… one who was not quite dead. Unfortunately, not quite dead demons were still strong. William found himself on the ground, and instead of creating an opening in his enemy, he was now in a bad position.

A thrust came toward William’s chest… but even in his position he wasn’t helpless. He deflected with Chris, and got off with a mere gash on his chest… compared to having his heart impaled. The demon gripping his ankle was still annoying, but William was too busy deflecting with Chris to strike him. Still… he was in contact with William. William diverted some of his energy to launch a soul attack. It wasn’t optimal by any means, but at least he couldn’t miss. Calling the attack Eternal Dream instead of Let Go of My Ankle seemed a bit pretentious, but it worked. The demon was dead… or at least unconscious. Unfortunately, the demon with the spear had gathered his own ki for a strong attack, and William was still in a bad position. He could block with Chris… but if he was slightly off, the attack would just scrape off of Chris’s surface and pierce his chest. William didn’t have a good angle to parry, and he wasn’t sure if he could roll out of the way fast enough. There wasn’t enough time to have Chris start any kind of magic, nor to communicate it to him. The attack was already coming, and William moved.

Afterwards, he wasn’t sure what course of action he had chosen. That was because there was a loud explosion, and a blinding flash of light. A lightning bolt. William thought that was actually unfair to call it though. He’d seen wizards use lightning bolt spells, and even done them himself… or rather, Chris had. Chris’ versions were weaker, but he’d seen some pretty respectable lightning bolts in his previous life. They almost matched up to real lightning in power, and could be even more deadly since they were directed intentionally. As the lightning came, William felt the electricity course through him, spasming his muscles. Even so, when he could see again, he wasn’t dead. In fact, besides a few scorch marks on his robe… even through the magic and ki defenses, he was basically fine. If he compared himself to the demon in front of him, he was perfectly healthy. That was because, even though William had gotten shocked… he wasn’t actually directly hit. Instead, the demon had been, with a bolt straight from the sky. The demon had fallen to the ground, and William saw the top of his head. It was charred and burnt… burning, even, as some flames smoldered gently. William sat up, and saw several holes in his chest and abdomen where the lightning bolt seemed to have gone in and out of him.

William looked directly up into the sky. It was a clear day… and of course William didn’t expect natural lightning to have such good timing, nor to have such strange movement patterns. Around the battlefield, William could see the battle was wrapping up… and several curious looks around him. William knew that none of the wizards in the company were powerful enough to create such a lightning bolt, and they likely wouldn’t have fired it into the middle of the battle either. Still, since it had come from the sky, with proper accuracy it wouldn’t be a friendly fire problem as much as a bolt parallel to the ground might… though William’s hair standing on end showed that it wasn’t necessarily as precise as he might have wanted. On the other hand, he wasn’t dead, so he wasn’t going to complain too much.
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                William spent much time thinking about who the mysterious wizard was. First, he started by confirming that no one in the company had cast the lightning bolt that most likely saved his life. Everyone denied it, but William was already pretty sure that was the case. As far as he knew, none of them could create such a powerful lightning bolt. That raised the question… who could? Who would?

In addition to the power of the lightning bolt, it must have been done from a significant distance. Otherwise, the wizard would have been noticed by at least someone in the company. That meant that they had to be even more powerful… or at least, more skilled at controlling magic at a distance, which amounted to the same thing. William wondered who fit those criteria.

His sister Yu Li? Not to disparage her skills in magic, but William knew she couldn’t do such a thing. Furthermore, there would have been no reason for her to hide. William decided to focus on the power first. The archmage of Eclea? William wasn’t sure, but she might have been powerful enough… but she wouldn’t have any reason to be around, nor to hide her help if she was. Basically the same things were true of everyone William knew.

That left… Lorelei. However, she had specifically stated that she didn’t want to be found out, and didn’t seem like the type to take the risk. William wasn’t sure if her magic was up to that level, because he had never seen her seriously attack with magic. There was a chance it was her, and it would certainly explain the secrecy, but William wasn’t sure.

Chris was always around, and it almost never hurt to ask him about things. “So, do you have any good ideas about who it could be?”

After some time spent thinking, Chris replied simply, “No.” After a few moments, he followed up with, “Not any good ideas anyway.”

In the end, William had to give up on finding out who it was because of insufficient data. Perhaps if it happened again… but he didn’t even want to pretend to get into a situation where he might die. It was entirely possible that William wasn’t being specifically protected by the wizard, they could have been just passing by… though in such a case William hoped they would join the war against the Demon King.

-----

Months passed, but the war was progressing quickly. William was glad for that, though he really didn’t like the fact that many people were dying sooner than they might otherwise. Still, it seemed that the Demon King wasn’t a patient man. That was good, because if he was patient, human would probably have been destroyed many lives previous. Several larger battles had happened, and even at a cost of other troops, wizards were specifically targeted for capture. This wasn’t always successful, but it was clear that the Demon King was still continuing to eradicate the human wizards. When the Demon King himself took to the battlefield, he destroyed the souls of many humans, at least according to the records. Presumably the wizards were captured for the same thing, and only the Demon King could do what was necessary. Either way, nothing good would happen to those who were captured, and orders were sent out that the wizards should prefer death to capture. William certainly thought it was a better alternative, though he would prefer no one have to even consider that choice.

After the second full year of the war, according to William’s reckoning, he felt something strange. It was a connected, pulling feeling. He had felt it before… in fact he even felt something similar all the time, but unconsciously ignored it. This one was so faint he might have been doing so as well. William couldn’t help but wonder… “What is that…?”

Chris actually decided to respond to William’s musings. “What is what?”

“I feel a connection… somewhere to the north. It feels like my connection with you, sort of.”

“Oh.” Chris was still for some time, but William could tell he wasn’t done. “That’s probably the Demon King.”

“What? Why… would I feel a connection to the Demon King?”

“That’s probably… because you’re connected with me, and I’m connected with him.”

“You’re connected to the Demon King?”

“Yeah. He was involved in making me like this after all.”

“You didn’t think this was important enough to tell me before? No, of course you didn’t. So, let me just say that this is important information. This allows us to track him… if he’s nearby enough. Do you know how far he is?”

“Not exactly, at least not from this far. At least a week of travel if he heads straight here, though I’m not sure if he’s even on the move right now.”

“Okay… great. Then the problem is… can he tell where you are?”

“I don’t know. Probably.”

“We definitely need to tell somebody about this.”

-----

William avoided some awkward questions by indicating that Chris’ ability to sense the Demon King was a newly awakened ability. Nobody really knew how Chris worked, and he was the magnificent Hexagonal Crystal Staff. At least his origin wasn’t entirely a secret, so it was not too surprising for him to have such an ability. 

This revelation excluded William from going on any secret missions… though he was not particularly considered for such anyway. Theoretically, William could leave Chris behind, but that would just make him even less capable of performing whatever was necessary, since Chris was a good part of his abilities, if not strictly necessary.

Everyone thought it was good to have at least a general idea of where the Demon King was, and since the headquarters of the army wasn’t exactly secret, there was no problem with Chris remaining there. The only problem would be when the time came to destroy the Demon King, since it might be suspicious when Chris joined the battle, since he’d never been used in a war with the Demon King before.

William thought of some ways to deal with that. He could cut off the connection to the Demon King… and while he thought he really could do that, he wasn’t sure he could do that without damaging Chris’ soul, or his own, or both. It would also be quite permanent. Still, perhaps he could conceal or mute the connection. Fortunately, this fell in the area of the soul, and William was, if not a true expert, at least the most studied on the topic. He could at least attempt to come up with a ki technique that would do what he wanted… and if he failed, he should be no worse off.
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                Coming up with a new technique to dim or hide the soul connection was simple, since William had a good intuition for such things. As for knowing it worked, it wasn’t something that could be tested by going to ask the Demon King. However, upon the assumption that the connection was of a similar type as he had with Chris, William could safely say it worked. William tried to make it feel like he was moving to a distant place and fading in that manner, instead of the connection being cut off. That would be less suspicious.

The problem then became explaining the technique to Chris. He took longer to learn things… but he never had to sleep, which helped mitigate that problem. Eventually, William felt his connection to Chris fade out, and with it the connection to the Demon King. Just to be safe, William used the technique as well, even though it probably wasn’t necessary. 

It was a shame the technique worked in both directions. William spent his time working on another technique where he could still feel the Demon King- or Chris. The development of this technique was much slower, and possibly impossible. Still, William had free time… if not all that much time total. He hadn’t gone out on any missions for months, only participating in training to keep up the coordination of the company. Occasionally, he would be asked to check on the location of the Demon King. The answer was usually “far to the north” but sometimes it was “northwest” or “northeast”.

The army leaders still kept an eye out for troop movements, since they weren’t foolish. The Demon King was the only threat they faced- beyond the dangers of the individual demons themselves, other demon lords sometimes took to the battlefield. 

William heard of many battles. Some were victories, some losses, and some were indeterminate and felt no better than a loss. There were attacks at Qinshan and some of the port cities in Eclea. Fortunately, none of the attacks were successful in capturing the ports, but there were still damages. Elsewhere, some incursions had been made on the territory of Liaoyang and Eclea. The mountains didn’t entirely split the continent, there were some breaks in them. Ostana just happened to have a small enough break that they built a fortress to cover the whole pass, but Liaoyang and Eclea weren’t so lucky. Of course they didn’t leave the areas undefended, but the demons overcame them. In Liaoyang, that meant that they had to carefully watch for raiding parties and further incursion. In Eclea, they had a way to detect the movements of the demons, so even though they had a foothold, the demons couldn’t proceed any further. It still kept those in Eclea on their toes, even though there wouldn’t exactly be any surprise attacks.

-----

Finally, the Demon King made a move. He was approaching the northern border of Ostana, with an army of course. The scouts had all the information, and William was only useful for confirming that he was indeed moving with the army. The human forces in the area or that could easily reach it were more than adequate to face off against the army the Demon King had with him. Though it wasn’t guaranteed the Demon King would continue moving on his current trajectory, word was sent to the various forces to convene at a certain point. 

That included William’s company. William was glad to be moving out. Although being in a large battle was never something he really wanted… it was going to happen sooner or later. If it happened later, he thought he might not be around. He might last another year, or more… but he certainly wouldn’t enjoy it. On the other hand, he could die at almost any time if his health took an unexpected turn for the worse. 

Though they were riding out for what could be a climactic battle… William knew that it was possible the battle would not happen. Even if it did happen, William’s company would be held in reserve until it was clear the actually could reach the Demon King… and have a chance to defeat him. It was possible one side or the other would disengage before such a point.

-----

North of Ostana, past the mountains, there was a desolate wasteland. Though it was called such, there was still life… if only the most unpleasant kinds of things. The main plant life were squat, thorned bushes, and the shrivelled berries they carried were poisonous. There weren’t many things deserving to be called animals… instead, various monsters inhabited the area. Fortunately, they stayed away from the army, and thus the soldiers were safe as long as they did not stray far from the camp at night. Though they were warned… there were always a few new recruits who wouldn’t listen to the veterans… and it was almost certain that one or two would disappear into the night.

In the morning, everyone had to check their boots for snakes, or scorpions, or sometimes spiders. Though they were small, they could be incredibly dangerous. There were wards set up to keep such creatures out of the camp, but it was less effective at the distant edges, and wasn’t completely guaranteed anyway. When they set up camp, there were usually some in the area already, hidden in holes or under rocks. Fortunately, they had little interest in killing humans… but they were easily shocked if someone tried to put on a boot with them in it.

There were also stinging and biting insects, and William was glad that he could use ki to keep them away. The knights likewise had tough skin… but some of the regular soldiers and support troops had a very unpleasant time. This included the wizards as well, those who didn’t have any mobile wards. As for using magic to actively dissuade such insects, there were various levels of success… and failure. 

Finally, word from the scouts came that they were close. This particular group of scouts had a “message token” as they were now called, one of the discs from Eclea. That meant they didn’t have to return to the main body of the army to report, which was a significant advantage. The human army set up headquarters on the area that most passed for a hill, where they had at least some slight terrain advantage. Meanwhile, the demons did the same a distance away. Everyone was nervous with anticipation of what might happen… and William even more so.

William could feel the Demon King. Not through Chris’ connection, but just through his ki senses. He was like a massive beacon of power. William hadn’t seen anyone at the level equating to the fifth major breakthrough… but the Demon King was at the sixth, and not just barely past the threshold. Combined with his strong soul, William could feel him from a great distance away. He could tell how much stronger the soul was than a regular human’s, and began to doubt whether the plan could actually succeed. Fortunately, William was not alone… because he felt that even if the Demon King just let him attack freely, he would fail by himself. Somehow, Chris sensed William’s trepidation. After getting his attention, he scrawled in the dry dirt. “Come on! I smashed that guy’s head in by myself once! You’re strong, so with the two of us we can definitely get him! Oh, and the rest of the people here, I guess.”

Chris didn’t repeat that the Demon King had been very weak when he had killed him… but the message still made William smile. “Yeah. We’ll get him.” William tried not to think about what would happen after that. He would be gone… but at least the memory of him would live on, plus a few letters.
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                William couldn’t decide what was worse… battles, or waiting for battles. In battles, you could be killed at any time. Having experienced death, William could say he wasn’t particularly a fan… and that wasn’t without the normally expected lack of existence afterwards. Theoretically the person still existed in some form after they reincarnated… but without any memories, it could be debated whether they were really the same person. Regardless, experiencing the death of friends who you would never see again also happened, even if you survived a battle. Waiting for a battle gave far too much time to think about those things happening, with nothing to distract you and a pervasive sense of uncertainty.

Waiting for an hour was one thing… waiting for days was something else entirely. The armies were within visual distance, though just barely… and they had remained so. William wasn’t sure if the battle was actually going to happen. The humans were waiting for reinforcements, and presumably the demons were as well or they would have attacked already. The humans had the advantage of instantaneous communication, so their reinforcements should arrive first, and be able to find them more easily. At least, hopefully the demons didn’t have instantaneous communication, or they could be in a dangerous spot. Lorelei hadn’t mentioned anything like that, so they probably didn’t.

As much as William didn’t want a battle where he knew many people would die, he knew it had to happen. It didn’t have to happen now, but if he was going to be around… they couldn’t wait too much longer. Having one more person to destroy the Demon King was nice, but going into a disadvantageous battle wouldn’t be worth it. If they did that, enough people would die just getting to the Demon King to make destroying him harder, if not impossible… and that wasn’t counting the other losses of life and probably the battle that could occur.

-----

Then, after four days of waiting, the army was told to form up. No reinforcements had arrived yet, but William knew they should be nearby. In the war council, they went over the general plan of action. The main army would start with a series of probing attacks, and while the demons would be prepared for battle, they should be distracted for when the reinforcements arrived. William’s company would be held back, and if the battle was going poorly, they might not even see battle before the army withdrew. Of course, that wasn’t the plan, but it was an option.

William just watched while a contingent marched toward the demon’s encampment. Of course, it wasn’t exactly a secret that the human army had been readying, so the demon army was ready as well, not that they were generally unprepared either. The expected response was that the demons would send out a similar contingent, more or less. The rest of both armies were not far, either, so they could join the battle if necessary.

As expected, a section from the middle of the army stepped out. If those to the sides had moved forward as well to flank the human contingent, they would have retreated instead of continuing on. However, as the two groups were about to meet, something unexpected happened. A booming voice rang out across the desolate wasteland. Upon reaching William’s ears, it was not loud… but it had already travelled a long way. He could feel a trace of ki amplifying the voice. As for the words… William had no idea, except it wasn’t any of the human languages he knew.

Soon enough it was clear. From the commanding body of the demon’s army came a giant fireball, exploding over the human’s advancing contingent. As for calling it giant… that was barely even adequate. The fireball exploded, knocking over dozens with the force… and presumably killing many of them. A visible hole was left in the ranks… and with that as some sort of signal, the entire demon army began advancing.

Most of the human’s plans were instantly useless… merely because they had assumed certain things about their opponent. One of those was some level of strategy and caution… but upon thinking about it, nobody had ever applied those things to the Demon King. Still, even though the Demon King was powerful… he himself was not completely outside of expectations. The commander of the army made the choice to engage instead of retreat. 

As the armies moved closer together, it became clear how much the humans outnumbered the demons. The demon army was about twice the size of what the demon lord William had faced off before had led- about four or five thousand total. There were several other demon armies of similar size elsewhere. Meanwhile the human army was over twenty thousand people. Even so, William found himself wishing the reinforcements would arrive soon.

The demon army advanced until they met the human army… but even after that, they seemed to be advancing forward, if slowly. At the distance he was at, William couldn’t really see everything clearly… except one thing. Even on the chaotic battlefield, the Demon King stood out. He was big, though much of that was likely because of his intimidating armor. Though he had been back with what was presumably his elite forces, he continued to advance through the ranks of the demons. Every spell he launched claimed many lives… a tiny yet noticeable fraction of the human army. Then, seemingly without regard for his own safety, the Demon King actually stepped past the front ranks of his army. Even so, there was a clear area around him, several meters wide. That was the reach of the spear he wielded, sweeping out in wide arcs and killing any who met with it. A company of knights moved to engage him, and to their credit some of them could reduce his effect to just killing one or a few of them at at time. However, he still used his magic to sew destruction throughout the battlefield. The Demon King even launched fireballs at areas where the army lines were overlapping, and though the demons usually survived his attacks… William didn’t think he even considered them as a variable to affect where he targeted.

Even with the Demon King, the battle was not heavily in the demon’s favor. In other places the humans were holding their own or even winning. It was then that the Demon King changed his strategy. He picked up one of the knight in his gauntleted fist. William couldn’t say exactly how it was triggered, but he was certain about the results of what happened next, if nothing else. The knight exploded, not in a shower of flesh and blood, but in one that was somehow even more disturbing… at least to William. He knew that the knight’s soul had been destroyed. However, instead of the giant explosion he had expected… there was only a smaller one, merely knocking back those who were nearby. William wasn’t sure what exactly had happened, but he unfortunately had the chance to see it again soon afterwards. As the second knight died, William saw that as the explosion started billowing outward, much of the energy moved toward the Demon King, but instead of knocking him back or killing him… it seemed to enter him. William wasn’t sure what the results of that would be, but he could say it certainly wouldn’t be good.
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                If William was the Demon King, it was at this point in the battle he would choose to retreat… unless reinforcements were about to arrive. William thought those who were better trained in tactics would agree with him. Though the Demon King himself was not yet in any serious danger, his forces were beginning to diminish.

At this point, not only did the Demon King not retreat, he actually continued to advance. By now, he was surrounded only by enemies, but he continued on almost as if there weren’t an army trying to stop him, and he was instead taking a walk in the park. His voice continued to boom across the battlefield as he cast magic, while at the same time fighting those next to him with his spear. His intent soon became clear, as he advanced toward the contingent of wizards. Since the enemy had to go through the rest of the army to get to them, they were usually safe… but the Demon King didn’t seem to care about that minor detail.

To the commander’s credit, he quickly realized the Demon King’s intent, and came up with a counter strategy. Of course, the wizards could just have been ordered to retreat. Although the Demon King moved forward steadily, he wasn’t really going much faster than normal walking pace. However, the wizards were still a valuable component of the battle. Thus, the commander quickly split the wizards up into four groups. Three of them retreated in different directions, while one group continued to provide battlefield support. Then, once the groups were more split up, they alternated who was supporting and who was repositioning. Though some wizards could cast spells on the move, they were less effective overall than a relatively stationary position. They still had to move around the battlefield to areas where the mana wasn’t depleted, or had already refilled the area, but unlike a duel in an arena the terrain wasn’t flat, so they had to watch their step, as well as worrying about attacks from multiple enemies. It was already much harder to concentrate with everything happening around them, so a quick march made casting spells less reliable.

William couldn’t see the Demon King’s face, but he got the feeling he was annoyed. The booming voice had that edge to it, and his movements changed. He sped up, nearly running toward a particular group of wizards. This left him open to more attacks as he wildly passed through the army, and though some attacks connected, William wasn’t sure if any of them managed to even damage his armor.

It was not long before the Demon King reached the small group of wizards, and his intentions became clear. He immediately picked one up… after which the wizard was no more. This time, too, the Demon King absorbed some of the remnant bits of soul. To their credit, up to this point the wizards had remained steady, but now those nearby turned and fled. Though they might not have clearly seen and understood what was happening… they were not trained for melee combat with the Demon King. The Demon King chased after them, and even in his heavy armor he was faster than them, catching one after another.

William was so distracted by this that he hadn’t even noticed the arrival of the human’s reinforcements, though he should have. After all, they were expected. Somehow, without realizing it, the Demon King was now near the center of a much expanded human army. It was then that William received word it was almost time for his company to act. 

It had become clear that William’s company wouldn’t be enough to defeat the Demon King alone. They had always intended to go in with others, of course, but that was with the idea that the Demon King would be surrounded by allies, and approaching him would be a problem. It was now clear that getting to him was never going to be a problem, since he seemed to completely ignore the status of the battlefield and just did whatever he wanted. Otherwise, he might have noticed that the army he had with him was in shambles.

Even so, William thought that his attitude wasn’t entirely insane. After all, he would reincarnate even if he was killed. Beyond that, though… it wasn’t unreasonable for him to think he was not yet in danger, since he could move about seemingly as he pleased. Not that the humans planned to allow that to continue. Wizards created a quagmire underneath his feet, turning the ground into a slurry of mud, one patch at a time. The Demon King immediately sunk up to his waist, though the knights around him did as well. After all, if the area of the quagmire was too small… he could easily get out. The wizards then immediately launched various attacks from different places on the battlefield, and William saw the Demon King injured for the first time… or at least his armor was somewhat blackened.

Then, in a single spell, the Demon King solidified the ground around him, the entire area that had taken dozens of wizards to set up. He was still buried in the ground, but it only took him a second of effort to burst one leg then his other out of its confinement. He then started slaughtering the knights who were still buried up to their wastes, while also heading for more wizards.

At this point, William’s company started to advance, though they were mixed in with the rest of the army. In fact, they were scattered throughout various companies, wherever they visually fit in. That meant William was among one group of martial artists from Liaoyang. Moving toward the Demon King instead of away from him was the most terrifying thing William had ever done, though he hadn’t realized it until now. So far, the Demon King had shown not even a shred of weakness… but this would be the best chance. They would likely never have such a good opportunity again, with the Demon King completely surrounded by an army, and those who could destroy him ready to fight. William just hoped they could destroy him.
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                William wanted to just dash up, use Shattering the Soul on the Demon King, and just be done. He didn’t, because that almost certainly wouldn’t work… and he could see what happened to those who approached. Somehow, the Demon King seemed to have more momentum than before, cutting down even the knights that approached him almost casually… or more accurately piercing them with his spear, or sweeping it to crush their sides. His tactics for using magic barely changed, since he had barely paid attention to the presence of his allies. Now that there were only enemies, he could throw out a fireball or lightning bolt in any direction, or any other kind of destruction he thought of. 

He wasn’t sure, but William thought the spells were getting weaker. Was the Demon King tiring… or was it only a depletion of the mana in the area? He didn’t have a nearby wizard to ask… and Chris was currently contained in a leather case, hidden from view. That also made it harder for him to hear, and with the noise from the battlefield, William wasn’t sure if he could talk to someone right next to him anyway, without using ki to project his voice.

There were still hundreds of people between William and the Demon King… and just as many bodies. At this distance, he could see the Demon King’s armor wasn’t as pristine as it had been… though he wasn’t sure if there was any real damage just yet. There was blood, but it could have been anyone’s blood. At this point, William felt the first of those who used Shattering the Soul to attack. For his part, the Demon King seemed to ignore them… as much as he did any particular attack… though that didn’t mean he didn’t kill them. William could feel a massive amount of ki from the Demon King… and with his magical armor, he was well protected even from soul attacks, if not intentionally.

The Demon King continued to kill those around him, occasionally destroying a soul… though that fate was usually reserved for wizards. The deaths started to include more faces that William knew, both from his company and from elsewhere. However, the Demon King seemed to be continuing in one direction, not toward a group of wizards… but possibly away from the battlefield. However, no matter what he did, the battlefield moved with him. Then, he began to become serious, and William could feel the power behind his attacks increase as he added more ki to his attack, seemingly wanting to force his way out.

Then, one of his attacks was blocked head on. The spear slowly slid off of a shield with an emblem of a dragon on it. In front of the Demon King, Tyler Dragonfoe stood strong and proud, and though William knew she couldn’t defeat the Demon King alone she gave off that kind of impression. The next attack she didn’t dare face head on, as the Demon King clearly became a bit more serious. She had to deflect the attack with her shield, and William knew that it had to be highly magical to survive the collision. Even so, she staggered backwards… and all this time attacks were being launched at the Demon King. From behind the Demon King an attack came that caused him to sway… slightly.

Dong Xin leapt back, avoiding the sweeping spear, but even so William saw a trail of blood on the front of his ribs. William hadn’t even known he was here… but there was no reason for him to have been elsewhere. Perhaps William could have said he was an old man that shouldn’t be on a battlefield… but he could obviously still fight, and they needed everyone they could get. William saw a number of other older men appear- including a few women- almost certainly members of the Order. Nobody had been sure where the Demon King would appear, nor that this battle would be happening today, or William could have guaranteed everyone from the Order would have come… even if there were cities or entire countries left completely undefended elsewhere.

The battle raged on, and though the ultimate goal was to weaken the Demon King and use Shattering the Soul to destroy him… no one fought as if that were the case. All of the attacks were lethal, or at least they could have been on any other target. Even so, some of them had no effect, and some of them just barely did anything. So many people were falling… if the battle wasn’t moving around, there would be a mountain of bodies, though as it was the bodies were still almost everywhere.

William found himself moving ever closer to the Demon King. He was already feeling exhausted, and he hadn’t thrown a single attack, nor moved much faster than a brisk walk. This wasn’t just due to his sickness, but also the mental stress of being in a battle… and watching so many people die.

The Demon King was clearly slowing down. That said, he had managed to killed many of those stronger people from the Order. William had personally seen Dong Xin slain… but he had no time to dwell on that. Knight-commander Tyler was still fighting… but only through the sacrifice of many other brave knights. The warriors from Ustil seemed to understand the end goal more completely, and were doing their best to injure and disrupt the Demon King, at the cost of their lives. However, William saw that even when one of them was impaled on the spear through the heart, he actually grabbed onto the spear, preventing the Demon King from withdrawing it for a moment, during which his armor was scarred by some other attacks.

Though the Demon King was in a sorry state, the army was not doing well either. The battle had dragged on, and though William wasn’t sure of the numbers, the Demon King must have slain at least a great gross of people- a dozen dozen dozen people. Even if they were all the regular soldiers, that would have been a significant number, but now many of them were knights, wizards, and elite martial artists. Many people in the army seemed to have given up, just standing in the distance staring at the battle, if they hadn’t outright fled.

Suddenly, William found himself near the Demon King, with very little between them. Though he might have wanted to, he couldn’t just give up… not out of fear for his own life, or even for the destruction of his soul. He could see that the Demon King had many chips in his armor… and had equally as many chips on his ki defenses, which were in chaos… and some damage to his soul, though William couldn’t tell if it was significant.

William retrieved Chris from his case, since he had kept him there to conceal him visually from the Demon King. He took what felt like was an eternity but was merely a few seconds to gather his ki, and in coordination with Chris thrust out, stabbing with Shattering the Soul. William felt the swirl of energy he created, and as he impacted the Demon King’s body, he felt the energy piercing into him. Then… nothing. There was no explosion, as William had expected… and not even a blankness that might represent being annihilated without seeing an explosion. In fact, he could still see and hear just fine, and the battle continued on. It was just that a moment later William found himself with the Demon King’s gauntleted fist around his neck and Chris being wrenched out of his grasp.
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                William couldn’t stand it. He looked at the fist gripping on his neck, choking him. His friends had died, and though it was always heart wrenching, he could have lived with it. He could have even died with that knowledge, peacefully. No, William couldn’t stand losing here. Losing anywhere else wasn’t a problem, but he had to win here.  William could even come to terms with having his own soul destroyed… but if the Demon King didn’t have his soul destroyed as well, humanity would be wiped out… sooner or later. Though he couldn’t afford to lose, William also couldn’t do anything about it.

William saw the Demon King speak, and then felt it. He was being ripped apart. He could no longer see, but only felt the pain in his soul. He fought it with all of his will, but there was nothing to be done. The Demon King was too strong. Still, William struggled, no matter how futile it might be to resist his soul being destroyed. Then, William didn’t think about anything any more.

-----

Tyler Dragonfoe saw the kid was in trouble. She couldn’t help but thinking of him as a kid, even though he was a man, and not even really a young one anymore. Still, he caused trouble like one… except the magnitude was more. Killing the Archmage… stirring up trouble with the nobles. It was all a pain… yet she was also glad that there was someone who did it. It was almost fun to get him out of trouble, until all the cleaning up started. Now, he was in trouble again. Theoretically, he was the one with the best chance of destroying the Demon King, but she couldn’t help but notice the Demon King was not destroyed… and had him gripped by the throat. Still, that outstretched arm was a nice target.

Her sword swung out, cleaving into the arm, through the armor… and into the flesh beneath. Unfortunately, it didn’t go through bones or sever the arm, and instead stopped. The Demon King turned back toward Tyler Dragonfoe, after tossing aside the boy’s body. As he did so, his movements tore the sword out of Tyler’s hand, gripped by the flesh of his arm. Then, a crystal staff came down toward her head, and though its speed wasn’t as fast as the Demon King’s spear, it was powerful nonetheless.

-----

William found it was very noisy, and hard to sleep. He just wanted to sleep, everything hurt so much if he slept it might go away. However, the noise continued. What noise was it… then William remembered it was the sound of a battlefield. William opened his eyes, to see the Demon King swinging Chris around like a stick. Chris was obviously resisting, and the Demon King had been doing better with his spear, but the humans had been doing better when they had more elite soldiers alive. William did see the Demon King’s other arm was hanging at his side, not exactly limply, but he wasn’t using it to try to swing Chris. 

William just sat, staring at the battle. He had no weapon now, and though there were swords and spears and various other weapons lying about the battlefield, nothing he saw was a staff… and they certainly weren’t Chris. The Demon King had him. What could William do? While he might not technically need a weapon to use Shattering the Soul, he would have to approach even closer to the Demon King… and even then he knew it wouldn’t work. As more people died in front of him, William somehow calmly analyzed his prior attack. Though it had pierced into the soul, it wasn’t enough. William knew it wasn’t something that more power was going to solve either, and he had less power now, without Chris. The attack needed to penetrate deeper, somehow, but even if William could hit precisely the same spot… he doubted his chance of success. He didn’t want to try, but instead just wanted to give up.

He could just give up. William could just die, and he would reincarnate. He didn’t think his soul could be accessed through his body after death… at least not significantly afterwards. He could live again. Then what… reincarnate into a world with no humans, or one where they would shortly be destroyed? He could face the Demon King again… or could he? If he gave up now, would he have that courage?

Speaking of courage, William wasn’t sure he actually had it. Analyzing his attack… although he had gone all out, he’d really kept something in reserve. He had still kept ki for defenses, wary of a counterattack… or something. Maybe he just didn’t want his soul to be destroyed in the aftershock. So… he probably could do a stronger attack, but what good was it without something more. Then William felt it. He had lost consciousness, and was no longer doing anything with his ki… including concealing himself from his connection with Chris… and the Demon King. Chris seemed to have stopped that as well, or William would have only been able to feel Chris. That was it.

William stood up. He walked toward the Demon King, step by step. His throat was crushed, making it hard to breathe… but if he took a breath he would just cough up blood anyway, so William didn’t. He just moved forward, gathering his ki on his palm. He walked up toward the Demon King… not his front or his back, since he was constantly turning, but just toward whatever was facing him at the time. Maneuvering for a better position felt pointless.

William looked down at his hand. That was all? Honestly, there was more ki than he imagined he had, but it didn’t feel like enough. How could he get more? Well, honestly, he wasn’t completely out of ki. There was always some in his spiritual sea, maintaining its structure. That was a waste. It’s not like he was going to use that part of him after today… so why not use that.

One reason was that it hurt. William’s soul already hurt, but it hurt more. It was like he had a bomb go off inside of him before, but now he felt like he was unravelling, and he wasn’t a ball of yarn. Still, what did it matter. He needed that energy. Just as William felt he really had everything this time, the Demon King turned toward him. William found it funny, since it seemed like the first time he had taken the initiative to attack someone specific. The Demon King said something, but William’s head hurt and he didn’t speak demon anyway so he ignored it.

What William couldn’t ignore was a powerful magic staff swinging toward him. He could probably block it, with all the ki he had gathered, but he most certainly couldn’t dodge it. His body wasn’t up for it, and he didn’t have any ki left to help with that. Blocking would use up a lot of energy, and if he didn’t block it he would die. He couldn’t afford the former, and the latter needed to wait a moment. Nonetheless, William’s hand came up to meet the staff.

The last thing William saw was Chris swinging toward him. He would have liked to think he looked Chris in the eye, but Chris was a staff and had no eyes. Still, he felt as if they looked at each other and nodded seriously. Then, William’s hand collided with Chris… and all of the energy William had gathered vanished, while the momentum of the staff and the Demon King’s ki coating intent on smashing him into oblivion. Still, William smiled grimly, as he felt his ki flow out of him, into Chris… and through Chris, it entered the Demon King’s soul. The staff crushed William’s arm… but never reached his head.

-----

Official records of the death of the Demon King were fuzzy. However, it was clear that the survivors of the battle were mostly those who had run away. One of them recalled turning around only to see a bright light, and after that he was blind. Those who visited the battlefield only found some bodies around a large hole in the ground, more than a kilometer across. At the edges there were some remnants of those who had fallen, such as armor and what parts of the body was inside, but there were less and less remains toward the center. In the very middle, there was nothing recognizable except mangled terrain, with no remnants of anything, not even any scraps of magical armor. When word reached the leaders of the remaining armies, a victorious battle was declared, as well as the Demon King’s permanent demise.
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                Having your soul destroyed hurt. Everything hurt. Unlike when he’d had a body, William could now safely say it was literally everything. His soul hurt, and that was everything. Actually, when William thought about it, it wasn’t so bad. The mere fact that he could think about it made everything better than expected. Actually, it felt a lot more like being dead than having his soul destroyed. If all he had to do was live with this pain for the rest of eternity, he was glad at what he did. Saving humanity was worth it.

Then, William felt something. It was like a pain in his chest, but he had no chest. Everything already hurt, but this was different. Instead of merely being charred, scarred lumps of pain, he felt like there was a part of him that was whole… and then was being eaten. It was like worms were eating his heart, though he had no heart. Instead, it was the core of his soul. Though William had no practical experience in being eaten by worms, that was all he could describe it as. He felt that whatever was in him was wiggling around, and he didn’t like it one bit.

He did what he could to stop it, though he didn’t really have any energy left, so it was kind of like throwing a damp cloth on a volcano. Still, he felt the wriggling worms weren’t that strong either… and they struggled back against him. They were still winning, though, and from his center, they spread out, moving through all of him. Even so, they gradually slowed down. Their tunnels in him felt like both emptiness and great pain at the same time, and William already had thought he couldn’t feel more pain. Still, when they stopped moving, it became a throbbing pain instead of a sharp one.

William was beginning to think that being like this for eternity was perhaps no longer worth saving humanity. It was selfish, but since he could only perceive himself, whatever there was left of that, that was what he thought. Still, knowing his selfishness, he tried to grit his teeth and bear it. He had no teeth, so that became harder, but he accepted his lot in… well, it wasn’t life. Having his soul destroyed wouldn’t even technically be death… but it certainly wasn’t nonexistence.

Then the tunnels that the worms had burrowed into him seemed to light on fire, burning up places that William had presumed didn’t exist. Places that didn’t hurt… but now did. Ah, so the pain could get worse. William knew it was selfish, but now he felt like subjecting himself to this fate for eternity was definitely not worth saving humanity. Not that he could take it back, but if he did it again, he would probably think about it more carefully. 

Everything that formed William was pulverized, eaten, or on fire… or some combination of those. He wasn’t sure how long it continued for. Did time even have meaning anymore? It could have been seconds or hours, but that didn’t feel right. It seemed to continue on for eternity. Days was too short. Years… it was certainly at least years by this point. Not that William had counted on his nonexistent fingers, but surely, it must have been years.

Still, he was gradually getting used to the pain. He hadn’t even known it was possible, but apparently people could even get used to unending torment. Then William realized. He was dead. That much was obvious, but the point was that he was dead… but his soul hadn’t been destroyed. He couldn’t say much more for it, but he realized eventually that he wasn’t growing used to the pain, but it was fading. 

The process was slow, but eventually the fires died down. The pain faded, but it was replaced with nothing. William couldn’t feel anything, even numbness was inadequate to describe it. William decided to take back what he said about not saving humanity. He would at least consider it if given another chance… but only if they asked nicely.

William had never really experienced being dead before. He had experienced dying, and then perhaps a brief moment of death… but then he was alive and being born. Now, he was dead. Possibly forever, his soul stuck in a state of limbo, not destroyed, but incapable of bringing a body to life. 

Though it wasn’t painful, William still found it highly unpleasant. It was boring… and there was only so much thinking one could do without writing it down somewhere. That… and William’s memory was kind of spotty anyway. He knew about writing… and there seemed to be some languages he knew. What was that… four? One for each of the human countries? There had been four human countries, right, or were there five countries? There were demons, too, he had seen them. He had even talked to one. Was one of the languages the demon’s language? That would mean he didn’t speak all of them then.

He knew he was William. That point stuck strongly. He was also dead. He had died… fighting the Demon King? Destroying the Demon King. That was how he got into this mess. Still, he felt okay about it… besides the boredom.

There was nothing he could do though. It wasn’t like he could read, or talk to anyone, or even move his body. He had nothing, except his soul, and he wasn’t even sure if it was fair to say he had all of one of those either. What could he even do with that?

Well, he could cultivate. Maybe. Did that require a body? William thought it might, but on the other hand, he recalled something to the contrary. He’d died before, and kept his cultivation… or some part of it perhaps. Thus, it might be tied entirely to the soul. He remembered his cultivation technique. Rotational Soul Pressure. Well, pressure sounded bad, but the soul part sounded feasible. He sunk his consciousness down into his very center. He was looking for something undamaged… or at least a place that had a spark of energy to get him started. As he explored, he fathomed at how big his soul seemed. He knew that its scale was somewhat relative, and it seemed to be bigger or smaller as he wanted to perceive it at a certain level, but it still felt big. Big, and full of rubble and burnt bits, and empty space that didn’t even seem to be a part of him.

            

    
        Chapter 232

    
    
    
    
                Though William’s soul felt big, that wasn’t really a good thing. It certainly didn’t feel strong or healthy like it had before- instead it was like walking through a desecrated city. Using that metaphor, all he wanted was a half-hanging roof to go over his head. Everything was so broken… maybe just a wall. A few unbroken bricks stacked on each other… even a single unbroken brick. No wonder it felt so big, because even on the smallest levels he couldn’t find any functioning part of his soul. The only thing that differentiated the different parts was what kind of damage there was.

Eventually, though, William found something. A tiny spot in the center that was unburnt and unravaged. Perhaps it wasn’t exactly the center, perhaps it was. William considered zooming out to determine that, but he was worried he would never find it again. There was just the tiniest spark of ki. William doubted he could have even redirected a mote of dust with that, not that he had a body and any dust to move.

Still, he cultivated Rotational Soul Pressure… for a moment. As he moved the spark of ki, it immediately ran into unusable area. William felt that the tiny bit of emptiness in which the ki resided was surrounded by black ash… but upon touching it, it seemed more like a goo. He barely pushed against it, and the ki faded from existence, leaving only a finger sized depression in a ruined city. That was it, and then it was gone.

William knew that expended ki would recover over time. However, that was only tested in specific circumstances. First of all, that required a body, and the ki generally was refined from energy around the user. William certainly didn’t have a body, but the bigger issue was that he wasn’t sure if there was any energy around him. William wasn’t sure if there was even space around him. Souls didn’t really have much in the way of physical locations to begin with, and probably less so without a body. William had no way to tell, with no physical senses… and he had no real ki to feel around him.

Fortunately, the spark of ki came back. It was slow. William’s sense of time wasn’t clear, but it was definitely much slower than it should have been. Still, it came back, which was something. William tried again, merely managing another poke. He waited for ki to return… and used it. Eventually, he had an area about the size of two fists… at least on the scale he was thinking about, if each instance was a poke. He found that the ki gathered faster, and there was more of it. Not as much as he would have recovered subconsciously every instant of his life before, not even over what was probably hours or days, but it was some. 

He was running into a problem, though. As he pushed aside the black goo that seemed to be what burnt soul was like, it became harder. He was having to push on more of it behind it, which became harder and harder. Thus, he pulled. He formed a small sphere of it, and left it floating. He compressed it as much as he could, but it still took up space… and that meant space that wasn’t working for him. Still, it provided an avenue to work with. He made another sphere, and another. He considered piling it all on one large sphere…. But he wasn’t sure what the consequences of that would be. Instead, he guided his ki through an ever growing grid of spheres… like the night sky, if stars were made out of gooey blackness instead of fire… and not like that at all. He carefully arranged them in a pattern… because he had no reason to be sloppy at this point. Gradually, as he compressed the spheres he had more and more space to work with, until he reached the point where he could most definitely alter the path of a speck of dust… if with some effort.

Finally, he reached a point where he was actually recovering ki fast enough to continually be working… though only at a very slow pace. That continued on for a very long time. Years… dozens of years at least. William somewhat calculated based on the thousands of tiny balls of black goo he had organized. Then, suddenly, the recovery speed of ki sped up… and William felt something. Not the ki inside him, but he actually felt something. He had a body. He was alive!

Well, though he was alive, that was the extent of it. He couldn’t even extend his senses out of his body… not even though all of that. It was barely developed, but he could tell he was a baby… presumably in a womb. Still, having a body allowed him to recover ki faster. Being an infant was already a very frustrating proposition, but being yet unborn was even more so. Fortunately, he had something to do to distract him. 

Though he had to slither his way around in between the balls of black goo, William was still managing to do something like cultivating… or at least clearing things up so that he later could. Somehow, having a physical body helped with perspective on how much progress he had made… and he realized he was still far below the level he had been at the end of his second life. Second life. That meant he had a first one, and since he had gotten higher, a third one. He didn’t think there was any more than that. Still, he seemed to be have reincarnated two times before, and that would make this the third time. Thinking about that made him want to cry for some reason, but he didn’t even have complete tear ducts yet. Still, he couldn’t help but feel emotional at the fact that he was still alive. The man known as William was not gone from this world, and that made him happy… yet he still felt like crying.
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                If William still felt like crying when he was born, maybe he would have seemed like a normal baby. Instead, he got over it long before then. Interestingly enough, his consciousness became more spotty as he developed more. He supposed he wasn’t really supposed to be conscious at all in the womb anyway. When he fell unconscious, he truly was, even though he had been perfectly fine being conscious without a body. Now that he had a body, he had to follow how it worked… or something. Every time before, he had just woken up as he was born.

Once William could spread his senses out to cover himself, and more than himself even, he saw some things that bothered him. However, there was nothing he could do about it… and he could have been wrong about what he thought he saw. Then, his consciousness faded out one more time…

-----

William soon found himself being born. Everything went find with the process, but he found himself panicking upon realizing he was right. He supposed this might have been his most normal reaction to being born.

There was a lot of drifting in and out of consciousness for the next while, and William came to terms with what he had seen. Sure, his father might have red skin, and his mother’s skin might be blue… they also both had horns. Still, that didn’t mean they weren’t still his parents. Sure, they might be demons, but they probably didn’t mean him any harm. No, if they did… it would be more than trivial to accomplish, with William being a helpless baby.

After he calmed down at the initial panic of being born a demon, William became more confused. Based on what he knew, it shouldn’t have been possible for him to have been born a demon. At least, he thought so. His mind told him that, but he couldn’t remember exactly why. William thought he should have been born a human again. No, wait… that wasn’t quite right. He shouldn’t have been born again at all, but he was anyway. If he hadn’t just been incorrect in his understanding, something must have changed. Maybe his exceptional circumstances caused an error… he supposed that the reincarnation process wasn’t really conscious. Even if it had a consciousness, it could mess up.

There was another possibility though. For example, if humanity had still been destroyed after the Demon King’s death… maybe being reincarnated as a demon was the best that could be done with his soul. However, that would imply several things. First, that humanity had been destroyed despite how William felt the war was going. It may not have been strongly in their favor, but they should have survived. Perhaps there was another war though… after a civil war among the humans, maybe. Still, there was one other thing. It also implied William couldn’t reincarnate as a dwarf or elf. William didn’t think it was a problem of distance, so either they had never managed to find a new place to settle and died out, William’s soul was even less compatible with them, or something else entirely. Regardless of how it happened, though, William was now a Demon.

-----

William had thought teething was painful, but it was bearable. He’d had some practice, and gotten better at handling pain through various means. However, he wasn’t looking forward to growing horns. He wasn’t born with horns- that would have made the birthing process much less simple. Presumably, growing horns would be much worse.

However, before he knew it… William had horns. They just started growing in, without any real pain, just a strange sensation. He was only a few weeks old, and his teeth wouldn’t come in until almost a year… if demons were the same as humans in that regard.  His horns were just tiny nubs but they were certainly horns. As they continued to grow in, he could soon actually see them with his eyes and not just his ki senses. He tried to feel them with his hands… but his arms didn’t work that well yet.

-----

William didn’t have much to do with his time, so he spent it cultivating… or more accurately, cleaning up the mess that was his spiritual sea. His progress was faster now that he had a body… but he also had less time to spend on it. Even so, there was just so much to do with that he almost felt he would never finish. 

However, William only did this when his parents weren’t around. When they were, his time was better spent trying to learn the language. His mother actually helped him accelerate this learning by carrying him around with her and talking to him. He found that he lived on a farm… and though the animals weren’t exactly what he had expected, their purposes were soon realized. There was an animal that gave milk, and a type of fowl that gave eggs. Calling them cows and chickens was a stretch. However, unlike what William expected from animals in the demon lands, they weren’t excessively violent and dangerous… though they were bigger. 

The bulky, milk-providing animals had six legs, and were rather short and squat. The middle legs, instead of being used for walking, seemed more like they were for stability. They actually faced out to the sides, and were usually only planted when they were standing still. It seemed like a waste, but William later learned that they could actually use those to kick predators to the sides, and not just those behind them. The important thing about them was they had horns, and thus William learned that the word for “demons” shared the same root as “horns”.

It shouldn’t have surprised William, but he justified himself by the fact that he had just spent two lifetimes as the enemy of demons. Of course they didn’t call themselves anything with such negative connotations as “demons”. What they used was much more natural and sensible, and it was basically just “horned people”. The word they used was gevai (geh-vai), which differentiated them from directly saying “horned people”. They weren’t demons… and they didn’t seem to be inherently evil. At least, not any more than humans. William knew that, which was a reason he hadn’t previously been interested in wiping them out in retaliation, but now he finally was starting to understand that they were normal people. Well, normalish, anyway. They weren’t necessarily good people, nor were their intentions misunderstood… but they weren’t all bad like the Demon King, at least. Thankfully, he was gone forever. Except… what if he wasn’t? After all, William was still around, and he was expecting to go with him.
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                William wondered if it would be too much for him to get his name back again. In his previous life, by some serious improbability, he had been named after… himself. Now, his name was a bit different. His parents called him Josef, which he supposed made it his name, but in his heart he was still William. Of course, neither of those names were exactly like the ones he remembered from his life on Earth, just quite similar. It didn’t make any difference in his speech, but inside everything was just slightly different. Written… the characters were completely different, so there was very little mental overlap there.

William’s father was named Barend Rutten, and his mother Anselma Rutten, showing a similar tradition to humans of sharing surnames upon marriage. They had red and blue skin respectively. William wondered whether there were any prejudices about skin color among the demons- gevai. Just because his parents were happy together didn’t mean anything about the general feelings. William’s own skin was black. Not black like what humans called black. Even though there were a few who William agreed were well and truly black, and not just a bit brown, William’s skin was different. In the right light, he could see it was actually slightly purplish, but it was so dark as to appear black in most cases. William sometimes surprised himself when his hands came into his vision, because he was much more used to having light colored skin. Of course, the horns were also different, but most of the time he didn’t notice them. However, he thought he would soon be able to see them when he looked up, as they were already several centimeters long. They grew out of his heads at the corner of his hairline, out at a slight angle. The horns themselves were straight.

-----

William found that he remembered some things very well, and other memories were more fuzzy. Perhaps the normal erasure process for reincarnating souls had taken effect on him this time, but he thought it more probably lay with the terrible state his soul had been in… was in. He knew he was William. He’d had one life on a planet called Earth, though those memories were a bit shaky at this point. They were old, so it could have been because of that or because of the damage. Then, he had come to this world. Though in a sense it had a name, it would be basically like Earth- it might be called “the world” or something based off of it being dirt depending on the language used. The sense of it being a planet was certainly not as strong here as it had been on Earth though.

As for William’s second and third lives, he remembered them happening, but many of the details were lost. He remembered that he tried to be a wizard, and his friends. There was Lila, Gerald, Marius… He’d even been friends with some old professors. At some point he’d become a teacher and even Archmage, despite his inability to actually use magic. The things he didn’t remember were just specific things. Names of students he was sure he knew before… memories of specific events. Perhaps there was something important William didn’t remember- but if so, he wouldn’t know. 

William remembered in his previous life he had died trying to destroy the Demon King, which should have destroyed his own soul in the resulting explosion. That hadn’t happened, so perhaps he failed somehow. He didn’t want to think about that. It would be nice to have a life free of thinking about destroying the Demon King, or having to convince people he was a problem. Even more so now, since he was no longer one of the humans the Demon King wanted to destroy. 

As for the Demon King, William did manage to learn about him. Of course, since the horned people didn’t call themselves demons, he wasn’t known as the Demon King, but as the Eternal King… undoubtedly a name he chose himself. Except, William’s parents told him in hushed voices that sometimes he was called something else. After comparing to the children’s stories that he had seen, it was a name analogous to Demon King. After all, the gevai had things they were afraid of as well. Humans were villainized, but William learned that such was much more prominent among some of the “official” stories. 

William’s parents were relatively young. They were fifty years old… but for those with potentially unlimited lifespans, they were still young. They had been born about one hundred and fifty years after the Demon King died, which put the current time about two hundred years after that. His parents had neither seen the Demon King nor received any benefits from the laws he made, so they were not devoted followers. However, they always spoke about the Eternal King with cautious respect, if nothing more. News of his death hadn’t been a surprise, but there had been no news of his destruction. However, William didn’t expect that to be public knowledge, even if it was known… if it even actually worked. As he died, William had been completely confident it worked, but with himself still existing he continually was second guessing himself. He took comfort in the fact that the Demon King hadn’t appeared again yet… but there was still a long time before it was out of the expected range for his revival.

-----

William had not yet told anyone in this life about him being reincarnated. Although his new parents were good people, that was part of the reason. It could cause some confusion, at a bare minimum. Perhaps he might be thought of as the Eternal King- but he wasn’t. He didn’t think it would be better to be known as someone who fought against the Demon King either. Though his parents weren’t deep followers of the Eternal King, there were certainly some of those, including many high ranking figures. At least on the surface, that included all of the various noble families, and whether or not they were true followers in their heart, they would listen to him… or risk having their families wiped out. A rebellion would do little good even if they managed to kill him, since the Demon King would return and wipe them out before too long. There were official records of a few rebellions, and one of them had been successful… to that point. None of the families involved still existed today. William was finding that besides the fact that people had horns… they were pretty similar to humans.
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                Perhaps it was because of his disease in his previous life, but William really appreciated having a healthy body. At four years old, he couldn’t say he was strong yet, but he was beginning to see the rumored power of dem- gevai’s bodies. He felt at least as strong as a seven or eight year old child. He should be as strong as a normal adult human at around ten to twelve years of age. He would still have to train his body if he wanted to really become strong, but William wasn’t sure if he needed to. He might have something to fight, and he might not. If he didn’t… he wasn’t sure he wanted to think about fighting. It would be nice to have a peaceful life.

Still, although his body was healthy, it wasn’t perfect. His eyes weren’t healthy. He wasn’t nearsighted or farsighted, but instead the world looked as if it had static from an old television. Most of the time it wasn’t enough to actually disrupt his vision, but was instead just an annoyance. William thought he had heard about such a condition before… maybe from when he was on Earth. Well, he couldn’t remember any details, so he decided to do his best to just live with it.

-----

At six years old, William found he was capable of helping around the farm. Perhaps if he was less mature and responsible, he would still be told to play nearby while his parents worked, but he was trusted enough to be given tasks he could accomplish. Among them was collecting eggs. The fowl here were about the size of a goose, and thus laid eggs bigger than chicken eggs. There were about a dozen birds and they laid an egg per day on average. William and his parents ate these, since they would spoil before they could be brought to town- or at least it wasn’t worth taking the trip every day for so few eggs.

They would go into the city every few weeks to sell crops and buy tools or get them repaired, as necessary. Though William had the idea of the lands here being desolate wasteland full of monsters… that was only true for the land between the humans and horned people. Though there were monsters or magical beasts around, they were not much more common than in human lands. On the other hand, William was only a day’s travel from the city, so he would be surprised if monsters were allowed to roam the area.

-----

William felt that there was an idea just out of reach. He’d felt that way since he was born, but he couldn’t grasp it. Likely, it had something to do with his memories of previous lives. William thought they were all still there, but he couldn’t be sure if they were whole, and they definitely weren’t all accessible. Much of his time was spent cleaning up his spiritual sea. William felt that it was helping, at least he was pretty sure his memories were better than they had been. However, when he regained memories, as long as there was no occasion to call upon it, he wasn’t aware of it specifically. Thus, there were probably many things that slipped under the radar.

Still, William felt there was something important. He couldn’t figure out how to target the memories around it specifically, since he didn’t know what it was and had no idea about the locations of memories in specific anyway. In fact, they didn’t seem to be in any particular location, but spread out throughout. Then there was the fact of the blobs of black goo still occupying much of the space in his spiritual sea, and William was certain it was at least hindering some memories.

-----

One night, there was a storm- larger than what William had seen near the farm before. The lightning woke him up, and he was briefly startled. Soon after,  William’s father Barend came to check on him in his room. “Are you alright, Josef?”

“It’s okay father. I’m not afraid.” The storm raged intensely, and William could understand a six year old child being frightened. The strong winds rattled the house, and lightning created tremendous booms of thunder. It was actually the worst storm William had experienced, but that didn’t mean he would be afraid. After all, it’s not like he was actually six years old.

“Good. I need to go check on the animals in the barn. Some of that lightning got dangerously close, and I’m worried they might break their stalls.”

William walked with his father to the front door, where his mother Anselma was waiting. “Do you need my help?”

His father shook his head. “We should be able to handle it. Just stay inside- and away from the windows.” He turned to the door, but paused before going out. “O’ light, heed my call. Brighten my path, and provide illumination to my steps.” An orb of light appeared next to him, and then he stepped out into the storm. Wind and rain whipped inside for the few moments before he managed to push the door shut, leaving William alone inside.

William didn’t care, though. He knew he would be of little help with his current strength, and small body. Besides, he had something more interesting to do. He found it, the idea he had been looking for, the one that had been forever eluding him. Magic. That was the thing. His parents rarely had occasion to use magic, and when they did it was usually out in the fields. William had only seen them use it a few times before. Something was different this time. Perhaps he was paying attention in just the right way, or his memories were clearer, but this time it became clear. Magic.

William remembered wanting to do magic, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t… but demons- gevai- could. He shouldn’t have been able to be reincarnated as one, unless something was strange. However, William had to admit that there were many things about his reincarnation that were different, even disregarding his memories of previous times. Maybe… William took a deep breath. He looked around him, at the dark room. That was it. He’d held on his breath too long, so he breathed out slowly, and in again. Then, he spoke, as loudly and carefully as he could. “O’ light, heed my call. Brighten my path, and provide illumination to my steps.” Between his outstretched hands appeared a ball of light. This surprised William so much that he pulled his hands away… and though they weren’t needed to keep it there, the light disappeared. It was only a brief moment of light… but William couldn’t help but grin. Then he threw back his head and held his hands up in the air, laughing at the top of his lungs. With the lightning going on in the background, he might have seemed maniacal except for the fact that the storm covered up the sound of his voice.
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                William stared intensely at the ball of light in his hand. It wasn’t particularly impressive in size, and was even flickering, but William still smiled proudly. As a second attempt, it wasn’t bad either… especially compared to being completely incapable of magic. Then, William started a chant. “Light, born of the sun and of fire, shine forth!” As he did so, a second ball of light appeared above his other hand… and the first ball of light immediately winked out of existence. He didn’t really have an opportunity to compare them directly, but he felt they were almost the same in size and intensity. That, even though he had used two different spells to create them. The first was in Gevai, the one that he had heard his father use. The other… William recalled it was in Ostanan. Yet, they both worked equally well. Something seemed strange about that, but William was having trouble remembering. It put a slight damper on his excitement about being able to do magic… but contemplating the unknown was actually quite interesting to William as well.

William realized that his eyes didn’t have any problems at all. It was just that he could see mana, and it was different than he would be expecting. Nobody described it like television static… but how could they, without knowing about such things? Now that he knew what it was, though, he could actually choose to not see mana. That actually required more effort than he thought it would. On the other side, humans who were capable still had to put in effort to see mana, even if it wasn’t always much. Well, William could discuss the particulars better now that he had actually experienced seeing mana.

When his parents finally came back inside, soaked through from the rain, they found William sitting in the entrance way, contemplating in the dark. His father smiled. “Oh, staying up to wait for us?”
 “Something like that,” William replied. It wasn’t really true, but it didn’t hurt to say. He considered showing his parents his newfound ability to do magic, but decided against it. That could wait.

-----

Even though he decided to let it wait… William really only waited until the morning. Instead of announcing that he could do magic, he came up with a different plan of approach. “Hey, mom and dad. Can you teach me how to do that thing with the light? That was magic, right?”

“That’s right, it was magic.” His father crouched down to talk with him at eye level. “Can you see mana?”

“What does mana look like?” William knew that perfectly well by now, but his parents had never talked to him about it. 

“It’s tiny sparkles of different colored light.”

While William agreed that it could be called sparkles, it was nowhere near as pretty as that. Perhaps he saw it differently, but more likely he was just biased because he had seen television static, and had that negative association. “Oh, I can see that.”

“Good. Now, repeat after me, ‘O’ light, heed my call. Brighten my path, and provide illumination to my steps.’” A ball of light appeared in front of him again. “As you do so, imagine creating a ball of light, something like this.”

William considered intentionally failing the first time. He quickly disposed of that idea. Although he’d already learned how to do this, he had succeeded the first time, so it wouldn’t give a false impression of what he could do. “O’ light, heed my call. Brighten my path, and provide illumination to my steps.” Now that he had something to compare it to, he did find that his spell certainly looked less stable, and was smaller, but practice would help with that. Perhaps he would be weaker and have less natural talent, but William wasn’t sure. After all, he wasn’t able to use magic at all before, so if something really had changed he couldn’t be sure what level he would end up at.

His mother clapped. “Good job!” While William didn’t particularly need that to be stated, at least she didn’t seem to be exaggerating her feelings. She was quite happy.

His father nodded. “Excellent. I see you put your ability to remember words to good use. There are more things you can do with magic… but we should probably talk about that more in the morning.” That was his father’s way of saying he was tired and going to bed. Well, they had just worked hard, and William now had magic he could practice without it seeming strange.

-----

In the morning, they woke to find many of the crops had been washed out. However, instead of despairing, his parents merely met it with resigned expressions. After a quick breakfast they went out to salvage what they could. “Alright Josef,” his father said, “Would you like to learn some very practical magic?” Upon seeing William’s nod, he took him next to the fields. “O’ earth, heed my call. Change thine form to nourish the plants of the earth, and to hold them in your care.” After his words ended, the soil moved, and a hole was left. He kneeled down and pointed to what the soil looked like. “See here Josef? There are different kinds of dirt, and we want some more like this at the top, some like this around the roots, and this below. We also want to straighten up the plants themselves, but you can do some of that by hand.”

William nodded. “Okay.” He had already seen how the soil was arranged when planting, but his parents hadn’t used magic. However, some of the various root vegetables couldn’t be properly replanted without magic- or a much larger amount of physical effort. 

William repeated the spell next to a nearby plant. His parents dug down with him to check how he had done, and he found that it was good enough. It was perhaps not so neat as his father Barend’s work, but it didn’t really need to be that exact. William stayed in sight of his parents as he worked on his own row… though more slowly. While his magic was just fine, William couldn’t help but thinking about how it could be better. He felt that if he concentrated he could control the spell better. He also practiced speaking the spell with a particular cadence, and that seemed to help as well… but for some reason William felt that was wrong. Not that it wasn’t helping, but there was something there he was forgetting about why it worked. Well, he would probably figure it out soon. Something William didn’t expect though was that he got tired very quickly. Though he was concentrating on the magic, he didn’t feel as much effort being expended as actually was. His brain must have been doing things subconsciously… of course, it had to be that way, because there were many details that went into magic. William had just never had the chance to do magic himself much before, so he hadn’t realized how tired he would get. He knew that the tiredness as well as the effect would improve with practice. As it was, he was not as helpful as he had thought he would be… but he still saved his parents a bit of effort.
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                While William now knew two spells, he wanted to know more. Specifically, things like fireballs and lightning bolts. His parents knew a variety of spells that were useful for farming, but nothing for combat. That said, they did know a spell for lighting fires. Though William was a responsible six year old, they decided he should wait until he was older to learn it… so he just listened in from a distance one time.

After they finished cleaning up after the storm, William only had a few chores left to do, and was left with more free time. During that time, he practiced magic. “O’ flame, heed my call. Create a spark, a mote of flame.” Indeed, William created a spark… but that was rather boring. Because he was responsible, there was nothing flammable nearby- no trees, leaves, or twigs, just dirt and rocks. William felt he could do better than a spark. Surely, the same spell could at least create a bigger spark.

William tried again, and successfully created a large spark, perhaps more a wisp of flame the size of this thumb. He tried again, aiming for the size of his palm. Then his entire hand. Certainly, he was well beyond anything that could be called a spark, yet the spell still worked. William’s mind tingled, as if he was about to remember something. William jumped up a step, attempting to create a fireball. Nothing as big as the ones he had seen in battle, but certainly something more than just a burst of flame. 

He repeated the spell, but as he finished the chant, no fire appeared. Then William saw the mana in front of him spin out of control, and in a panic he tried keep it away from himself… as well as instinctively protecting himself with ki. The result was merely a singed face in the resulting explosion. He knew as a gevai he was tough enough that he would have been fine… but it was frightening. More importantly, he wasn’t supposed to be able to use fire magic, so being singed was already bad. William was disappointed that the spell couldn’t create a real fireball… but then he recalled the situation that had resulted. Magical backlash. That was the sign of trying to use a spell that a wizard didn’t have sufficient power or talent for… except that wasn’t exactly right. William remembered that lack of control certainly played a part, but one of the more probable causes was actually an incomplete spell. That could come from stumbling in the chant, or insufficient mana gathered during the chant. 

William’s head was swimming. He knew all of these things, and yet they seemed slightly wrong still. In theory, if the chant was longer, he might have gathered enough mana to complete the spell. Or, if he had pictured a smaller fireball, that could have worked as well. The problem was the disconnect between the chant, mana, and image of the spell. William tried again, drawing out the words in the chant… and actually made the fireball he had pictured… more or less. Good! He could do a fireball… but the spell clearly wasn’t for a fireball. It was a spell for a spark… it shouldn’t be able to produce a fireball.

Then, William remembered. He would have smacked himself in the forehead, but he had learned not to do that shortly after having horns grow in. Of course it could create a fireball. Anything could create a fireball. That was why the chants for light worked in both languages, and why he could manipulate what dirt he moved and the size of the fire. The words didn’t matter… just the image of the spell, and the confidence in it working. The words were merely there to help with concentration, since repeating rote words was easier than thinking up new things to say for every spell. However, speaking was necessary, because it allowed the wizard to control mana better. 

William tested that part, just to verify. He tried to move mana without speaking… and it mostly just fluttered about as it normally did. He only influenced a small part of it. Then, he spoke. He wasn’t particularly trying to do magic… his only goal was to move mana as he willed it. The results were immediately clear- as he was speaking, the mana would generally follow his whims, at least a part of it. However, enough of it clearly followed his whims, as he moved it back and forth, even turning it into a ball or a spiral. However, he didn’t form it into any specific thing. Still, William was confident that he could do any magic he wanted… at least, as long as it was actually possible and within the limits of the mana he had available. He no longer needed to learn spells… though he should generally avoid using magic without a specific chant. He remembered that was a secret.

William considered sharing that secret with his parents anyway… but he wasn’t sure how it would benefit them. They already knew ‘spells’ for every use they had around the farm. Freeform style magic wouldn’t help them. At worst, it would make them a target for people who coveted that knowledge, and William didn’t want that. Personally, though, he found it very useful. Especially since he was now probably a wizard. He had theoretical knowledge to back it up, though he was still lacking in practical experience. He could certainly grow stronger on his own… but William remembered someone who could help him grow stronger more quickly. More importantly, he wouldn’t have to hide his freeform magic from her. The only reason it had taken this long to remember her was because he had considered that everyone he knew from previous lives was dead. While this was almost completely true, Lorelei should still be alive. The only problem would be finding her… and it was still possible she had died in the two hundred years since he’d last seen her, just not of old age.
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                William liked his new parents well enough, but he didn’t want to be a farmer. Even with the addition of magic, farming wasn’t that interesting. In addition to that, it was already planned out. His parents knew how they wanted everything to go- what plants would go where, and how they could be optimally raised. They raised animals also, but it was well known how to take care of them. William was interested in trying new things, or figuring out exactly the soil composition best for certain plants. He knew that trying new things would more often than not result in worse crop yields, so he didn’t try them. He also couldn’t look that closely at soil composition- he didn’t know if there were any books on it, and if he wanted to look at the microscopic level, he just couldn’t. Microscopes themselves didn’t exist in this world, though William had seen magnifying glasses and telescopes. Still, there was a significant difference between these and a real microscope.

What William really wanted was to be a wizard. He’d studied as one before, but been unable to use magic himself. That made a lot of his ideas impossible to test. Even if there had been others willing to help him, he couldn’t really explain what he wanted, at least without sounding crazy. It wasn’t like William had complete comprehension of all of science on Earth, either. While he could say that DNA was what caused living things to be the way they were, and even that it looked like a twisted ladder- a double helix- that information wasn’t really useful to anyone without more background. That also presumed that DNA was the same in this world, something William had never had a chance to verify, though he had no reason to assume it would be different. After all, humans and their organs were the same, at least to the degree he understood them.

William’s point was that he wanted to study magic now that he could actually accomplish it himself. Maybe he wouldn’t discover anything new, but at least he could solidify some details that had been unclear. On the other hand, maybe he was behind in his understanding now. Although the Wizard’s guild in Ostana had basically spent one hundred fifty years in decline after he had died as Archmage, Eclea had continued to progress. Now a further two hundred years had passed, they could be quite advanced. William had never been sure of the level of the demons’- gevai’s magic levels. He hadn’t even known the real name of the country- Jodrus. As a human, “the demon lands” had been sufficient, and since there hadn’t been much of anything in the way of non-combative fraternization between them and humans, that had just been the way of things.

Lorelei had a high understanding of magic, but she had made it clear she had kept many things secret from the Demon King. As for any other wizards, she had never mentioned them. At best, there was her apprentice she accidentally mentioned a few times. Since being born in Jodrus, William had learned that there was indeed something like an established wizard’s guild. It had branches throughout the country… but beyond that William knew very little. All his information came from his parents and the city nearby, and he hadn’t had much opportunity to visit town and learn more. 

Perhaps magical knowledge had advanced publicly for the gevai… and perhaps not. The Demon King was destroyed, so Lorelei wouldn’t have to worry about hiding it from him. Except… William was still around, so there was always that possibility that the Demon King was as well. That idea kept returning to him, but he had no idea how to determine what was actually true. If he had failed, there wasn’t much he would be able to do about it. Though he would still want to destroy the Demon King… he wasn’t currently capable of doing so. His ki abilities were still quite limited, and he wasn’t sure if they could recover or not. Though he now had magic at his disposal, he didn’t know how to destroy a soul with magic. He usually thought about magic interacting with the laws of the universe, and he had no idea what a soul was actually constituted by. That would give him a marginal at best chance of success at doing anything with magic affecting the soul. 

As an experiment, William tried to do something similar to what he did with ki. He caught a fly, and used magic in an attempt to knock it unconscious. That worked, but didn’t prove anything to William. Though he had been thinking about his Soul Techniques, and how he made things unconscious with that, he knew that magic sometimes achieved the desired result without full understanding of what was actually going on. There were plenty of purely physical ways the fly could have become unconscious. If his idea of what he was doing was wrong, it would be much less effective, but on something as small and weak as a fly, anything should work. In addition to that, William knew how unconsciousness worked, so he could have subconsciously cut off blood flow, among other possibilities. William felt that he gained more conscious control over what he did with magic as he practiced, so perhaps he would have a better understanding soon.

Though he wanted to go study as a wizard, William hadn’t brought the idea up to his parents just yet. The first reason that he was still realistically too young to leave home, at least from their perspective. Another was that his parents needed his help around the farm… especially now that his mother was pregnant. At only a bit more than a half dozen years between children, that was actually almost the same as a human getting pregnant the year after having a child. William had never been a big brother before… though he’d been mentally older than people who were like or actually were his siblings, it wasn’t quite the same. That made it more exciting.

            

    
        Chapter 239

    
    
    
    
                It wasn’t long before William was a big brother. The little fellow was named Stefan, and it was the first time William had a brother… that he cared about. As Yu Hui’Lam he’d had some half-brothers, but didn’t really have interest in even remembering their names. In this case, William had no reason to be biased against Stefan, so he found himself eagerly waiting for a time when his brother could call his name. That name would be Josef… but he was already used to that, no matter what he thought of himself. 

-----

When he was eight years old, William figured it was about time to bring up his desire to go study magic at the academy. He found both his parents and carefully breached the topic. “Mother, father, I was thinking about trying to learn real magic, at the academy in Ducson.” There were several branches, with Ducson being the closest.

His father showed a rather pained expression. “Josef… I don’t want to hold you back from your dreams, but you know we need you here to help out with the farm.”

William nodded. “I know… but in a dozen years, Stefan will be old enough to help.”

“Well, that’s true.” Barend’s expression softened slightly. His older son was very smart, and thought ahead. That was part of the reason why he didn’t want to disappoint him. “The problem is… even with that being the case, we can’t afford to pay for you to attend.” Barend spoke hesitantly, not wanting to see his son’s look of disappointment.

William nodded again. “I also know that.” Though his life this time was not lacking in food or other resources, he knew that his parents couldn’t afford many things not related to improving the farm. Any extra money was used for expanding… or saved in case of a bad year of crops or accidents with the animals. “I can make some money for myself.” William didn’t know how he would make money yet… but he had some ideas. 

His parents looked at each other, before his mother spoke. “Alright. A dozen years is a long time off yet. We don’t want to stop you, if you really want to go. You can think about whether that’s what you really want and be certain by then.”

William had thought about what he really wanted. Much more than they thought he’d had time for. It was just that what he really wanted had previously been unobtainable. Now, he had the chance, and he was going to take it. Going to the academy was just the easiest way to accomplish his goal. As for waiting a dozen years… well, it still felt rather long, but William considered that he could live for a very long time, so it wouldn’t be a problem. He had heard that gevai could indeed die of old age… but nobody had made it clear what exactly caused it, and they certainly didn’t all become old after a certain amount of time like humans.

-----

William couldn’t wait for when he was old enough to go to the city on his own. Never mind that he was perfectly capable of managing himself, but his parents weren’t entirely certain. Though he was responsible, a trip to the city of Caister took the whole day. If it were closer, William imagined he would have been allowed to visit on his own already. As it was, he had to wait until the end of the month for the regular trip.

Inside the city, William was allowed more autonomy. As long as he promised to meet his parents at the gates at the right time, as well as stayed on the main roads, they trusted him to be safe on his own. William had no problem with those promises. Though he was much stronger than a human child of about his age, that didn’t mean he was stronger than other gevai… especially those who were older. Though he could likely win any scuffle he got into using magic… there was no reason to invite trouble. Everywhere William wanted to go would be in the better parts of the city.

As William Stevenson, he had learned about various kinds of mana reactive materials. That meant he could look at various metals and gems, among other things, and differentiate them, for the most part. Closer examination was often required for more detail, but that had been the same for his peers. While in their case they concentrated to view how the mana flowed, William had used other details such as density and color to achieve similar results. As a demon- gevai- it was rather easier. The same physical details were still true, but now he could see mana. More importantly, unlike a human, he didn’t have to concentrate to see mana, but instead it was more of a natural state. It still took some learning to get useful information from what mana was doing… but anything that had particularly different concentrations of mana near it told you something.

William was looking for some of these mana reactive materials. Although that was what he wanted them for, they had other purposes as well. Though gevai could all use magic, to some extent, technically all humans could engage in body training or ki cultivation. Even so, most humans weren’t knights or martial artists. Similarly, among the gevai, most of them weren’t wizards. Still, it wasn’t too hard to learn a few “spells” helpful to a particular profession, so many people did. Beyond that required a larger investment of time than most were willing to devote.

William had noticed that, regardless of the fact that everyone could use magic, the streets weren’t overflowing with magical items. William wasn’t thinking of magical staves, armor, or weapons… but more practical things. In Eclea, any affluent shop had at least one or two magical light fixtures, among other things. Here, he hadn’t noticed anything like that, so he was wondering if that could be remedied. Though he’d never had the chance to make a magical items himself, he knew the theories behind it. For something simple, he thought he could, now that he could actually direct mana as necessary to make things work. If not… well, he could learn from failure.
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                Before William purchased any materials, he had to think about what kind of light he wanted to create. No matter what he did, he would need something that could draw in mana, as well as a way to convert that mana into light. He thought about lightbulbs. A filament bulb worked by running electrical current through a fine wire. However, this was not the right way to make light for several reasons. First was the practical side. William didn’t know if fine wire of high enough quality existed, and he was absolutely certain it wouldn’t have the right composition. Second, it was inefficient, since you ended up giving off heat as a by-product other than light. With magic, light could be more or less directly created.

The only problem was that an object didn’t have a consciousness to direct mana like a wizard. Instead, magic items were more like machines, where various parts worked together to accomplish something in a specific manner. Machines or magical items didn’t do anything of their own volition, but just functioned as they were designed, unless the design or construction were flawed. Thus, he couldn’t just take any mana reactive materials and tell them to “produce light”. Actually, there were already crystals that produced light all on their own, it just wasn’t much. It was usually just a faint glow… and ones that were brighter became very expensive. He didn’t even see any of those in Caister.

Regardless of the end materials, William had to first come up with the base idea, which he’d narrowed down to a few options. He could create a device that strictly absorbed mana and released it as light. That would be simplest, but probably not the best. On the other end, he could create something that functioned like a flashlight back on Earth. That would have directional lighting, and the ability to stop converting the mana into light. He thought the second option was a bit too ambitious, so he settled for a middle ground. He wanted to at least create a structure like a lamp for the light to go in, and a cover. That would let it turn “on” or “off” without having to actually create a system where the part gathering mana was connected and disconnected from the part producing light. It would still constantly absorb mana from the surroundings, so they wouldn’t work if there were too many similar objects around, but light required relatively little mana, at least for the level he was planning to produce.

William bought several things before he left town. First were a few kinds of (cheap) metals that had the kinds of properties he was looking for, a slightly luminescent crystal that otherwise looked like quartz, and an actual oil lantern. He also bought some other bits and pieces, which would hopefully be enough for him to complete his idea, though he might have forgotten or misunderstood something.

-----

The first task William had was to activate the materials that would absorb mana from the atmosphere. Most materials wouldn’t just absorb mana all the time, and certainly not much. If they did, the materials that did so would reach their limit of absorption and cease… or explode when they passed the capacity they could control. This meant any materials found in nature would already be stable, unless they happened to have been completely surrounded by materials that didn’t let mana pass through. That could occasionally happen in mines, but was probably one of the less common disasters that could occur.

Once activated, materials followed a few rules that were the same as those that didn’t activate. They would absorb up to capacity, or again possibly explode after passing their capacity. Most materials that passively absorbed mana could absorb much more when intentionally activated. Activating them required one of several things. It could be other materials, or heat, or a number of other things- somewhat like chemical reactions. William supposed some of them actually were chemical reactions, but there were certainly things that were only because of mana, and had to be activated by intentional application of mana… or very occasionally by random coincidence of natural mana. Some materials would stay activated once it had started, some required the continuous presence of other materials or wizards keeping them activated. Some couldn’t be deactivated, at least not by removing the original stimulus, which could lead to more explosions. After they were deactivated, different materials would react differently. Some would stay in whatever state they ended in, and some would discharge any energy they had absorbed, in various levels of safety. 

Some of this knowledge William had already remembered, and some came back to him as he fiddled around with the things he had picked up. As for putting it into practical use… it wasn’t too hard. After a few days William had a simple setup working. It had only taken that long because he still had to help his parents around the farm. His results were… not terribly inspiring. He had set up a system where mana absorbed by other materials would be fed into the luminescent crystal he had purchased. As he expected, it glowed more brightly when fed more mana than it naturally absorbed on its own… but the light was still somewhat dim. He could create a better light source with minimal effort through his own magic… with the only disadvantage that he had to continue to concentrate on it. 

Still, William had ideas for how to make improvements to his lamp. While he could probably make improvements to how the mana flowed from the absorption materials to the crystal, some of the biggest problems was with the crystal itself. It was full of impurities… and not really of an optimal shape to be a light source. He could buy a better crystal, but then the costs would likely outweigh any actual benefit he could get. Instead, he thought about modifying the crystal. One of the biggest functions of “earth magic” was moving around dirt and stone. Perhaps he could do something similar with the structure of the crystal itself. He knew it wouldn’t be that easy, and if he messed up he would likely ruin the crystal. First, he decided he would practice fine control on other things.
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                He stood in a desolate wasteland. There was almost nothing to distinguish it from other pieces of land, merely two slight hills. However, he still recognized it. This was the place. Here, the final battle had happened. As he thought that, he found himself swept up in the conflict, a recreation of the battle. He was soon in the center of the battle, with everyone one both sides falling around him. Then, the final scene played out. It was many versus one, but the one was not at a disadvantage, at least initially. Finally, people started to wear down the one, but it did not matter. They couldn’t really kill him.

Except, someone stepped out. He wasn’t an impressive, tall figure. Nor was he an old and wizened figure. Instead, he seemed plain… yet somehow dangerous. More than that, he carried a staff that didn’t belong to him. The one knew he had to kill the other… no, he had to destroy him. The mighty warrior wasn’t afraid of the newcomer, and he caught him. Then, he used a power that was all his own- he had made sure of it. He tossed the body away, as he now had to deal with others. The reclaimed staff wouldn’t listen to him, but given time he knew he could tame it. Just then, though, he felt something. He turned around to see the figure- the one who was surely deader than dead, yet was still standing. Fine, he would smash his head in… that wasn’t a problem to do to someone barely standing. Except, he felt something. He wasn’t sure what it was, until the stolen staff came in contact… and then he knew no more as he perished.

-----

William awoke with a start. It was that dream again. His memories of the final battle had been fuzzy or missing on all but the most important points, like knowing he had destroyed the Demon King. Now, they seemed to be coming back, but were somehow more confusing than when they were incomplete or entirely missing. They felt somewhat contradictory. He was here in the battle- and he was over there. The dream had provided a moment of clarity, but as all dreams it quickly faded. William failed to grasp whatever it was before he could no longer remember any of the details. All he was left with was a great sense of unease. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. Perhaps it would be more clear if he could visit the site of the battle again… but that was almost a month’s journey through unsafe territory, even if his parents would let him go. Still, he knew at some point he would have to go. 

-----

William frowned at the lump of stone in his hand. He had practiced with shaping dirt, with some success. It was relatively simple to create a wall- it didn’t have to be precise, and crumbled apart as soon as it was no longer held together by the power of mana. That was really just moving dirt, though William was amazed at how efficient it could be in terms of energy. Then he weighed the dirt from a wall he had made, and realized that it was mostly hollow. It was only a slightly better defense than one made of pure mana, and only in certain circumstances. Well, having something to attach a structure of mana to did make it easier to hold together. 

William’s point was that it was fairly easy to make a superficial shape, but harder to create a real one. He had managed to make a few human shaped dolls of earth, but only after much trial and error. He had to continue chanting if the process was going to be more than a few moments, which limited what he could do. If he got the product into a stable form, he could stop and take a break, but otherwise it would crumble apart when he stopped. That was merely annoying in the case of dirt, but in the case of a crystal, it might become unsalvageable. At the most optimistic it would be much, much more difficult to fix.

Now that he was working on rocks, he began to see some of the issues that could arise. Dirt was naturally made of tiny particles, and thus not terribly difficult to shift around. A rock was different. A rock had a crystalline structure… or usually several, depending on the minerals composing it. That meant it was harder to change the structure. At first, William just created a fracture in the pebbles he was trying to reform. Eventually he realized he had to take it more slowly, and gently coax it into the form he wanted. That involved a lot of chanting, concentrating, and then resting. Even so, he only slightly elongated the rocks he was working on… and if he got impatient he still created fractures.

He thought about what he knew. Since he hadn’t deeply studied it in his first life, he was nearing the limits of his knowledge on mineralogy. However, he still thought of a way to make it easier to reshape. Solids were extremely hard to reform, but liquids moved more easily. That was common knowledge, but there was an important point. Rocks could become liquid, though not at any temperature William thought he could achieve, at least not for most compositions. However, the idea of heat remained. Adding energy in the form of heat into the system beforehand would make it easier to reform, even if he didn’t reach the melting point. 

William created a nice little fire pit, mostly to keep the heat focused on the particular rock he wanted. If he had something like a crucible, that would be the best… but that was outside of the scope of his funds at the moment. Even though there was the extra step of heating the rock he wanted to change with fire, he found it was still easier to achieve the results he wanted. The results were a rock shaped somewhat like a stick-figure human. He wasn’t really happy with the level of control… especially if he wanted to try to purify and reshape the light crystal, but it was progress that he could be satisfied with.
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                “Hey big brother, whatcha doin’?” William saw Stefan wander up to him.

“I’m heating this rock to make it more malleable.”

“Oh. What’s a mal-e-a-bull?”

William had to stop chanting to respond, and he knew the line of questioning could continue forever. Even so, he couldn’t bear to refuse to answer his brother. “It means it changes shape easily.”

“Why not say that?”

“Because it’s one word instead of a bunch.”

“Okay. Why do you want it to be a bull?”

“Because I want to change its shape.”

“Why do you want to change its shape?”

“For practice.”

“Practice to do what?”

“To change the shape of a crystal.” By now, the rock had cooled down, and William knew he would have to start the process over from basically the beginning.

“What for?”

“To make it better.”

“Why do you want it to be better?”

“To sell it for money.”

“What do you want money for?”

“To pay to study at the wizard academy in Ducson.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to study to be a wizard.” This could easily devolve into an endless series of why’s. At some point, William would give up.

“Oh. Why do you want to be a wizard?”

“Because-” William stopped. Why did he want to be a wizard? He thought about it. When he’d died on Earth, the answer had probably been something like, “Because magic is cool” and also “because magic is something nobody else can do”. Then, it was just something that he couldn’t do. He supposed it didn’t stop being cool. His first life in this world was spent with people all around him who could do magic, though he had placed himself in that situation. His second life here, he’d learned how to cultivate ki- and not clumsily, like in his first life. That fulfilled the requirements of being cool, but for some reason he felt it wasn’t enough.

Now, he could use magic. That made him technically a wizard by some standards. By the standards of Ostana, at least last time he was there, he would be quite knowledgeable. In terms of magic control, he wouldn’t be at the top there, but he’d only really been practicing magic for a few years, and could still see the improvement. Within a dozen, he’d pass everyone from Ostana… in that generation, at least. Those in Eclea were much more devoted, so he would take longer to surpass them. Other than that… William could only really think of two people he wanted to surpass. Lila was dead, but her level of magical power was an impressive goal. Meanwhile, Lorelei’s power was not as freakishly high, but her knowledge was expansive. If he remembered everything he had studied, he would place himself near the top in that area, though there certainly were more things he needed to learn. There always were.

William hadn’t been the type who wanted to know everything about everything, at least not in his first life. Now, though, he felt that way. Perhaps he would narrow it down to just magic, but he still had that desire. Why? Well… he had to do something. “I guess… it’s because everyone needs a goal.” He only then remembered Stefan was standing there, waiting rather patiently for his response. “Do you have a goal? Something you want to be when you grow up?”

Stefan nodded. “I want to be the best farmer! Like mommy and daddy!”

William was glad he hadn’t influenced him more, because if he also wanted to become a wizard, that might cause problems. His parents really did need the help… especially if they wanted to grow the farm and not just keep it as it was. “Good! If you really want to, you can be the best!”

-----

When William thought about his current efforts as just a step of his eventual goal, it actually became easier. Sure, he might mess up the crystal… but he could get another one later. It might set him back a few months or a year, but what would that matter? If he took just that long to even try, he wouldn’t even have the experience of failure to think over. He knew that practicing with rocks more wouldn’t translate completely to a different kind of crystal, even though they were both “crystal structures”. 

There was something that he needed to get practice with before he tried the crystal. Though he was more or less capable of reshaping rocks, the crystal’s shape wasn’t the most important part. In fact, he wanted to keep it almost the same shape as it was, just smoothing out some inconsistencies. However, he also wanted to remove impurities which he thought probably kept it from glowing as brightly as it potentially could. Either that or they would be responsible for making it luminescent to begin with, in which case perhaps he should equally distribute them instead of removing them. However, if he could remove them without collapsing the crystal structure and that wasn’t the right solution, he might be able to properly distribute them afterwards. He also might ruin the whole thing, but he had to try what the thought was most likely to work first. 

Fortunately, any random rock had plentiful impurities, so he could easily get practice of removing one material from another. He treated it in much the same way, heating it up beforehand. However, the first few rocks he worked on cracked. He needed to fill in the area behind where he was removing the material. He knew that, but doing it was somewhat harder. Eventually he found some rocks with materials inside them that had a higher melting point. That meant they remained more solid while the material around them was more malleable, which made the process a bit easier. Otherwise, he could easily leave trace amounts behind, which were much harder to remove.

William looked at the small bit of quartz he’d removed from a rock. Unfortunately, normal quartz had little to no value. Though it was a crystal, even in terms of being a magic amplifier, it was on the low end. Topping a staff with a quartz crystal had little effect, and if the staff was made out of a proper wood, it would be a waste to not get a good crystal. If it wasn’t, there was no point in having the staff at all. Still, quartz was kind of fun to look at. After a few more successful attempts at removing various different minerals from rocks, William felt he should be good enough to try his real goal. If nothing else, his failure would teach him what areas he needed to work on, or what unexpected differences the luminescent crystals had.
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                A fire pit was nowhere near as optimal for experiments as a laboratory was, but sadly William didn’t have a lab. Thus, he had to make do. It had been good enough for rocks… it was going to have to be good enough for an extra shiny rock. Though, William had to admit it was a bit beyond a firepit right now. The rocks that formed the structure were really just that, and only there to keep the heat somewhat contained. Outside of that area, though, William had used some of the various materials that he wasn’t using in his final product to create a small formation. All it did was pull a bit more mana into the area, but without it William would certainly run out of mana before he finished. What he was doing didn’t use mana all that quickly, but it was a long process.

He started with heating up the crystal that was now placed in the center. He would chant for a time, then stop to breathe for a few moments. It was better to take more frequent but shorter breaks before he got out of breath, so that the crystal didn’t have much time to dissipate the heat. Once he got it to what he thought was a sufficient temperature, he started the next process. His actions looked much the same, meaningless chanting with many breaks. It was just that, instead of creating fire, he alternated between that and reforming the crystal.

William didn’t want to botch the process, so he took it slowly. That meant it felt like he was only removing groups of impurities or straightening imperfections what felt like a few molecules at a time. Of course, it was much more than that, but it still felt like it. If he had to deal with actual handfuls of molecules at a time, or even hundreds of them, the process would almost literally never end. Still, he wasn’t sure he was doing anything until a few iterations of attempts, when he finally saw the slightest change. 

By the end of an hour, William was sweating like he had run a handful of miles. Except, with his current body it wouldn’t actually be too hard to run a few miles, so it was actually more. Fortunately, he was done. Perhaps it wasn’t perfect, but the crystal visibly glowed brighter. In the middle of his work, it had actually dimmed, so he couldn’t say how much brighter than at the beginning. It was also a bit less opaque, though still not clear by any stretch of the imagination. William wasn’t sure if he should quench the crystal to cool it rapidly, but decided it was better not to take the risk. It might become a better end product, worse, or shatter entirely. Since he had gotten this far, there was no point in gambling.

-----

After William completed his “lamp” the hardest part came next. Perhaps to some it might not have been, but to William it was. Now… he had to sell it. The first difficulty came with his age. Though he was now 9 years old, he couldn’t think of any way to describe himself but as a little kid. Though he wasn’t small for a 9 year old gevai, he wasn’t big either. He was just about the same size as he expected from a human. 

William’s parents could probably sell it. They sold various goods from the farm, so even if they didn’t immediately know someone who would want to buy it, they would be able to ask around. The problem there was he didn’t want to depend on them… and he didn’t want to tell them how he made it. Basically all of the information in its construction came from his previous lives, more than he could get away with by saying “I just thought of it.” While he trusted his parents in general, telling them he was reincarnated was a bit of an issue. After all, there was the association with the Demon King- or the Eternal King, if he was feeling generous. Perhaps there were other demons who had reincarnated with memories- or at least partial memories, but there wouldn’t be many. Either way, they weren’t well known, and the association would immediately be made. Whether his parents truly had positive or negative feelings with regard to the Eternal King, he didn’t want to be associated with that. 

Eventually, he decided to sell it himself. He just wouldn’t say he was the one who made it. Instead, he decided he would be selling it for his “uncle”. That way he could declare there was a minimum price set, though honestly it wasn’t like anyone was going to be surprised by his haggling skills. Though they were better than the average child, William was probably middling at best for an adult in terms of haggling. That was with a few lifetimes to work off of as well.

The end result was that he made a profit. A very small profit, only slightly more than what he’d spent on materials to begin with. Though he wouldn’t need to spend so much time to make another one, and some of the materials weren’t used in the final product so a second or third would be cheaper, William decided against making more. It had taken a long time to even find someone interested in buying it, and he didn’t think they would need more any time soon since they mostly bought it as a curiosity. 

William wasn’t going to give up his plan to earn money though. He bought more materials, but different this time, as well as a beginner’s guide to magic. The second thing was more as a cover than anything, so that he would know some typical chants for different “spells”. The materials… William wasn’t sure what he would make yet, but he had a few ideas that he could use them in. Hopefully, one of them would be good. If not, he would have to wait until he got more money from his parents… and he didn’t really want to rely on them for that even at this stage.
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                William found that his biggest difficulty in creating magical items was not the technical side but the mercantile side- though he was not without problems on the technical side. If creating magical items for everyday use was easy and profitable the wizards who were members of the guild would already be making them. Unfortunately, William discovered that the most profitable way to make money on magical items was selling to the rich. That wasn’t really anything new, but he didn’t have any connections with them. Even if he did, what would they want that they couldn’t get more easily elsewhere?

William’s only hope was to create things that the guild hadn’t thought about, but then he also had to convince someone that they wanted it. People had little need for expensive magical lights when they could buy quite a large amount of oil for mundane lamps. As for other things, William found himself stumped. Though he had a basic knowledge about how the technological items on Earth had worked, there were many steps to be made in technology before they could be useful. While he could skip some of those steps with magic, that was only if he could figure out how. Even if he could, he needed access to the materials to lay down the right kind of magical formation, some of which were very expensive.

-----

William still spent most of his time helping around the farm. Today, they were picking fruit from a small orchard they had. They weren’t quite apples, but they were close enough in appearance, if not flavor. On the other hand, William knew that apples had many different flavors anyway so they were close enough. 

His mother Anselma sighed while looking up at the trees. William wasn’t sure why. The fruit seemed quite good. “What’s wrong? It seems quite ripe, and looks tasty.” William took one and turned it around looking for fungus or worms or something else. Whatever it was, he couldn’t see it.

“It’s not that… or perhaps it is exactly that.” She waved her arm around, gesturing to the whole orchard. “Everything is turning ripe now, all at once.”

William still didn’t see the problem. “We can still harvest it all, nothing else is ready just yet.”

“Sure, we can pick it all… but can we sell it all? Even if we can sell it all, it won’t be at a high price. The stores will worry about selling it all. In a few weeks, all of it will be bad, and we’ll only have a small amount more that ripened late. It would be better if less ripened at once.”

William nodded. That made a sort of unfortunate sense, but he couldn’t do anything about it. After all, he couldn’t control when fruit ripened. Or could he? Though magic was called magic, it wasn’t like it didn’t follow a set of rules. He couldn’t just do whatever he wanted. On the other hand, he hadn’t actually tried yet.

-----

Ripening was a chemical process, so if William could manipulate it he could control when certain fruits ripened. When he got to thinking about the details involved, William decided it would be better to give up on that avenue of thought. Controlling the ripening process would require too much micromanagement, likely down to the level of the individual fruit. He would have to constantly watch each fruit, and either accelerate or slow its development to what he wanted. That might be a problem in itself. He couldn’t be sure if any magic he used would have longer lasting effects than when he was chanting… and doing so for each fruit would be exhausting anyway. Besides, it would be hard to judge what should be done. He could judge each fruit by size and color, but they would all get different amounts of nutrients from the tree and ripen at their own pace. He couldn’t really be sure of how much he should speed up or slow them down until it was too late and they were basically ripe. It would also be easy to ruin the fruit by trying to manipulate them on that level, since he could affect chemicals beyond what he intended.

Besides, ripening wasn’t the real problem here. The real problem was getting too much all at once. That caused a supply glut, and then shortly afterwards a dearth of good fruit. Even if people wanted to eat all of their fruit, they wouldn’t want to do so all at once at the whim of when it ripened. However, if he couldn’t feasibly change when the fruit ripened, what could he change? It was quickly obvious to William what he needed to do. The fruit needed to be preserved for longer, so that people would have more time to buy it. Of course, this was done anyway, to some extent. Though he hadn’t thought about it, his parents would often convert fruits into jams or jellies. Those could be even more valuable than the fruit, but they were subject to the same problems of supply and demand. Unlike on Earth, they were also subject to fast spoilage. While the method of preparation kept jam from spoiling to some extent, at least as quickly as raw fruit, it still spoiled eventually. Kept in a cool cellar, they might last a season or two, but they might not. 

There weren’t any sophisticated canning techniques- and William didn’t have any method to create an air-tight seal, at least not without more equipment. However, he did think of some methods to preserve both uncooked and cooked fruit for a longer time. On Earth, it wasn’t even something that was thought about, and wasn’t even really considered a luxury. Everyone had something- a cooler. However, that by itself was little better than a cool cellar, though they reached colder temperatures and thus were better at preserving food. Still, there was more involved than just temperature, and William had some ideas about how he could make that work… hopefully, he could turn those ideas into reality.
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                Currently, Williams cooler ideas were just scribblings on paper. They were much less finished than a blueprint, one of the chief reasons being making it operate. Removing heat from an area wouldn’t be difficult, but the issue would come in controlling that. After all, if he continually removed heat it would become a freezer instead- useful, but not what he currently intended. It wasn’t possible to remove all of the heat, reaching absolute zero. At some point, the rate at which mana and therefore power flowed into the area became a limiting factor, unless it got its own power source. However, that would mean the temperatures would fluctuate with the ambient temperature around… and William was fairly certain it would drop below freezing most of the time, with the types of formations he had planned. 

Then there was the other issue. While cooler temperatures slowed down most chemical processes including ripening, food would still get old and stale. Over the course of months, which was the plan, it could also grow mold. Cold temperatures wouldn’t entirely eliminate that. William had the idea to use magic to keep away particles of fungus, and while he was at it he would try to include bacteria. William thought he could do so manually, but there wasn’t really any way to test. After all, he couldn’t see bacteria or any other things on that scale, so whether his chanting and magic had any effect was hard to tell. He had some ideas for how he could test his control over things on that level, though he didn’t have time to do so just yet. It was now time to harvest various things, and his parents needed his help with that. Beyond that… he had to teach Stefan magic.

-----

William’s family was perfectly aware that he could do magic- though that wasn’t particularly special. His parents weren’t cognizant of his full capacity, but they knew he had purchased instructional materials and studied magic during his free time. They had also taught him all of the necessary “spells” for the normal operation of the farm. It was now his turn to teach Stefan, who was showing interest in learning magic. His parents assured William- known to them as Josef, that he could come to them if he was having any trouble. William did have to admit that, in the area of the spells they commonly used, they had more experience than him. Elsewhere, there wasn’t anything they could help him with… but he wasn’t going to say that out loud.

As a demon- gevai, Stefan was capable of seeing mana. Unlike humans, who had to go through an awakening and then concentrate, gevai could see mana from the time their horns finished growing in, if not before. Thus, Stefan could learn magic at any time- assuming he was willing to learn. Though he was only five years old, that didn’t make him unable to perform magic. Even humans who could see mana, with proper training, would be able to perform magic immediately. 

That brought into question what proper training really was. Barend and Anselma had an easy time with William because he already understood basically how magic worked. William wouldn’t expect the same explanations given to him to be of the same use, and even his introductory magic book was beyond what he expected Stefan to comprehend. Stefan had only just started reading… but he could talk and see mana, which were the key components. Though William had spent most of his second life teaching magic at a university level, he still knew how to teach younger people.

The first thing to remember was that most young children were not Lila. Among other things, that meant they couldn’t be expected to perform a spell successfully the first time. Stefan had been learning the basic spell to help mold the dirt from their parents, and he had the words memorized.  “O’ earth, heed my call. Change thine form to nourish the plants of the earth, and to hold them in your care.” As expected, by William anyway, there were no results. William saw Stefan about to tear up. “See? I told you I… *snif* I can’t do it.”

William patted him on the head. “It’s okay, it’s okay. What did you imagine when you tried to cast the spell?”

“I just… I thought of the same thing you did,” he pointed to the area where William had created an example, “Just like that. But I can’t do it.” William didn’t like seeing Stefan look worried and sad, but he realized that normal children of that age couldn’t really control their emotions, and didn’t really understand when things were worth crying about. He realized that sometimes there was nothing that could be done.

“Stay right here, I’ll be right back.” William walked away, and a few minutes later came back with a large rock under his arm. He dropped it to the ground, where it hit the soft dirt with a quiet sort of splat. “Okay Stefan, move this rock over there.”

“I… don’t know a spell to move rocks.”

William shook his head. “Not with magic, with your body.”

Stefan went up to the rock, which was a significant portion of his size. He first tried to pick it up, but couldn’t shift it at all. Then, he tried pushing on it from various angles. He even lowered his body to get a better angle. It still didn’t move. “I can’t move it.” He paused for a moment, and William was about to continue with his plan, when Stefan’s face lit up. “Wait, I have an idea.” Stefan looked around, and walked a few steps away to pick up a stick. He stuck it under the rock to use as a lever, and managed to roll it. He did that again and again, until it was where William had told him to move it. He turned to face William with a grin on his face.

“...Huh.” William’s point was ruined, but he couldn’t help but smile. This was possibly even better. “Good job! Doing something in a smart manner makes it possible to do things you couldn’t otherwise. Now then, can you do that with the dirt?”

Stefan pushed the stick into the dirt, and levered it up… but the dirt merely rolled off of the side. He shook his head. “I don’t think it will work.”

“I meant using magic.”

Stefan shook his head again. “Even if the stick was magic, the dirt would still fall.”

“Good point, but I was thinking of just anything clever, not necessarily by using a stick. Come with me, but do bring the stick.”
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                William led Stefan to a bigger rock- large enough to be called a boulder. Even he wouldn’t be able to lift it, and he would need an exceptionally strong stick to use as a lever, if the soft dirt below would even allow for the possibility. “So then, what if I told you to move this boulder from here to over there?”

Stefan immediately took his stick and proceeded to try to move the boulder. What resulted was the stick sinking into the ground with no effect on the boulder, as predicted. “I can’t do it.”

William wondered whether he should just say what he wanted to, but he really liked the visualization he had planned. In the end, he just made sure to add a disclaimer. “I’m going to show you another method. Just like the stick, it will work for some things, and not for other things. In this case, we just want the boulder to be over there, no matter what.” William placed his hand on the boulder, and began a chant. It wasn’t a great chant, but William was improvising. “O’ earth, just as the passage of time crumbles mountains, so too crumble this rock!” As he finished, there was a cracking sound, and a small chunk of the boulder separated. William had learned by accident that it was quite easy to break rocks at particular lines. That didn’t mean he could separate things into straight lines and sizes he wanted… but if he didn’t care about exactly how or where it happened, breaking rocks into smaller pieces was simple. William took the smaller piece and handed it to Stefan. “Take this over there.”

Stefan brought the rock the dozen steps to where William indicated, and by the time he got back William had another piece for him. He carried that piece, and then another, and another, and eventually there was a pile of rocks that was the former boulder.

“See that Stefan? You moved that giant boulder!” William grinned. “Now, this technique won’t work for everything. Do you know why?”

“Not everything is a rock.”

“Hmm, okay… why else?”

“... It’s broken.”

“That’s right. Some things can be taken apart and put back together, and some things can’t. If you wanted to move a big table or a house, you wouldn’t do it this way, because it wouldn’t be any good when you got there. Still, it does work for things that you just have to move, if it’s okay that they are broken.” William brought Stefan back to where they had been working with the soil, just to change to a different environment. “Now, I want you to try to move the dirt again.”

Lines appeared on Stefan’s face as he concentrated, then started slowly chanting, “O’ earth, heed my call. Change thine form to nourish the plants of the earth, and to hold them in your care.” This time, he moved the dirt… though just a small patch. Stefan did it again, and then again, before finally he had moved a patch about the same size as William had. William was glad to see he got the actual point of the lesson, and didn’t think it was just about rocks. “I did it, Josef, I did it!”

“You sure did, I saw you move the dirt!” When they dug down to see how Stefan had done, while it wasn’t exactly the same as William’s, he didn’t expect that. It was good enough for a first- and second, third, and fourth try. Beyond that it showed that Stefan could, in fact, use that spell.

-----

“Big Brother Josef… why is your light spell different from mommy and daddy’s?”

“Hmm? What do you mean?” William didn’t think he normally created a light particularly stronger or weaker than his parents.

“Well, theirs looks like the sun, but yours is white.”

“Ah… well…” William had never noticed, but he could easily guess what caused that. When his parents imagined light, it made sense to think of the sun and its somewhat yellowish tint. Meanwhile, when William thought of creating light, he thought of things like lightbulbs. While some of those created yellowish light as well, many of them created a white light. In William’s mind, that was the most pure form of light… which he supposed was backed scientifically as well. “It’s just the way I think about it. If you imagine, you can make different kinds of colors.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

-----

William stared at a piece of bread that was covered in mold. He nodded in satisfaction. Contrary to what he thought, making a piece of bread moldy wasn’t easy. At least, not in a way that proved to him that he made it that way. Next to it was another piece of bread that was perfectly normal… as well as a third piece that was just starting to mold. This was the more important part, because the mold wasn’t his actual goal. However, it wasn’t really possible to observe the lack of mold on a bread and conclude that he caused that, at least not without some proof that he could do anything with mold at all. He supposed a single result as he expected wasn’t exactly scientifically rigorous… but it had already taken him a long time to get to this point.

He hadn’t remained idle while waiting to see if his various generations of bread slices would mold. He had been working on theorizing different ways to make a magical formation that could accomplish the results he wanted. Unfortunately, he didn’t know every magical material’s possible functions, and he also didn’t know what their name was in the gevai language. He was mostly limited to the materials he could recognize by sight, or describe to shopkeepers- those who would talk to a child of almost twelve years old. He had still managed to make progress on some of the basic design with some cheaper things he thought he would need. William hadn’t realized how hard it was to design something for proper use without abundant materials and information available… but he was coming to appreciate it.
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                It was nearly spring. Now, William had to make a choice. He had put a lot of work into his current project, and he judged it a success… but he wasn’t sure if he would reveal it to his parents. This wasn’t because it wasn’t good enough, but rather that it was too good. Unbelievably so. His parents knew he had been studying magic, but he didn’t have any way to explain how he made his project a success. Certainly, he could accept the label of “genius” but that was both incorrect, and possibly insufficient to explain. Then again, perhaps his project wouldn’t be seen as amazing as he thought it was. William found that hard to judge, because his standards were different, even after several lifetimes in this world. A cooler seemed rather mundane… but it was also something that hadn’t existed in this world before, as far as William knew.

He had been thinking about it, but couldn’t come up with a decision. Right now, he was exercising with a staff to try to help clear his mind. He had made the staff himself, but it wasn’t anything amazing. It was merely a shaped piece of sturdy wood. As a wizard’s staff, it was only marginally effective. William found that if he channeled mana through it, it was slightly easier to use magic at a longer range. If he’d had wood specifically meant for the purpose or gemstones to amplify the magic more, he knew the effects would be much better, but this was a staff for hitting things. 

William practiced forms and stances. This inevitably made him think of his previous life as Yu Hui’Lam. Though he’d used a staff in his second life as well, his technique hadn’t been very refined until he learned from master Dong Xin. However, practicing with the staff made him think of something else as well, inevitably. Chris had been with him in both of his previous lives… for most of them, at least. William wondered where Chris was now.

He recognized that there was a chance he had been destroyed- died. At the moment he used Shattering the Soul to destroy the Demon King, he had channeled his energy through Chris. That probably shouldn’t have hurt him, but he couldn’t say it couldn’t have happened, or that the resulting explosion couldn’t have been enough to damage or destroy his crystalline body. Chris was only slightly closer to the Demon King, but he was in immediate contact with him, which could have significant effects. William hoped Chris was alright, but knew that nothing could be guaranteed.

-----

Eventually, William made up his mind. There would be little point in his effort if he didn’t reveal it, and there wasn’t really much for him to lose. He could make up all kinds of things that could go wrong, but most of them wouldn’t, and he felt like he was wasting time. That was strange, because he had a large amount of time in this life, maybe as much as he wanted, but suddenly he was concerned about wasting it. William supposed he’d never really enjoyed wasted time, but that wasn’t necessarily by others definitions. Some might consider idle moments of relaxation or entertainment wasted time, but he considered those as necessary things. Instead, he felt that truly wasted time was time that you did nothing at all, and just let the time go past. Of course, one would still breathe, eat, drink, and sleep, but with no steps taken toward something productive, including making oneself or others happy or healthy, it was truly wasted.

William’s point was that he had finished his project, and didn’t have the money or resources to start another one. He could continue to train in magic, but he felt that going to an actual institute of learning would be more effective, and even if they didn’t know more than him he could learn from their failures. Any attempt to train in ki was fruitless. Any method he tried to cultivate ended up with pain, and William doubted it was the kind of pain that you had to push past to advance. Instead, he felt that it was the kind of pain that was the whole purpose of pain to begin with- to warn of straining something damaged or the potential to cause damage. His body training was actually progressing just fine, and if William had something to fight, that would be good enough… but without something he had to fight, he’d rather work toward actually bringing advancement to society. In his mind, that was best accomplished with magic, at least based on his talents.

-----

Winter was the time that William’s current family had the most boring food. That couldn’t be helped, because by the end of winter only those things that lasted a long time were available. There weren’t many winter vegetables that could be grown, so the options were quite limited until spring, and the first harvest of early crops. Other than that, there were dried foods and pickled foods… but nothing fresh. Sometimes, the winter got cold enough to freeze some things, but it wasn’t like a true freezer which had a consistent and reliable temperature, and was well contained. 

William’s ‘cooler’ was kind of like a big wooden box. He made the walls as thick as he could, so they would more easily keep the cold from dissipating- or more accurately keep heat from entering, since cold was merely the absence of heat. The actual magical part of it was made up of a few different pieces that were placed as something like a bounding box for the area that was to be made cold, as well as to keep out bacteria and fungi. He’d kept the formation in half of the box when he was testing for its ability to keep bacteria and fungi away, but the cold effectively permeated the whole area, as long as the box was kept closed. It wasn’t that large of a box, partly because of the limited area his magical formation could cover, but it still had a decent pile of various kinds of food, taken one at a time. William had taken them on the pretext that he was going to eat them… which was pretty much true, just not immediately. Now, he pulled out a few things like bell peppers. They would serve as a good example to his parents of what he could actually accomplish.
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                William found his mother cooking in the kitchen, as expected. He walked up to her, carrying the bell peppers. “You should add these to the stew.”

“Add what, Josef?” she was still chopping the things on the tray in front of her, and hadn’t yet turned to look.

“Fresh bell peppers.” William held them up toward her, waiting to see her reaction.

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” she stopped chopping and turned towards him, since he was obviously holding something up. “What’s… this?”

William grinned, “Fresh bell peppers. Like I said.”

She just stood there blinking for a few moments, before taking one in her hand. She felt its texture, and sniffed it. “It… certainly does seem to be so. May I cut it?”

“If you don’t cut it, how are you going to add it to the stew?”

She turned back to the cutting board, and chopped it in half lengthwise. Inside, it was similarly fresh, as expected. She shook her head. “It’s not just a very nice carving?” She turned back to William. “Where did you get this?”

“It came from our farm, of course, at harvest. I just… preserved it.”

“I… see. May I ask how?” His mother had learned that William didn’t seem to lie about what he could do or had done. When he’d said he was studying magic, he meant it. Thus, she was willing to give him a chance to explain properly, even in such an unbelievable situation. Of course, there was also hard to deny evidence in front of her, but it could have just come from a different region, where they had weather to grow almost year round. It was still a bit too fresh for that, though it was the simplest explanation.

William brought her to an old shack he had taken over. It had been a tool shed, but they had gotten a bigger one, in a better location. Anselma knew he went in there, but on the occasions she had looked in on him she’d only seen piles of junk. There were still piles of what looked like junk around, but there was also a box. She remembered seeing it, but had assumed it was filled with more strange things. It was this very box that her son approached, waving her over. “Take the lid off.”

The lid fit tightly, but with a proper tug it came free. Instead of the expected musty air, cold air came out. The air around was already cool because of the season, but inside the box was much colder. Inside, she saw a few dozen fruits and vegetables. It wasn’t anything near as much as they had in their cellar, but these were different ones, and they were fresh. Close enough, anyway. “How is this possible?”

“Magic.” William shrugged. He pointed to the corners where the formation pieces mostly made from metals and cheap gemstones were located. “These create a magic field that keeps food fresh… though cold and keeping away mold.” He didn’t mention bacteria, because it was too complicated to explain, especially if he wasn’t asked. “It can preserve things for more than a season.” He reached in and pulled out a squash, which was looking a bit old. “Not much more than that, though.” William had thoughts on why that would be, but he wasn’t sure yet.

“This is… fascinating.” William saw his mother was thinking about something. Probably not how it worked- she didn’t have the learning necessary for that- but instead how it could be used. She wasn’t unintelligent, so he knew she could think of the applications for the farm almost immediately. “How long does the magic itself last?”

“It should last almost indefinitely, as long as it doesn’t get damaged.” William paused, remembering something. “As long as there’s mana, anyway. As you can see, it takes up most of the mana in the room just for this box. I can make more, and probably bigger ones, but they can’t be too close together or they might have problems.” If the ability to keep away bacteria and fungi failed, the duration of its effectiveness would shorten to weeks instead of months. “In the summer, it won’t work as well, unless we get better insulation.”

“You can make more things like this?”

“Of course… I just need money for more materials.” He grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Seriously though, it could be pretty expensive on a large scale. This took most of the money I’ve gotten for the last couple years.” His parents hadn’t given him all that much money, though they weren’t stingy. Still, a few dozen vegetables was basically nothing on the scale of a whole farm. “There might be some problems as it gets bigger that I don’t know about, but if you had a bigger version of this you could save a part of everything for the next season, and make a bit more profit on that portion.” William walked over and dug behind a pile of stuff, eventually pulling out a sheet of parchment. “Here are some numbers I came up with.”

William would have liked to say that there would be massive profits from his plan, enough so that his parents could pay for his attendance to the wizard’s academy in Ducson, but that was neither realistic nor necessary. The first year, they might or might not even make a profit, with the expenses of allocating a building and the materials to set up a larger magical formation. After that, though, there would be reasonable profits to be gained, since most of the expenses were up front. It would likely only be a few percent of the total yields of the farm, but that could change depending on how much people desired out-of-season fruits and vegetables. 

His mother looked over his plan, carefully scrutinizing it. “Hmm. If these numbers are correct, specifically the prices to set this up, we could perhaps turn a decent profit. In a half dozen years, we could probably afford to send you to that school you want to go to. The only problem is how long they’ll last.”

“A long time. Almost indefinitely, with proper maintenance.”

“I see. And who will be doing the maintenance?”

“I… will teach Stefan how to do it. Or you and father, if you have the time.”

Anselma smiled. “I’ll talk to your father about this. I can’t promise that we’ll try it, nor can I promise we’ll be able to send you to Ducson even if this works… but I do know how much you want to go to an academy, and promise that you will be able to go… eventually.”

            

    
        Chapter 249

    
    
    
    
                William was teaching his little brother how the magical formation for the cooler worked. Some might have said that he was too young to learn something so complicated, and William thought there was no better time to start. Besides, he could break down something complicated into simpler parts to start learning from. “See here Stefan? This is the key thing that connects the formation with the other parts.” William held up a triangle made out of bronze. “I have four of them here. See if you can figure out how they are supposed to face.” William put down three more triangles. “Now, you can’t use just any kind of triangles. The shape is important. These triangles have a corner like a square here, and the two sides coming off of them are the same length. They don’t all have to be this size, being bigger and smaller will have different strengths, but for a specific formation they all have to be the same size as each other.” William wasn’t sure how much information Stefan was absorbing, as he was currently fiddling with the triangles. Perhaps William would have to repeat the information many times, but then he might have a chance to find out the proper terminology for isosceles right triangles in gevai.

“Umm… hmm…” Stefan stuck out his tongue as he worked, moving the triangles around. “I think they go… like this.”

William looked down. Stefan had formed a diamond by putting the corners together. “Okay, and why do you think it should go like that?”

“Umm… it’s a nice shape?”

“It is a nice shape. Do you know what this would do?” Stefan shook his head. “Well, by itself, this wouldn’t do anything. This isn’t what I was looking for, but this kind of formation could be used to gather power to the center of a square formation.” William sketched in the dirt with a stick. “The power could flow here, from the corners, to the center of each side, to these in the middle.” William drew some arrows showing the direction of the energy flow. “However, we want energy to flow from the middle out. This would work for that too, but we don’t need an exact center, so these would be extra.”

“Umm… Josef, don’t we want to make it cold in the middle? Doesn’t the cold go in?”

“That’s a good question. Cold doesn’t actually go anywhere. Can you tell me what cold is?”

“Umm… cold is… when you’re cold. Like winter, or water, except when water is in stew.”

William stroked his chin. There was a lot of information he was going to have to convey. “Actually, heat is the proper measurement of everything there. Even cold things have heat, just less of it. You can think of it like…” William’s lecture continued, trying to make Stefan understand without making him feel stupid for not knowing yet.

-----

“Umm, big brother… ‘bacteria’ are tiny little insects right?”

“Something like that, yeah.”

Stefan squinted his eyes. “I can’t see them.”

“No, they’re so small that you can’t see them.”

“How do I get rid of something I can’t see?”

William shrugged. “You can’t see the air, but you can move that.”

“But… I can see air.” Stefan chanted briefly, and a small breeze blew through the grass, causing it to bend and swirl. “See? I can’t see bacteria though.”

William wasn’t sure what the problem was. That barely counted as seeing air anyway, and Stefan could just imagine the bacteria… couldn’t he? Maybe he couldn’t. He didn’t really have any idea of the scale that they were on, and calling them insects wasn’t really correct. That could probably affect his ability to do magic involving them. That wouldn’t matter for the construction of the formation, but it still was important. “Hmm. How about I think of a way you could see them.” A powerful microscope would do, but it wasn’t like those existed. Lenses were limited to telescopes and sometimes eyewear that could be called rudimentary glasses… and magnifying glasses. Those weren’t good enough though.

-----

William had some trouble using magic to achieve the effect of a microscope. Bending light the wrong way just ended up with a blurry image that William wasn’t even sure was showing smaller things. It took a lot of work, and finally the help of an actual magnifying glass he borrowed from someone in the city. William had to look at it to refamiliarize himself with how it looked. He would have liked to have one of his own but lenses were quite expensive. He considered making one of his own, but that would take a lot of time, and he was currently finishing the first larger cooler, and needed to do so before harvest. Still, he had a bit of time to use for fiddling with light.

Finally, William came up with a way to do what he wanted, as long as it was daylight with sufficient natural light. Otherwise, there was not enough to focus into a larger image. Even so, William had to set up a miniature stand for where he would put his face, because the focal lengths were pretty precise. He couldn’t concentrate on adjusting the image as well as keeping the spell going… and actually looking at the same time. The first thing William noticed was that he’d only had a very vague idea of what cells and bacteria looked like, with the exception of things like red blood cells. He supposed almost a hundred years had made his memory pretty fuzzy… or he’d never really known things as well as he thought. He supposed the bacteria could be different as well. It had actually been hard to find bacteria, even when he’d gotten to the right focal length. They seemed more scarce than he thought they should be… but on the other hand they also varied widely in size.

William showed Stefan what he’d done, and Stefan was suitably impressed by seeing cells and bacteria for the first time. William’s parents were as well, and fortunately they didn’t ask where he learned about such things.

-----

William stared at the yogurt in his hand. It was bad. Not that it was poorly made, or even that it had spoiled. It had been in the cooler, after all. Instead, there was something else wrong. It had just stopped being yogurt, which made it bad. Everything else had lasted just fine, fruits and vegetables and meat, but yogurt didn’t. Something about that made William frown.
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                William felt sick. He’d been quite healthy in his current body, so it was somewhat of a surprise to feel sick. As for how he was sick, it wasn’t anything particular. His stomach was upset, making him not want to eat. He thought perhaps he had a slight fever, but he didn’t have a thermometer to tell. His bowels were also upset, which was the most unpleasant part. 

He expected it to pass in a day, or at least within a few days, but instead it grew worse. He finally went to full bedrest, instead of continuing his worse. If his condition deteriorated any further, his parents planned to immediately call a doctor. William wasn’t sure if they could help or not, and he didn’t like the idea of the expense, but he wasn’t going to be so stubborn as to risk his life and ask them not to call a doctor for the sake of money. 

-----

Things hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but the results were tolerable. He stood alone in a dark room covered in magical formations. Well, perhaps saying alone was slightly incorrect. After all, there were still bodies all around him, covering the floor. They weren’t arranged in any particular pattern. That was unnecessary. As he looked at the corpses of humans and demons on the floor, he also felt that one of those sets was unnecessary, but they had died to make this work. A noble sacrifice.

The room was sealed shut. He couldn’t afford any interruptions, nor could he allow the energy here to escape out of the room. Today, he would perform a grand feat of magic. Well, perhaps it was more than magic. Regardless, he sat in the middle of the room, focusing on what he wanted. He wanted a weapon, and he had the perfect materials and environment to make it. He began to chant, at the same time extending his soul out to cover the room. He felt the others, and even thought they could almost be considered alive… if only for a short time. 

He continued to chant, his voice echoing throughout the chamber, heard only by his own ears. Soon, he had exhausted all of the mana in the room, but that was not a problem. He had something better for what he intended. All around him, glowing particles were being born, an excellent substitute for mana. No, instead of a substitute, they were exactly what he wanted. The chant worked, exactly as she promised. It was longer than could be spoken in one breath, but he knew a special method of breathing that allowed him to sustain a chant almost indefinitely. That was necessary for any longer ritual. However, the chant was half over, and he was less than half done. He needed to accelerate that process, and put more effort into producing those glowing particles, which then swirled around in front of him in a spiraling vortex.

 Now came the critical part. Tearing apart a soul was one thing, but it was quite another to take those pieces and create a solid form. It was much easier to add soul to soul, mixing like with like. Still, it was worth the effort. He needed a good weapon, one that would last and possess great power. More than that, it would be like a part of himself.

Sweat dripped down his forehead, though the moving air currents in the room didn’t allow it to flow directly with gravity. He couldn’t be bothered with something so mundane as wiping sweat, and he didn’t have the concentration to spare. Before him, something was finally taking shape. He built it up, layer by layer, but also let it take its natural shape. A beautiful sky blue crystal formed and continued to grow taller, soon topping his sitting form. Finally, he said the last word in the chant, at the very moment he intended.

Now, the room truly was empty. In it, there was only himself… and a crystal staff. He was drained of all energy, so much that he could barely even stand up. As he looked at the marvelous weapon in front of him, he smiled. It was worth it. He stretched out his hand to take it. With this, he could make the world right.

His hand gripped the staff, but it suddenly wrenched out of his grip, striking him. His body was trained and hard, so this was merely a bit unpleasant. What was more concerning was that it had happened at all. He could feel the connection to the staff. Linked to him, it shouldn’t have done anything of the sort. Then, it did it again. And again. He could have easily blocked it, if there had been anything in the room to do so… and if he were not so tired. 

He slowly backed toward the door. He would have to consult her on what went wrong. It was surely because he’d never done anything on this scale before. He’d think about it later, when things were more clear. He reached the door, preparing to unseal it. However, it didn’t open. Did he misremember the chant? Was he too weak to do anything? He couldn’t tell… and had no time to think about that, as he was stuck once again by the staff. 

He reached out to grab it, trying to wrestle it into submission… but his body was as tired as his soul after the ritual. He couldn’t keep his grip. More than that, it was as if the staff became slick as soap as soon as he got a good grip, though it hadn’t been that way when he first grabbed it. He wouldn’t be able to deal with this trouble alone… but he didn’t trust anyone enough to have had them present. If only he could open the door… Then, his outstretched arm was broken. Soon after that, a blow to his skull knocked him unconscious… never to wake until the next cycle.
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                William spent the next several days in a fevered state. Sometimes he dreamed, but as all dreams they were only half-remembered at best. Even if he remembered them, they were strange and nonsensical. He didn’t noticeably improve, nor did he get worse. He couldn’t think clearly, but after a week his mind started to recover to a level where he wasn’t exhausted and could form whole ideas. He still felt sick, and he couldn’t help but thinking about that, as unpleasant as it was. How had he gotten sick? His parents and little brother hadn’t gotten it, so it shouldn’t have been from food, or anything contagious. He was recovering with just good food, and no real medicine… so that should rule out a number of other things. He wasn’t a medical doctor, so there wasn’t much more he could really say.

As he lay there, his thoughts wandered to his work on the farm. There was some manual labor, and among that he counted using magic to help till soil, among other things. That was something that his parents had done for dozens of years, and shouldn’t have been a problem. However, there was something he had been doing that was new. His cooler was something new. He’d been spending a lot of time working on setting up the larger version, and making it work just right. 

Had some of the materials been radioactive? That shouldn’t be the case, both because William was fairly certain he would have been able to tell… and that he was recovering fairly quickly. If there was radiation involved, he would have gotten worse instead of better, especially over a short period of time. Was there some fault in his design to cause him to be sick? There shouldn’t have been anything acting on him in that design, except perhaps a slight decrease in temperature. Then, William remembered the yogurt. That was what had bothered him. Of course. He finally made the connection.

Yogurt contained bacteria in it that were responsible for it being yogurt, and not some other dairy product. Rejecting bacteria was just fine for most foods, and would keep them from going bad for a long time. William had even modified his system to keep the same level of moisture in the foods. However, he hadn’t considered one thing… humans had bacteria living inside them, most of which were beneficial. Well, he wasn’t a human any longer, but he had no reason to believe the same wasn’t true of gevai. He couldn’t recall exactly, but he knew that there were at least as many bacteria as there were human cells, though they were much smaller. Regardless, without them, the body would not function well… or perhaps not at all.

William considered that he must not have completely run out of bacteria in his body, but only gotten to a reduced amount. Otherwise, he probably wouldn’t have recovered. Well, he wasn’t healthy yet, but he was recovering. Hopefully there wouldn’t be any long term effects. In the meantime… he needed to think of a way to keep this from happening to anyone who spent a long time working inside the magical formation. Certainly, going in every few days to place or retrieve food wouldn’t likely be a problem, but he didn’t like the idea of something potentially dangerous being part of the design.

-----

After he thought about it, it wasn’t too hard to add a detector that didn’t apply the effects of rejecting the bacteria to animals. It still took a month of effort, but it would be easier to replicate after he had it designed. In Eclea, they had a giant barrier that detected demons, and it really was very simple to make something less specific than that. This meant that rats wouldn’t have bacteria removed from them, but a rat in the storage room would be much more trouble anyway. Besides, any bacteria or such things it left behind would be expunged after they were no longer on or part of the rat. 

The end result was that William’s final formation was a bit more expensive than predicted. That was how things worked, in the end. Perhaps his parents knew that lesson as well, because there were no real complaints from them. However, though it was more expensive, what William failed to predict was how much people wanted fresh food in off seasons. About twice as much was made as he thought, which meant the project was still profitable, even in the first year. The next year might be lower, since it wasn’t new, or higher… since people might be looking for the possibility. 

-----

Stefan could describe most of the parts for the formation, and give a general reason of why they were there, but asking him to build one would be too far. Still, William felt that was more than adequate progress. He still had a handful of years before he really needed to know everything, and he was sufficiently dedicated to the task. William did have to slow down the teaching some, not because he couldn’t keep up, but because Stefan needed more time to himself.

William sometimes forgot that just because he didn’t need much leisure time, normal children did. That said, Stefan worked hard, just not quite as many hours as their parents. Working on the farm was also his schooling- though Stefan took some time to sit down for formal learning as well. Most of what he would need to know was practical knowledge, but knowing how to read and write was important. People might think of uneducated farmers as stupid, and they might really appear that way. However, educated farmers were just like others who were educated. People might still look down on them for being farmers, but they could be clever and take advantage of that thought. If Stefan couldn’t do math, or at least not quickly, it would be harder to get good prices when selling… especially bulk goods. He learned that, and while William knew Stefan would probably never learn higher level mathematics, he made sure to let him know that he could if he wanted to. Time thus passed on the farm, and a quarter dozen years went by.
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                William appreciated the feeling of a full rucksack. This one wasn’t exactly full, but it was weighed down by some heavier things which gave a similar feel. These were the pieces for what was probably the final formation William would be building for his parent’s farm. Perhaps they would want more if the farm expanded, but there was only so much fresh food they could sell off-season. After it left the farm, it still expired as normal, so it couldn’t really be traded to other cities, at least not any large ones. It would be possible to make a wagon that kept things fresh, much like a freezer van… but that would be a bit too public. Coming up with fresh food in the off season was a bit strange, but it was not on a particularly noteworthy scale. It would be hard to keep the secret if they tried to expand. That could cause various kinds of trouble. William wasn’t planning to keep it a secret forever, but when it was no longer a secret, he wanted to sell it. He could make a good profit installing them, and soon Stefan would be able to as well. He’d already discussed a price with his parents. The installation costs would be the largest factor in the price, or they could purchase the method itself if they were confident in being able to use it… but for a much higher price.

William looked down at Stefan, who had come with him to purchase all the materials. He was still a little kid, merely ten, but he was smart. He was basically qualified to put one of the formations together. That didn’t mean he was knowledgeable about magic formations in general, but he knew this one quite well. Actually, he would be the one to put this formation together, with William supervising. William expected some mistakes, but since Stefan was going to be responsible for them in the future he needed the practice. He would also be responsible for their maintenance, such as it was, over the next few years. They were profitable enough that William would be able to go to Ducson… though he’d have to earn some money of his own while there. Still, he would at least be covered for the first year. Beyond that, William would know whether there was anything worth learning there… or if he would have to find somewhere else. Anywhere else would be much further, but William wouldn’t have anything to learn from a mediocre institution if it came to that.

-----

There were people following William… though he’d known that the whole trip to the city. These weren’t spies, but rather farmer’s kids and people hired cheaply to keep an eye on him. William was pretty sure they would have seemed obvious in his first life, let alone in his fourth. No doubt they had kept track of all the materials he purchased, hoping to figure out his family’s secret for fresh produce in the off seasons without having to pay the price. In previous years they had followed his parents, who merely bought and sold things as usual. William wasn’t worried about them stealing his methods. After all, they wouldn’t know what he did with the materials. If they could figure it out from just the materials involved… then they already had enough proficiency in creating magical formations that they could have created something similar. Perhaps they might bring the information to a trained wizard and have them try to figure it out, but that would cost more than just buying the secret. As for them using means beyond not-so-sneakily observing him, William wasn’t worried. It wasn’t valuable enough to the farmers that they would risk breaking the law, unless this stalking counted, and everyone knew where it came from. 

As for others finding out and wanting it, William couldn’t think of many who would want it, let alone pay attention to farmers. However, if there was someone who really did, they would reasonably try to purchase the secret first. At some point, someone would give in and purchase at least an installation of some sort. Maybe they would be able to recreate it from there, but William doubted there were many trained wizards among the farmers. Besides, without knowing about bacteria, some of the parts of the magical formation would be baffling. He supposed someone who copied it badly could make it dangerous… that would be on their own head, but perhaps a warning would be necessary. 

When William reached the wagon where his parents waited, those following him quickly left. If he were actually planning to do anything covertly, now would be the time… but there was really no reason for him to do so. For all of the magic involved in this life… William was still a farmer… for now. While working on a farm had some interesting things for him to learn, he didn’t want to stay a farmer for his whole life. Now he had a chance to become a proper wizard, one who didn’t just study magic but actually practiced it. He supposed he could call himself that now… but he knew he could do better. If the academy had nothing to teach him… it at least might have some information he wanted. William knew of one source that definitely had knowledge he hadn’t learned yet. Lorelei… or whatever name she went by here. He supposed it had been a cover name, so it shouldn’t have been her real name. Still, with nothing else to think of her as, she was Lorelei. He honestly probably wouldn’t be able to easily stop using that name if they met again… when they met again, hopefully. Explaining his current situation would be a bit bothersome, since explaining it as another ‘regular’ reincarnation would be suspect. After all, he still remembered… many things, and the things he didn’t were slowly coming back. He was pretty sure this wasn’t like what Zhan Shengrui and the other reincarnators he had met experienced. Maybe it was, and he just wanted to feel special. William couldn’t really claim that he didn’t want to be special in some way, and though he felt he had achieved that in two lives, he still wanted more.

            

    
        Chapter 253

    
    
    
    
                The year William was sixteen, someone was finally willing to purchase an installation of a cooler. It was one of the larger nearby farms, owned by the Manser family. They had more money than most of the others, so they were more capable of the expense. After confirming the details of size and location, they settled on a price. It was somewhat lower than the freely advertised price, but the Rutten family was on good terms with the Manser family… and enough time had passed for them to get reasonable profits. Besides, the prices wouldn’t go down much if at all, because they also wanted to make extra profits on out-of-seasons goods, and such produce was popular enough that it rarely went unsold. Prices would drop more as more places eventually got coolers… or people came up with something like it. Cooling things down wasn’t new though, and if they merely reduced the temperature it would only be a bit better than something like a wine cellar. William’s version dealt with bacteria, and that was one of the other factors in food aging. There were also various chemical processes, but slowing those down was part of what the cold did.

William did most of the work for the new cooler back on his own family’s land. This wasn’t because he was hiding the construction process so much as that was where all of his tools were. That took about a week, since he’d gone through the process a number of times before. After that, it was rather quick to set up in the building that was prepared, though it still took a few hours of fiddling to make sure everything was lined up properly, and securing them in the proper position. While the alignment of some parts was fairly intuitive, accidents could easily happen and having things solidly placed was best.

After he was done, William reminded the Manser family of the precautions they should take. There were a small number of foods that wouldn’t be able to be stored there, and if it was broken they should get it repaired immediately. William didn’t imagine anyone would spend enough time inside to get sick even if that part failed, but the effects of bacteria on the food wouldn’t be visible right away, until it was too late. He recommended that they check each part of the formation monthly, with full knowledge they probably wouldn’t check even yearly unless something went wrong. That was just how most people did things. On the other hand, the materials that went into the formation were mostly metals, and nothing was fragile. Accidental damage was unlikely, and such an accident would be obvious, such as dropping something heavy.

-----

William woke up in the night to a faint scratching noise. It wasn’t faint because it was quiet, but because it was distant. The sound repeated, from over in the direction of the barn. William heard the cries of some of the animals, obviously upset. He took his staff, and rushed out into the dark night, his parents not far behind him with bows. It wasn’t dark long, as he created an orb of light and sent it floating toward the barn to reveal what was happening. The shadows rolled away, piece by piece revealing a large form, and giant marks on the barn. The revealed problem was a dire bear, half a tall as the barn when on all fours.

At the appearance of light, the bear turned from its task of trying to claw its way through the barn walls, and toward William and his parents. They had needed to protect their animals from some things before, but everything had been much smaller. Even William had only ever seen one creature bigger, and that was the dragon he hadn’t actually fought. His parents obviously had no plans to abandon these animals that were a large part of their livelihood, and drew back the bows they had brought with them, firing the arrows directly at the large bear. This provoked it into charging in their direction… which wasn’t ideal, but at least it wasn’t clawing at the barn.

William’s parents moved away to either side, and William wished he’d learned to use a bow. Not that he didn’t grasp the basics, but he could hardly consider himself trained. As the dire bear charged toward him, he ran toward it as well. However, when it was a few meters away, he leapt into the air, sailing over it. It was committed enough to the charge that it couldn’t react, and he landed behind it, while it only managed to stop at about the place William jumped from. William had briefly considered doing a flip as he went over, but not seriously. There would be no benefit besides possible fun, which would be completely ruined if the movement threw of his equilibrium and got himself killed. As it was, he still had to turn around and face a giant bear.

More arrows hit the bear in the sides, but as far as William could tell they barely penetrated into the skin. He couldn’t even seen any blood flowing down, but the arrows stuck. That was somewhat disheartening, since he knew the penetrating power of his parent’s bows. Gevai had strong bodies… especially if they worked on training them. Farm labor helped with that as well, though the muscles weren’t specialized for bows. William shook his head and prepared himself, as the dire bear agiley turned around, and now it wasn’t far from him. Perhaps he could turn and run, but then it might decide that his parents were a better target, and he couldn’t guarantee that he could run faster than it. Though it hadn’t looked particularly fast, it had crossed dozens of meters in only a few seconds, with it only seeming slower because of its relative size compared to the distance it crossed. Now it displayed another kind of speed, as it swiped a paw at William. William only barely managed to lean and block with his staff, but he was still sent tumbling end over end, landing in a heap.
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                William shook off the dizziness that came from being flung away as he got to his feet. He obviously hadn’t had enough real fights lately, and he got sloppy. He should have been able to completely avoid the dire bear’s swipe, but instead he almost got his staff broken, and it would have been if he hadn’t been able to muster his meager ki to strengthen it. That wasn’t something he’d ever had to deal with when he had Chris.

Another point was he had treated it as if he had to fight the dire bear from up close. Perhaps that would have been fine, if he was in top form… and preferably if he could also use ki as well as the peak of his former life. Now, his ki was not particularly impressive… but he did have something else. Though magic had become part of his everyday life, it was so much so that he almost forgot it could be used in combat. No, he had forgotten, and just now remembered clearly. It had only been a handful of seconds, but it could have cost him his life.

Now, he began chanting. He didn’t bother thinking up a chant that would make sense in gevai, but just used one from Ostana. “Oh, Astrapamancy, heed my call. Destroy my enemies with the power of lightning!” While William knew that specific chants were ultimately useless… they still were convenient for focusing the mind. As he chanted, he knew he was chanting about lightning, and that was also the thing that he was preparing to make. He felt and saw the mana around him gathering, flowing through him, and through the staff in his hands. Of course, the dire bear didn’t wait for him to finish his spell before rushing toward him once again. William hadn’t actually finished the entire chant when he dodged to the side… but he had gathered all the mana he intended to. Other wizards would have still said the last few words, since they believed they needed to, and thus did need to… but he just released the spell. 

He’d dodged to the left, which unfortunately put him to the bear’s right, making his intended target of the heart not optimal. Still, it didn’t hurt to aim for it… it would just have to go through more flesh and probably a lung first. In his second life, he’d come up with a technique to pierce lightning through things it really didn’t want to go through. The natural inclination of electricity was to seek the path of least resistance, which was usually the ground directly below. Thus, wizards guided the lightning by making their own path of least resistance, whether they did it intentionally or not. Making a straight line that went through- or attempted to go through- a particular space was rather simple. However, targeting a particular part of a moving creature was not so simple. William’s lightning had an intended line that went from the tip of his staff, through the bear’s chest, and then finally out the other side. However, before that, William wanted it to strike the heart, and to do that he had to guide the electricity inside it… which meant he had to create the path as the lightning made it inside. Living creatures resisted controlled mana inside of them, otherwise he could have just burned the bear’s lungs from the inside out, or more directly targeted the heart with his lightning. In an instant, William’s lightning struck, and he had the idea that mana would flow along with the lightning, guiding it to a particular spot.

Now, William realized why Chris complained about it being hard to do. Given how difficult it was for Chris to use magic on his own anyway, doing that and then the complicated details William had wanted was actually very impressive. The point being, William lost control almost immediately upon the lightning striking the fur and flesh of the dire bear. The lightning still scorched it, but there was a lot of dire bear to go around. It didn’t continue through it, either to the heart or out the other side, because of the distance to the rest of the ‘trail’ and the resistance to the flow of electricity the bear’s flesh had. All flesh did, to some extent, but the dire bear’s was more so. William started chanting again, and repeated much the same thing. The feeling was slightly better this time, and he actually saw some blood flowing, though most of the wound was cauterized. William still had to dodge the dire bear as it came for him, but he was getting used to it, and it didn’t possess very complicated tactics. Charge, and swipe or slap or bite or some of all of those things. The third time, William tried going for an eye. Either by intent or coincidence, it blinked as he did so. This left it with a terribly burnt eyelid… and a mostly fine eye. On a normal bear, its whole head would have been fried… but such large specimens were not only larger, but a special kind of tough.

William’s parents hadn’t been idle. They were busy firing their bows, and were filling the bear’s sides with arrows. They hit other places too, but the bear seemed to be mostly side. Well, there was a lot of top but they were shooting directly toward it so the arrows never hit there, but that didn’t really matter anyway. The point is, it was turning into a very big pincushion… but it was only just starting to slow down.

A fourth time… William dodged left. He’d been thinking about how he could do what he wanted to do better. He’d probably improved over the few times, but not enough to succeed this time. He’d have to practice this kind of thing when he wasn’t in danger of dying, at least enough to get the basics down better. Regardless, William thought of something that could make his job a bit easier. Electricity liked to flow to metal… and there were plenty of metal arrowheads around. The flow of electricity was fast enough that William didn’t really get to see the results of his spell, but he could tell it worked, at least somewhat. He had first targeted one arrow, and used that as an entry point. He could stop the electricity from flowing back along its path, so his next step was to try to direct it toward the heart. He felt that it had gone that way for a moment, before snapping toward the nearest arrowhead. There, William had set up another path for it to follow- back into the dire bear. Now, there were two scorch marks, and definitely some scorched insides. Unfortunately, William hadn’t been to concentrate on more to the magic at the same time, and thus it ended there. Still, he felt there had been some progress. In fact, instead of trying to hit the heart, he felt that scorching up its insides was perfectly fine. If he did it right… a fifth lightning bolt should be good enough.
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                The dire bear was seriously injured, but William didn’t doubt it could still kill him if he was careless. William hadn’t tested how easily his bones broke in this body, but he decided it was better to not have to find out. Besides, he could easily die without breaking a bone, if he let himself get slashed. Upon thinking about it, he noticed a few slashes here and there, and realized his dodges hadn’t been quite as perfect as he thought.

Still, the bear was looking much worse. There was blood matting its sides, turning its brown fur black in the darkness. William had long since lost concentration on his light spell, but fortunately the moon and stars lit things well enough for him to see. Scorch marks were dotting much of the rest of the dire bear, where it wasn’t bleeding. Even so, a large part of that damage was only on the surface, and while that could kill something with enough of it, striking critical organs was more important. For that, he needed more power.

William started chanting, once again. This time, it would be a protracted chant instead of firing it off at the first good opportunity. That was risky, because if he lost concentration, he could suffer magical backlash. On the other hand, he needed to take the extra time to gather more mana, so that this spell could be more powerful… and hopefully the final one. Chanting and dodging around was really starting to take the breath out of William.

There was another reason he couldn’t afford to have the battle drag on much longer. His parents would be running out of arrows, since they would normally have no reason to have a quiver of more than about twenty arrows. Though they weren’t doing any critical damage with their shots, they were weakening and distracting the bear, and William wanted as much of that as he could get. 

Though William wasn’t an expert on bear expressions, he felt that its current one was something like annoyed. It hadn’t been able to get to the tasty food in the barn, and it hadn’t been able to kill these people attacking it. William thought it might have chosen to retreat, but it didn’t realize how injured it was. Perhaps it couldn’t understand being injured by those smaller than it. Then, it did something completely normal… and totally unexpected.

Still some distance away from William, it stood up on its hind paws, threw back its head, and roared. The sound was deafening where William was, and he staggered back. Even so, it didn’t cause any real damage to him, and even his ears would be fine. It was the other more unexpected effect that he hadn’t anticipated. All around, the mana in the air became agitated, trembling violently. Even the mana around William, already under his control, fluctuated uncomfortably. He was already controlling more than he was comfortable with, and he felt his control slipping. However, he couldn’t afford to lose his spell now, nor could he afford to suffer magical backlash. He found himself yelling in response, and mentally tightened his grip on the mana already under his control. In addition, he wrested control of mana between himself and the dire bear. All of this happened in an instant, and at the same time William pointed his staff toward the dire bear and released his spell. 

William’s hearing was somewhat numbed, but he still heard the thunder caused by his lightning bolt. Normally, the thunder was very faint, since any electricity under his control was rather limited, and hardly comparable to a true lightning bolt. However this time his spell actually displaced enough air for there to be a sonic boom it left in its trail. As for the actual lightning bolt, it struck dead center on the bear’s chest. That was actually off target, since he wanted to hit the heart, but at least William didn’t manage to miss such a gigantic creature. Besides, it didn’t appear to matter as the bear toppled forward, with blood pooling underneath it.

William held his staff out cautiously as he caught his breath, waiting to see if the dire bear would move again. Instead, the reflective pool of blood only grew larger, though its final expanse was limited by the blood soaking into the ground. As the pool continued to expand, William’s father Barend approached him. “Are you alright, Josef?”

He took a deep breath and then nodded. “Yeah, I’m alright. I wasn’t expecting anything like that to show up here.”

Barend nodded. “Indeed. This is close enough to the city that it probably shouldn’t have been able to get here unnoticed. We should send word in case this isn’t an isolated incident.”

-----

Despite growing up on a farm where they raised animals, William didn’t eat meat that often. After all, most of the animals weren’t raised for their meat, and those that were didn’t get eaten by them, but sold. They still ate fowl on occasion, since those grew more rapidly and were cheaper, and there occasionally hunted things nearby, but even so meat wasn’t something they ate every day. That is, not until the last few weeks. Right now, they had bear meat. Lots of bear meat. Far, far too much bear meat. It was rather tough and stringy… but beyond that the taste wasn’t bad, and William thought that it probably had a lot of protein.

This was after they carted as much as they could into the city, and were still doing so every week. The remains of the bear took up about half of one of the cooler buildings, and William was glad they had that, or it would have mostly rotted in the field. Well, perhaps they could have managed to hire some exceptionally powerful animals to drag the corpse into the city, but it was better this way. Dire bear meat wasn’t all that popular, and with thousands of kilograms of it, it didn’t sell that quickly even in a city of many people. Still, it sold some, and over the course of the entire creature, it was worth quite a bit of money.

Though he wasn’t much for the taste, William was glad for the meat, since he had stepped up his physical training, and his combat training in general. That was especially true in terms of magic, which he hadn’t wielded in combat much himself, at least not directly. Sure, he might not run up against a dire bear again, but there were other dangerous things in this world… or in this country. William hadn’t really thought about it much, but there had been some powerful followers of the Demon King, and even if he was destroyed some of them would still be around. He wasn’t sure if they had continued to follow in his unpleasant style of “ruling”, but there were mixed statements about them which didn’t fill William with confidence. Not that he planned to go against them, at least not at this point, but being stronger himself wouldn’t be bad.
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                William found that his magical ability varied wildly. Most of the time, it was as normal. Around what he thought average power would be. Not amazing, but not weak. Then there were various circumstances where it was more significant. Sometimes it was only a slight increase, and sometimes it was like when he fought the dire bear, and his final spell. It couldn’t be explained just by better concentration either. Even when he reached the limit of his concentration, he still definitely felt that he had the normal amount of control. Sometimes though, he got additional power and control. He wasn’t sure he could explain it in words… or if he wanted to. Still, William took the time to get in some practice with combat magic, and he thought he could combat the dire bear much better if he had to face one again. He would prefer not to, because it could still turn out worse than before if he made a mistake. Besides, he’d grown sick of eating bear meat, even if he hadn’t had any recently.

His physical training slowed down, but that was expected as he reached the end of puberty. Though it hadn’t particularly become slow, William felt it could be faster. The only problem was he was used methods he had made up and what he had seen knights use. That didn’t make them especially suited to gevai, or more importantly he felt he was missing something.

As for ki, he just shook his head. He wasn’t going to be able to make any progress there, at least not soon… or without some kind of help. He wasn’t sure who he would be able to ask about that. While Liaoyang was overflowing with people who practiced ki cultivation, gevai territory was not. At least, Caister didn’t have much of anyone who cultivated ki. William had sensed a few people with traces, but nothing impressive. He felt they had to either be just starting, or more likely dabbled in ki cultivation and decided it wasn’t worth the effort. 

-----

William and Barend were in Caister, as usual for the end of the month. They would always come to buy some supplies they didn’t produce on their farm, even if they didn’t have anything to sell. Since William had created his refrigerator, they did have something to sell every time, even if it wasn’t always much. Anselma and Stefan were back on the farm, as there was always work to do there. Sending two people into town made it more efficient, and the trip less boring.

Today, there was an unusual ruckus on the street. While the market district was always lively, right now it was especially so. In fact, the difference seemed to come from one direction, and William and his father turned to look, and listen. Soon they heard cries which made clear what was going on. “Make way! Make way! A lord is coming!”

That explained it quite clearly. People would certainly be excited about that. William wasn’t sure if a lord had gone through Caister in his entire life. At least, he couldn’t recall it happening. There really weren’t that many of them, and they mostly stayed in their castles from what he had heard. That made William wonder what was going on at the Demon King’s castle. Hopefully nothing, since he’d destroyed him, but he couldn’t help but worry about it. Besides, he didn’t think the demon lords would give up the power that the Demon King had held so easily, so everyone would be expecting his return. After all, he had before, and it was still well within the time he could return. He wouldn’t though. William had destroyed him. Hopefully.

The shouts grew closer, and the crowds started moving off to the side of the street and in the paths between market stalls. William could see the demon lord’s retinue, as the crowd opened up. There were a few dozen riders on several kinds of vicious beasts, giant lizards and dire wolves included. William thought that horses or something similar would probably be better mounts, but he supposed those weren’t as impressive. There was a massive carriage, presumably carrying the demon lord himself, pulled by a dire bear. That was impressive, but William internally noted that the one he’d fought was bigger. This one seemed to be a juvenile of some sort, which just meant it was only as tall as a horse… and took up much more space.

William was near the front of the crowd so he had a good view of everything that was happening. He saw that after the carriage and the half-dozen trailing guards passed people quickly went back into the street, either to carry about their normal business or to gawk from a different view. He supposed the carriage was impressive and all, but its ornamentation wasn’t that skilled, and all it really had going for it was that it was big, taking up most of the street. If size were the only measure of impressiveness, William had seen semi trucks, which were much more impressive though usually less luxurious. Not that he could see the inside of the carriage, so it could have been desolate… and he’d heard of movie stars with very fancy trailers that could attach to a semi.

As William was thinking about trucks, much of the crowd was jostling around to keep out of the street or to get a good view of what was going on. As the mounts were about to go by, one person tripped, falling into another, and pushing a young girl a couple steps out into the street. William thought nothing of it, as she immediately returned to her position. However, one of the guards rode over to where she was, pulling out a hammer, almost casually. He swung down, and there was a loud crunch. All William saw was a number of the people in the area being knocked down, and he didn’t know how to react. Within a few moments, the guard had ridden off, and the carriage was passing. William leaned to get a closer look at what had happened. He hadn’t really been able to react, even if he’d thought to, with the crowds around him. He saw the figure of the girl standing there, shocked… and looking down at her feet. There, William’s father lay bleeding with a crushed chest.
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                William rushed to get to his father as fast as he could, without pushing anyone into the street and causing another incident. Though it wasn’t far, he only managed to get there after the carriage and guards finished passing, and people spread out again. Some people were crowded around Barend, but William pushed his way through. “Father!” He knelt down by him, unsure what to do. He heard ragged breathing, and there was blood everywhere it seemed. Perhaps if the hammer strike had truly been aimed for him, he would already be dead… but William imagined it had been aimed at the head of the young girl. Barend certainly hadn’t gotten in the way on accident. No, knowing his father, he’d taken the blow on purpose. Perhaps he had been counting on his strong body to keep him safe, but it obviously hadn’t been enough. William swore.

Okay, what did he need to do? What was the biggest problem here? The blood… that might not have been it, but it was the first thing he thought to deal with. He continued swearing, and with all the languages under his belt, he knew quite a few such words. Even so, he gathered mana. He couldn’t think of any words for a chant, and he couldn’t be bothered to hide what he was doing from those around, if they even really understood. Blood. Blood was a liquid much like water. More viscous, but not too hard to make flow as he wanted. The blood moved as he willed it, though it didn’t take well to flowing back into a body. William ended up only gathering some of the blood that was around on the chest of his father, and left most of what had pooled on the ground. He also stopped blood from flowing back out. He still needed to do more, but he also had to stop the blood from flowing. Instead of thinking about it, William just did it. He held the magic that was keeping the blood mostly in his father, and started more magic.

William didn’t really feel now was the time for subtlety. Ribs were just like earth… like rocks. Calcium, and all that. Those had to be in the right place. So, he made them. With some more cracking and popping sounds, his father’s ribcage and sternum once again resembled what they should. At least, close enough with what William could see through the blood. Everything was still broken and bleeding, it was just set, and the flow controlled. Broken bones… those would be fine. Probably. The bleeding had to be sealed. Magic wasn’t much for mending tissue, at least not quickly… but something had to be done. Maybe he could make the flesh stitch itself together? That might cause problems with healing, but he could imagine the blood vessels turning into little filaments and intertwining where they were separated. Could he do it with magic? There was only one way to find out.

William wasn’t sure how long it had been. If felt like hours, but had probably been a few minutes at most. He was finished with the insides, and only a small amount of blood was oozing out of his father’s chest. That meant he’d done what he wanted… or he’d accidentally blocked the flow of blood. A few moments more, and he did the same thing to skin on the surface. Watching the process was disgusting, as he clearly saw some skin that was supposed to be on the inside appear on the outside, but as it knitted together, it just became on mess of something terrible. Still, it looked firm enough. William breathed a sigh of relief and looked down into his father’s eyes.

Those eyes were empty. Dead. He found a few new curses he had forgotten. Sure, he’d seen people die before, but many times that had been in a real battle. He’d had time to prepare for it… and in a couple of those cases he had died shortly afterwards. Such had been the case with Lila. In addition, he’d not had to see any of his new parents die. In his previous life, his mother had already been dead and he hadn’t cared about his father, but as the Archmage William, his parents had been alive and well when he died. “This can’t happen.”

One of those nearby carefully rested a hand on his head. William glanced up and saw a kindly old man. “He’s gone son. Even magic can’t save him now.”

He knew the word ‘son’ wasn’t used on purpose, but he couldn’t help but snap. “Shut up! Don’t tell me what magic can do! I know how magic works!”

The old man reeled back. “Listen, just…”

“Shut up! Shut up! SHUT UP!” William’s voice boomed. “I have magic! I CAN DO WHATEVER I WANT!” Electricity crackled around William’s hand, and the man continued to back up slowly. However, William was no longer paying attention to him. He took his hand, and directed the electricity into his father’s heart. He spasmed… then nothing. William swore, and did it again. And again. Even so, his father didn’t wake.

William wasn’t sure exactly what it took to restart a heart, but he knew it should have worked. Any more, and he would fry the heart like a chicken. Well, it would be a human heart but… William chanted again. Gevai weren’t human. Their bodies were stronger… and maybe took more to get going. Besides, what was he going to do- kill him? Once more he touched his father’s chest, and directed electricity in. He wasn’t sure where it should go to restart the heart, but he sent it anywhere and everywhere, eliciting some kind of response. In return, he got a faceful of blood… and then a few more of spit and blood as his father continued coughing. William smiled, and muttered to himself, “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.” Then, he passed out onto the hard stones behind him.
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                He took his staff in hand, and made sure to smooth his robe. While looking presentable wouldn’t help him in the war, it was absolutely necessary while he was going to war. It was only befitting of his position. As soon as the mirror showed him as presentable as he could be, if a bit older than he liked, he started out to take care of a few tasks that needed dealing with before he headed out. However, just as he reached his door, his assistant showed up. That was never a good sign.

“...did you hear me, sir?” His assistant waited patiently for the response.

He thought for a moment. He hadn’t really been paying attention, but he would still be able to recall what was said. As he did, his face fell. “You said… my father?”

“That’s right sir. This might be your last chance.”

It looked like a few minor tasks were going to remain undone for the foreseeable future. He wouldn’t have it said that he didn’t know how to prioritize what was important.

-----

When he arrived, his father smiled as only his father could in such a situation. “Good to see you son. Looking good,” his father said sweeping his eyes over his form, “There’s just one thing keeping you from being a dapper young man, loved by all the ladies.” His father leaned forward in the bed, only slightly, and fake-whispered, “You’ve got a grey hair. Just there.” At that, he formed his hands into a sort of curved bridge, and mimicked the top of a sphere.

He laughed, but it was hard to do so. Yes, he was old, but his father was much older. His father was dying, and while he had saved a number of people from death with his magic, he couldn’t do anything here. “Well, I know at least one charming lady who rather likes my hair. That’s more than enough.” There wasn’t much else to say. Everything had already been said.

His father smiled again. “Well, I know you have important things to do. I just wanted to see you before you went. Now… it’s time for a nap.” His father lay back into his pillow and closed his eyes.

He sighed. It was just like his father, to treat death like a nap. Though this had been coming for some time, it still hurt when it happened. If there was something he could have done, he would have, but that was beyond his capabilities, which probably meant it was beyond magic, or at least any magic he could imagine. He stood up and took his staff from where it leaned, stepping out the door. His assistant was waiting there with the carriage. “Well then. There is a war to get to, and it wouldn’t do for me to be late.” As he rode off, he couldn’t stop thinking of his father, even though the war was more important.

-----

“Father!” William exclaimed as he woke up. He shook his head. That person wasn’t his father. It was just a dream. But… then he remembered. He looked around. He was in a small room, lying on a bed. It didn’t look like something a proper hospital or such would have, but rather just a small bedroom. In fact, small was the best definition, because the bed seemed a bit too short for him. He got up. He merely felt a bit tired, but was otherwise fine. His father though… he hadn’t been in a good state. William would have liked to say he was sure he was alive after what he’d done… but that wasn’t the case. 

As he stepped out the door, he saw the young girl his father had saved. William nodded to himself. That made sense. At the sound of the door opening, she turned toward him. “Ah, mister, you’re awake!” Mister! Really, at his age… his apparent age.

He smiled, though he wasn’t sure if he could be happy just yet. “That’s right. How is…” He couldn’t find the words, even though they were quite simple. Fortunately, he was rescued by one of the other few doors that led to this small main section of the house opening up. 

A woman stepped out- presumably the girl’s mother, or maybe a big sister. “Oh, you’re awake! We weren’t sure when… we only just got you here.” She looked around nervously. “Ah, your father is in here.” She motioned for him to come.

He walked in, to see a man who was presumably the father of the young girl, and what William would bet was his room, and his bed. In it, William’s father lay. He was pale, to the point his skin was almost pinkish instead of red… but he was breathing. William could tell, because it was noisy and raspy and sounded profoundly uncomfortable… but it was happening. Upon looking, he had bandages wrapped around his chest, but the fact that no blood had soaked through them was a sign that at least some of what William did worked. He couldn’t see the wounds now, but he imagined there would be a nasty scar the way he tried to repair it. The man spoke quietly after William had some time to take everything in. “Your father is a brave man… and lucky that his son is a healer. Thank both of you so much for saving my daughter.” The man’s eyes teared up at that.

At this point, William wasn’t feeling emotional anymore. Maybe it was because he was exhausted, but he ended up in more of a cynical mood. He wasn’t really a healer, but he doubted saying that would be believed. “Well, he’s the one who saved her. I just helped my father. Still, I’m glad your daughter is alright.” Of course, the biggest reason for that was the soldier didn’t really care what happened. Someone got in the way, someone got hit with a hammer. He couldn’t be bothered to do more than that. “Would you mind if my father stayed here, at least overnight?” William knew that they would be more than willing- unless they were the least grateful people possible, but it was polite to ask.

“Of course! Of course. If there’s anything else we can do to thank you…”

William shook his head. “That’s all for now, though he might think of something later.” William grinned, “Though, I imagine he might say something akin to ‘remember to buy goods from Rutten Farm!’ If you’ll excuse me though, I need to go out for a bit.” William planned to buy a healing potion. Though most of them were useless junk, albeit probably better than placebos, some of them were good for the situation his father was in. He needed to replenish his blood, and certain liquid concoctions were good for providing the proper nutrients for that… and easy to digest.
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                Though it was now after the time most places closed, an apothecary that sold healing potions would be open. Even if by “open” it really just meant “willing to come downstairs to make a slightly more expensive sale”. William didn’t mind that. Raised prices at night was reasonable, to a point. William knocked on one door, then waited until it was opened. A man who was probably older was the one who came, but William couldn’t tell. He looked to be in the prime of his life, which could have made him any age. Still, his bearing said he wasn’t at the beginning of life… and his mannerisms as well. “Yes, yes, come in. I imagine its an emergency or something.”

“Well, I might need a healing potion, or some other concoction.”

“Stop there.” The man held up his hand. “I know you wouldn’t come here without needing something. You don’t need to pretend you don’t need it.” He pulled out a board, with prices listed on it. The top read “off hours prices”. “So, tell me what you want, and I’ll get it for you, or tell me the problem, and I’ll tell you what you want.” That was rather direct, but William appreciated not having to ask for something specific and finding out that it was five or ten times what it should normally be.

As William looked over the prices, he casually compared them to the normally hanging sign. That one was rather permanent, so he knew those were the true prices. Now, everything was twice as expensive, sometimes a bit more or a bit less. Not great, but not criminal. The man looked like he wanted to go back to bed, so William quickly said what he needed. “One skin mending ointment, and one blood replenishing tonic.” The man went to a barred cabinet, key in hand, and looked over the various bottles inside, quickly pulling out two. “Did you hear about the lord who came through earlier today? It was an impressive retinue. His name was… hmm, what was it again?”

“Lord Lorcan Harridan,” the man said as he set the bottles in front of William and held out his hand. “It certainly was… impressive.”

William took a quick look at each bottle before putting the expected coins in the man’s palm. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome… but next time tell whoever it is to get injured during normal hours!”

William studied his purchases more carefully once he got outside. They looked good enough, but he couldn’t guarantee the quality. The herbs here were different, and the recipes would be as well, so even if he exactly remembered what they would have looked like, these wouldn’t be the same. He wouldn’t put it past someone to sell inferior goods at a markup at night, but that particular shop owner seemed straightforward enough. William thought he might have even picked out slightly better specimens from that cabinet.

As he continued on his way back, he couldn’t help but muse about the shop owner… briefly his honesty, but mostly in terms of what he meant for gevai in general. He was probably older, but he didn’t look it. Meanwhile, William remembered a rather discouraging old man when his father… during the incident. William thought hard, but he could only think of one or two other old people in the entire city. William’s parents were around sixty years old, but they still looked to be in their prime. He knew there were older people- at least a hundred, and probably many older than that. They didn’t seem to keep careful track most of the time, though if asked they could produce a number. Still, though, they could get old. William knew it wasn’t actually a matter of age, but of something else. Unfortunately, whatever that something else was, it wasn’t spoken. When he asked, all he got from his parents was “Well… it was just their time.”

Maybe people didn’t know… but they must have some idea. Then again, maybe people as a whole didn’t care. William knew someone who would care about that, but he didn’t know where she was. That was why he wanted to get to the academy in Duscon as soon as possible. They would know her… or at least know of people who knew her. Maybe she had fallen prey to whatever it was made gevai old, or killed. William had thought about that before, but every time he dismissed it as unlikely. This time… William shook his head. There was no point thinking about it when he couldn’t even find out whether he was right or not, even if he actually could settle on some kind of conclusion. Well, he had, but “Lorelei is surely still alive” was the result he wanted, so he could easily believe he was biased in that direction instead of fair in his logic.

-----

Now was the best time to administer the ointment, even if it meant waking his father. William carefully undid the bandages, finding that the inner ones were indeed a bit bloody… but not too bloody. William carefully washed the wound with a wet cloth, careful not to break any scabs, but getting as much of the ointment on actual skin would have the best effects. The wound directly to the sternum didn’t look too bad. It had a terrifying purple, black, and yellow bruise, and William thought that it might be cracked, but it wasn’t broken. Instead, some of the ribs around had given in, and with them breaking some had pierced skin. That was where most of the scabs were, though the bones were now in the right place. There was one bigger spot that was much worse. It would have a nasty scar… not from the wound itself, but the way William had fixed it. It had been so torn up William hadn’t known what to do besides have all the skin stitch together, weaving over and under itself in a criss-cross pattern. Skin was not supposed to weave, but it did. It didn’t help that some of it was burnt from the electricity. It would probably not heal well, but at least it wasn’t leaking blood everywhere. As William finished applying the ointment, he heard a slight cough. “Jo...sef...” William smiled lightly and looked down at his father.
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                “Jo...sef…”

“It’s okay father. You’re hurt. Try not to talk much.”

His father nodded slightly, and grimaced. 

“Do you think you can drink? I have a tonic here that should help.”

Another nod, this one more careful. As William tilted the bottle to pour carefully into Barend’s mouth, he could see the pain that swallowing caused, but his father was clearly trying not to show it. 

“You should rest now. In the morning, we can talk, if you feel up to it.”

-----

In the morning, William’s father… woke up. William hadn’t been sure that was going to happen. He’d been dozing in a chair by the bed, but even if his father’s heart had stopped and he immediately woke up, he didn’t think trying to start it again would have much in the way of results. He would have been dead, and William would have been able to do nothing.

“Don’t look… so sad. I’m alive… aren’t I?”

William sighed. “It hurts, doesn’t it?”

Barend nodded. “Almost as bad… as the bull pox. Or muscle aches after harvest.”

William couldn’t help but laugh, as little as he felt mirthful. Still, joking was good… and his father had managed to swallow an entire bowlful of gruel. “Almost, huh.”

“We should… get back to the farm. I’m sure your mother’s worried.”

“I can go back, but you stay here and rest. You need-”

“No. I’m going back to my own bed.” He coughed slightly. “You can either bring me back home in the cart, or I’m walking back alone.”

William doubted his father could walk, but he got the point. He would be stubborn, and William couldn’t keep him in bed and go back to the farm. So, he would put him in the cart, but at the first sign of trouble they would be stopping. With one final goodbye to the young girl and her family, they set off back toward the farm.

-----

By the fact that his father complained about every bump in the road, William knew that he was better than he looked. That wasn’t necessarily saying much, because he looked terrible, but at least he was awake, and talking. Then he wasn’t either of those things. William carefully checked that he had a pulse, then sighed internally. He was exhausted enough that he managed to fall asleep on a bumpy, painful cart ride.

-----

As the cart approached the farm, Anselma and Stefan came running. William smiled and waved tiredly. Then, there was a flurry of worried questions, and hugs for William… and a careful pat on his father’s arm. At this point, William was completely over all of the excitement. His father was alive… and would probably recover. That was good.

“A lord did this?” Anselma looked down and Barend, worriedly.

“A demon lord’s soldier, yes. There didn’t seem to be any particular investment in the action, it was just casual cruelty.” William shrugged. “They mean to cause fear, or perhaps they were just bored. Regardless, they didn’t even glance back.”

Stefan looked the most upset out of everyone. “They can… they can just do that?”

William nodded. “Nobody can stop them. Or at least, nobody is willing to.” He sighed, thinking about Ostana. He’d thought their nobles were bad, but they weren’t quite this bad. At least there was some holding them to the laws of the land. Here, though, there was no higher authority to say what they could and couldn’t do. There was only the Demon King, and he didn’t care about such things, and perhaps even encouraged them. Well, maybe there wasn’t a Demon King anymore. Hopefully there wasn’t, but William didn’t expect the balance of power to change quickly, especially since he couldn’t hope for those in power to even die of old age. 

Because he couldn’t expect him to die of old age, later down the road something would happen to Demon Lord Lorcan Harridan. Not that William planned to let death by old age solve his problems, but he couldn’t be sure of success in any short time frame. William wasn’t sure when he would be strong enough to carry out that internal promise. Maybe it would be never, in which case he would have to become very well connected… or be very rich… or have still some other kind of power. Somehow, something would be done, even if it took a very long time. Even if he died, he would do it in the next life… if he remembered it. Perhaps Lorcan Harridan would anger someone more powerful than him before that happened. William would be somewhat disappointed at not taking personal revenge, but if something horrible happened to him that would be good. The demon lords seemed to have a pretty good clique going, though, so he doubted they would tolerate anything happening to one of their own… unless they really did something inexcusable to another demon lord, but he supposed they were probably smarter than that. 

-----

The incident became somewhat famous in Caister. That made William and his father somewhat famous, though not by name. Besides, as all stories, things were gotten wrong and blown out of proportion. As for William himself, his features weren’t well known, but it was agreed that his skin was dark, almost black. His father was described in at least one story as a hulking behemoth who took a blow directly to his chest, then scared off the soldier with his glare. As for what had happened, some said it as it was. A demon lord’s soldier had struck at a young girl, but was blocked by William’s father who was grievously wounded. Then, William healed him. The most exaggerated versions of the story had him reattaching his father’s severed head, but nobody really believed that one. Still though, the most common rumors said it had been a miraculous healing, though William would have wanted to say that he just happened to know the right things… and barely managed to perform them. Since he wasn’t seen in the city for over a month, the rumors died down some, returning to a tamer level. Nobody really knew where he came from, or at least nobody who said anything. Most of the crowd had wanted to stay away from the trouble. Those who talked didn’t know the whole truth. The main ones who did were William’s family… and the family of a little girl who accepted their savior’s desire to remain mostly anonymous.
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                William wasn’t sure how long it should take to make a full recovery from his father’s wounds, if a full recovery was even possible, but it seemed like a long time. It was only through Barend’s stubbornness that he was up and walking around on his own after a month, but he wasn’t in any condition to work. Perhaps healing magic could have helped speed the process along, but only if William knew what needed doing. It wasn’t so simple as waving a hand and wanting to heal an arm. Well, it could be done that way, but that ended in substandard healing. Perhaps the bones might not be lined up properly, or scar tissue would form where it could have properly recovered. William was pretty sure all the bones were in the right place, and his father wasn’t coughing up blood or anything, though his chest apparently still hurt. That was reasonable, since the bones were still mending. There might have been something wrong there, but William couldn’t figure out how to tell without an x-ray. Even if he had some way to display the results of such, he wasn’t comfortable messing around with radiation. Though it was safe enough in the proper doses, he didn’t know what those were nor how to measure them. William at least took heart in the fact that the front of the ribs seemed to match up nicely under the skin, as far as he could tell without cutting it open and making things probably worse.

While his father couldn’t work, that meant William needed to take over some of his duties on the farm. William was capable of doing so, but it meant he had less time for himself… which mostly was him messing around with magic. He might have called it “research” or “study”, but it usually wasn’t. He didn’t have any specific goal to work toward in that area right now. He considered going to a specific shop and asking them what they needed, but there was no guarantee he could produce something that could help with any of their problems. He’d been rather fortunate that the right materials to create the magical arrays for refrigerators were available in Caister. Some of the materials could have been replaced with substitutes, but some of them weren’t so easy to replace. At the very least, the only substitutes William could think of were extremely expensive… or they had been in Ostana. Even when he didn’t have anything specific in mind, William couldn’t help but think about magic. His mind shifted from magical arrays and magic items to potions. Many of the plant and herbs here were different than in Ostana, but he imagined he could still make a basic potion or two. They wouldn’t be as good as the one made by some of the alchemists in the city… but William had seen one or two shops he thought he could top. Those were run by either new, incompetent, or lazy owners. While William had known enough of alchemy to qualify for the position of Archmage, that hadn’t meant he was best in the guild in Ostana… and though he’d had better study materials there, he imagined most of the alchemists here had much more practical experience. Besides the fact that it was their profession, they had likely spent dozens of years to do so, or even dozens of dozens. Though, William had learned that most gevai actually died between a gross and two gross of years. That was still double to quadruple a human lifespan, but it seemed most of them didn’t live indefinitely. Some of them died of age, but accidents and disease took their toll as well… as well as magical beasts. While the cities were safe for the most part, magical beasts were more present in these lands and thus a larger threat to gevai as a whole than they were to humans, except perhaps those in Ustil.

-----

Though William had been worried, his father seemed to be healing up gradually, if slowly. Because of his period of inactivity, his muscles were somewhat weaker, but he would recover those in time. After all, he was still young. William found it somewhat strange as he grew older. Soon, he would be an adult… and then he would be nearly indistinguishable from his father in terms of age. Perhaps there were some mannerisms that older folk picked up, but except those particular to gevai, William already had such. He’d lived for a longer time than his parents, who were about five or six dozen years old. William considered how long he’d actually lived. About eighty years in his first life… give or take. Then, about four dozen… then about three dozen. Plus nearly a dozen and a half in this life. That put him at around one hundred and eighty… or a gross and three dozen. Still, he imagined he wasn’t the same as if he’d lived that all in one life. He definitely wasn’t the same, but he also couldn’t say how he would be different. He felt that, because of how it had happened, he didn’t hold on to his relationships as much as he might have otherwise. At the end of his first life, he’d basically been alone. That hadn’t been ideal. At the end of his second life, he’d died at the same time as many others around him. Though he’d come back to life, it had taken long enough that nobody had hope of living that long, even if that person had been born the day he died. It was the same for his third life, and going into the last battle he hadn’t expected to see anyone ever again, including people in a next life. That probably shaded his view of relationships with people… but as he’d felt with his father in this life, he could definitely still grow attached. That was probably good, even if it would be painful later.

The exception to all of that were Chris and Lorelei. Except, though they were around for two of his lives, he couldn’t guarantee they would be around now. Chris likely didn’t have to worry about aging… but William knew that nothing could be truly indestructible. At the end… something could have happened. He’d been over this in his head many times, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it. He couldn’t feel Chris right now, but that only really meant he wasn’t nearby. Lorelei was cautious, but she could die from an accident just as anyone else could… probably. William had some plans to meet up with both of them, if he could. While Lorelei would have some connection to the magical academies in general, Chris would be harder to pin down. He could have gone anywhere, and there wouldn’t really be a way to contact him. Still… there was a chance. Specifically, if he hadn’t gone anywhere. Chris might still be at the battlefield where the Demon King was slain. The maps the gevai produced were somewhat different from the human ones, and both were probably a bit inaccurate, but he thought he could get close enough to the battlefield. There, he would be able to sense Chris… if he were there. He would go there on the way to the academy- though it was almost in the opposite direction. With his father recovering… he would still be able to go… right?
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                William wanted to go to the academy in Ducson. The sooner the better… for him. For his family, that was probably not the case. His father was fully recovered, at least as far as William could tell. Perhaps he was being stubborn and not showing weakness, but if so William couldn’t tell nor could he do anything about it. The real problem was Stefan. Yes, he was intelligent. He learned quickly, and was quite competent. He could handle almost anything that needed to be done with the coolers- construction or maintenance. The only problem was that he was twelve. This wasn’t immediately a problem, but William could think of several issues that could arise. First, although he completely believed in Stefan’s competence, others might not. Then there was the matter of how well he could handle the responsibilities that were placed upon him. It was one thing for William at twelve years old to handle professional responsibility, because he wasn’t even close to truly being that old. It was quite another for Stefan, who was going through it all for the first time, including puberty.

At least, William assumed it was his first time. He hadn’t directly asked Stefan anything like that, mainly because of the same reasons he hadn’t already told his parents about himself. With the stigma of the Demon King, reincarnation would be a touchy subject. He had reasons to believe Stefan was not reincarnated, or more specifically didn’t retain any memories from such. First of all, as an infant he had acted exactly as expected, crying and eating and sleeping. William did almost the same, but with less crying. Stefan had learned how to speak fairly quickly, but it was nothing terribly unusual since he almost always had someone around him talking. He had definitely known nothing about magic before William started teaching him, and he’d had to learn everything starting with the basics. This included magical formations. Of course, he could have reincarnated from somewhere without magic, or where he hadn’t learned magic… but Stefan seemed like a normal, if intelligent, child. Well, now he was a dozen years old, which put him on that strange threshold of not being a child exactly, but also not being an adult.

-----

William had plans for travelling to Ducson, but he didn’t even bring them up as the planned time came and went. It wasn’t a good time to go. Perhaps the next year- but no, that wouldn’t be any better. His parents were taking some time to learn what they needed of magical formations for the maintenance of the refrigerators, and they would know everything relevant to that specific use of magical formations soon enough. A year or two, anyway. It’s not that they were stupid, but they were more busy than Stefan- though Stefan had learned faster regardless. Stefan still wasn’t at the level where William thought he could teach them himself, either. There would be questions they had that he couldn’t answer, but would help with their comprehension of why the formations worked as they did. 

-----

It was just as well that William decided to stay, because Stefan ran into a situation he didn’t know how to handle when installing a formation at one of the other farms. He had successfully installed other formations, so William knew it wasn’t a problem of knowledge. “What’s wrong?”

Stefan shrugged, “I mean, if I knew that, I wouldn’t have to get you, would I? I set everything up, but the flow of mana is… weird. It’s not aligning like it should.”

“Did you check the materials for flaws?”

“I did.” Stefan shook his head. “I didn’t find anything wrong. Besides, the near finished version looked like it was working. It was only when I went there to set it up that it got weird.”

With just that information, William wasn’t sure what could be causing it. It should be something at the site, but he wasn’t sure what it could be.

-----

Upon arriving, it became more clear why Stefan had called the flow of mana “weird”. In this formation, mana should be flowing more or less in straight patterns, with the strongest flows being at the corners of the box. Still, William couldn’t help but thinking about how useful it was to be able to see mana and how it flowed. It made magic so much easier. Well, it made it possible, but also much easier. He couldn’t see fine details unless he concentrated, and William imagined there were levels of mana flow that were too low for him to see even then, but as for getting a picture of what was going on at a significant level, it was great.

So, instead of flowing to create a rectangular prism, the mana flowing in the shape of a mushroom was weird. Perhaps it would be better to call it an inverse mushroom, since it was actually flowing down from the top corners and to below the middle. There were connections there, with the main anchor for the formation being where everything seemed to be flowing to in the middle and bottom… but it was as if the formation had collapsed. From another perspective, it was like a vortex with the mana draining out of the area… but that wasn’t quite right, because the mana wasn’t actually going away. If it was actually being drained by something, that would have been a much worse problem that William didn’t want to think about. 

As for what was causing the current problem, William couldn’t directly tell, but it was rather simple to guess. The mana was flowing down into the ground, ergo something under the ground was probably causing this. Unfortunately, that meant digging… which was a pain, and even moreso because there was a building constructed on that location. Still, they couldn’t give up just because of an inconvenience, and William was curious as to what could be causing this phenomenon.
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                Safely and quickly digging a tunnel under a building was the kind of project that would take a whole team of diggers… or a wizard. William had to admit that if he wanted his tunnel to last for a long time, he would need some engineers, or to spend more effort shoring it up himself… but it was sturdy enough. The building seemed to have a proper foundation, so the load was spread out across many places that the tunnel wasn’t, which helped a lot. Still, William made sure that the tunnel was firm-packed and steady. He didn’t want a building collapsing on him, nor could he afford it if it collapsed… not on him. Even though it was quick, it still took the entire day and Stefan’s assistance to create a tunnel a couple dozen feet long, and only a few feet wide. The tunnel currently ended under the middle of the building, at what was apparently causing the trouble.

“A rock.” Stefan looked at it, and William could see his eyes flick from the rock, up and down through the air. Of course, he wasn’t looking at nothing, but at the flow of mana. They were directly below the center of the formation, and the mana was flowing down through the floor toward the rock. The strange thing was, it wasn’t being absorbed by the rock, like would be expected of a mana attractive material. Merely, the flow of the formation was shifted from where it was supposed to be, and went down through the center… toward the rock… and then circled back up to the outer parts of the formation. Some of the mana flowed through the rock, but it didn’t seem to be absorbed at all, or at least not at any significant level.

William wondered how this rock could cause so much trouble. He couldn’t place its properties easily, because it looked just like a normal rock. Grey and black and all of that, not particularly smooth or rough. Maybe there was something inside of it, or below it still. “It sure looks like a rock. It’s late. We can deal with it tomorrow… and determine if it really is the cause.”

-----

In the morning, when William returned, he brought with him a special tool. Well, that was unfair to anything that was actually special, or a tool. Instead, he brought with him a small bar of metal. Nothing special about it, just plain iron. In terms of being magical… it had its place in some magical formations, but nothing too great. Still, this would help William verify his theory. He held the bit of iron out to the rock. *Clink*. “Yep, it’s magnetic.”

“What’s uh…” there wasn’t a word for magnetic in gevai, so William had just said it in English, “mag… net… ick?”

“Well, it’s this.” William shrugged. There hadn’t been any real reason to talk about magnets before, because they weren’t common. He’d seen some in his previous lives, and the ‘toy’ discs from Eclea had properties like magnets, but only in relation to each other. In a way, they were considered magic stones… and that wasn’t incorrect, but they weren’t seen as useful to magical formations. Mostly, they just messed them up… like this. William hadn’t really remembered that, because the probability of stumbling upon something significantly magnetic exactly where one was setting up a magical formation… it wasn’t high. William shook his head. “Anyway, magnetism makes certain kinds of metal stick together.”

“But it’s a rock.”

William raised an eyebrow, “And metal comes from?”

“... Rocks, mostly. But that one’s not particularly… metallic? So it’s mostly metal sticking to rock...”

“True… but,” William pulled out another tiny bar of iron, and stuck it onto the other one, “Magnetic things make other metals magnetic.” William shrugged, “That’s not exactly right, but you can see what you think.”

Stefan squeezed past William in the tunnel. He seemed surprised when he pulled on the bars and they resisted him… before coming free when he applied more force. He seemed even more surprised when they fell apart from each other. He put one back on the rock, then took the other about the width of the bar away from the rock, and sort of shook it around. Then he moved it over to the other bar, where it stuck. “Whoa, it really does stick. But it’s not really sticky.” He rubbed his hand over the bars and rock. “They’re still smooth, and there’s a pull when it gets close. But then, when there’s another one, that one also has the pull. It really does make it… magna tick.” Stefan played with the rock for a few minutes, then sighed. “I suppose we have to get this out of here.”

William nodded. “Yeah, it’s messing up the formation. It’s not that powerful, but the formation is pretty sensitive.” Many formations were, really. That was why you could only place so many defending a structure, or do so much to make an item magical… and there was also a limit to how much magical equipment one could have, though that was usually more limited by economics. Besides, weapons and armor had passive formations instead of active, so they barely interfered with each other. The only real problem came if you wanted to layer magic armor on top of other magic armor.

The rock was indeed larger than what they had revealed. While the top part was about the size of a large watermelon… or some of the similar melons they actually had here, as they dug down a bit more it became more like a small boulder. Unearthing it was quick, but removing it from the tunnel took most of the day. Part of that was because it was harder to use magic to help the process along, because it interfered with the magic… ever so slightly, but any interference was a pain. The biggest reason was that it was just a big heavy rock. They got the rock out, and determined that the formation was functioning normally. Now all they had to do was re-fill the tunnel, and their job would be done. William enjoyed playing in the dirt… but working in the dirt was just so tiring.
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                “Hey, you two, can you take this rock out of here?” The owner of the farm asked William and Stefan, after they filled the tunnel and confirmed the formation was working properly. “I know it’s not your job, just getting that… cooler… working, but since you’re here…”

“I mean… we can, but don’t you want it?”

“Why would I want a big rock? I’ve got tons of those, and many more I put a lot of effort getting off my farm.”

“Well, it’s sorta valuable.” William demonstrated its magnetic properties. He could have just taken it, and the farmer would probably never have been the wiser, but William wasn’t the type to do so. Besides, if the farmer did find out, that would hurt his family’s reputation.

“So… metal sticks to it?” The farmer shrugged. “It doesn’t look that special to me, but magic rocks are good. I guess I might be able to sell it.”

William nodded. “You might be able to. Though uh, I guess it’s not really useful in any magical formations, at least not that I know of. I think it’s pretty neat though.” William really wasn’t trying to undermine its value, but magnetic materials weren’t that useful in formations. Maybe if it were stronger, but this one was just big, and not that powerful. William still would have liked it though.

-----

As time passed, most of the larger farms in the area had at least one storage building installed with a refrigerator. It was enough that William and Stefan had to order some of the material specially… but there were never really that many materials in the city to begin with. After all, most people had no use for them, so there weren’t that many in stock nor were they always refilled immediately. This made the prices slightly more expensive for them, but they still made reasonable profits. 

Most people just accepted that there were now relatively fresh fruits and vegetables in later seasons, without thinking much about how that came to be. The shop owners cared about it, and one or two of the larger ones also commissioned coolers for some small warehouses. They mostly used the space for goods that came in from other cities, since there was a limit on the total amount of time it could help goods last. If they were merely transferred from a cooler on a farm into one in the city, goods wouldn’t really have a longer lifespan than those brought into the city near the latest time they would remain fresh.

When William was twenty years old, someone finally purchased the method to construct the formations, but William never heard about any installations that were not theirs. That meant they only used it privately, or didn’t use it at all. Well, William supposed they could have planned to re-sell it elsewhere, but that wasn’t any of his business. They hadn’t placed any restrictions on that, not that they could enforce such rules in any case. Everyone in Caister who wanted one or needed maintenance still came to the Rutten family. That could have been William, but Stefan did everything now, since William was still planning to leave. That sometimes left Stefan too busy to help on the farm, but it was profitable enough that it was still better to let him do so and hire a farmhand to replace him. William was glad that everything was going well. He was glad because that meant his parents and brother would do well without him.  Though he’d had other parents, that didn’t make him less grateful to this set for taking care of him. William had to admit that he was most happy about all of the success, because it meant that he could go study in Ducson.

------

There was a lot of crying from his family as he prepared to go. Was twenty a bit young to leave the family for a gevai? Well, maybe, but it wasn’t unheard of. He hugged his mother and patted her on the head. “It’s okay. I’ll be back to visit.”

Stefan was a bit less visibly emotional, but William had been present for his entire life, and they had grown very close. “I will miss you, Joseph.”

“I’ll miss you too.” William was slightly surprised at how much he actually felt that would be the case. He’d never had a brother before… not that he cared about, anyway. He knew he would miss teaching him, and seeing him absorb new ideas like a sponge. “I’ll make sure to write, especially if I learn something I think you would find interesting.”

-----

William found himself travelling through unfamiliar territory. There were roads most of the way, so it wasn’t as if he would get lost, but he couldn’t help but thinking about the fact that it was demon territory. Sure, he could say that most of the gevai were decent enough people, but the demon lords still existed, and he’d finally seen how they acted to their own people. They were even worse than the worst nobles in Ostana and Liaoyang. William supposed that might have been an atypical demon lord, and the other ones were much nicer… but he doubted it. Nobody had seemed much surprised.

Thus, William was going to be careful. He wanted to avoid them as much as possible, because he would be tempted to try to kill them and probably couldn’t. Maybe if he was back to the height of hi ki potential, but in that regard he was now rather deficient. He could use magic now, and while he might be able to defeat one with nothing else involved, they would have both magical equipment and guards. William couldn’t really do anything about them at this point, so it was best if he stopped thinking about it so much… but he couldn’t help it.

Travel on foot was slow, but after about a month William arrived at his first destination. Ultimately, he would end up in Ducson, but first he wanted to try to find Chris. If he didn’t try, and later came to the same area and found him, it would have been a huge missed opportunity. William swept his eyes over the lake. This was the only real feature nearby where he thought the battle with the Demon King had been destroyed. It was useful as a reference point for searching. Since this lake was out in the wilderness, William had expected to be the only one around… but he saw another gevai off in the distance. Maybe they would know where the site of the battle was… it couldn’t hurt to ask. Probably.
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                The lake was rather small- merely a few hundred meters across, perhaps a thousand at most. Likely the only reason it ended up on a map was because it was the only geographical feature in this region. It only took a handful of minutes to walk around, and during that time the other gevai looked at William several times. Since the only geographical feature was the lake with its reddish-brown dirt and a few trees and bushes around it, he obviously stood out. As he approached, he saw the gevai was a woman with red skin. She wore a magical robe and carried a staff… but she was not Lorelei. William didn’t know how disappointing that feeling would be until it happened. Honestly though, he’d never seen Lorelei with a robe or staff, or at least not anything special.

This was someone else, then, which shouldn’t have been surprising. “Greetings.” William didn’t know the proper way to address a wizardess here, so he just bowed politely.

“Oh, hi.” The wizardess looked out over the waters of the lake. “Not many people come here.”

It wasn’t exactly a question, but William took it as such. “This is the only landmark in the area, and I was hoping my friend might have come here, but I don’t see him.” William didn’t feel him either, which meant Chris probably wasn’t still nearby, or was concealing himself- though he’d have no reason to hide from William. 

“Ah… is your friend… lost?”

William shook his head. “Maybe. I don’t know. He can take care of himself, so he should be alright. We’ll find each other eventually.”

“That’s good. I also came here because of a friend… but my friend won’t be coming back.” She gestured to the lake.

“Ah, did your friend… drown?”

She gave him a quizzical look. “Drown? Don’t be stupid. It was the last Demon King war, when this lake was formed.”

William was puzzled for a moment, and then it clicked. He didn’t see the hills that had been nearby, but he could tell this was the place. Now that he wasn’t distracted, he could feel how off it was. The area around the lake was basically barren wasteland, with only the lake being different. The lake itself was calm and beautiful, but with his ki senses it was highly unsettling. There was a lingering feeling of wrongness… after effects of the Demon King’s destruction. Though the other times he had seen it, remnants of souls had faded in a few moments, here they remained- if only as a vague feeling. Maybe it was William’s imagination, actually, but he knew this was the spot. “I… I’m sorry to hear that. Were you close?”

She shook her head. “It’s just nostalgia. I haven’t visited here for dozens of years, and honestly my friend and I hadn’t spoken for some time before they died. It would certainly be hard to say we were close.” She shrugged. “I suppose I should be going now. I have duties to attend to.”

“I see. Well, I must continue my journey as well. This is a bit out of the way, and I have to get to Ducson in time for the yearly examinations.”

“Oh?” the wizardess’ eyes brightened, “Are you going to try to join the wizard’s guild there?”

“I am. I’m hoping to learn many things there. I haven’t heard if it’s the best guild or not but-”

“It’s the best,” she nodded seriously, “definitely the best.”

“Oh, and why is that?”

“Because,” she smiled, “it’s mine.” She stuck out a hand, “I’m Sofia Lorenz, headmistress of Ducson Academy of Magical Instruction.”

William shook her hand. “Oh, I’m… Josef Rutten. It is a pleasure to meet you.” William started planning his route in his head. He already had some idea of where he would go, but he’d need to pull out a map to make sure everything made sense.

“Well? You coming or not? It’s a long walk.” William looked up, to see Sofia- Headmistress Lorenz next to a carriage. Had that been there the whole time? At first, he wanted to say no, but upon thinking about it, it probably had been. Firstly, because conjuring a carriage was an almost impossible feat of magic, and secondly because he had a vague idea of it. Upon thinking, there had been some mana activity in the area, but not too noticeable. This had likely been making the carriage invisible, for whatever reason. That made William think. While a gevai who could always see mana would notice an invisibility spell up close, it would still be better than nothing from afar. That was good to know. “Last chance.”

“Oh.” William shook his head. “Is it really alright? I don’t want to impose.”

“I said it is, so it is. There’s plenty of room, and I don’t have anyone to talk to. Friedrich there-” she nodded her head at the driver, who was waiting patiently, “doesn’t say much.”

“Of course I will join you.” Even if she changed her mind and kicked him out in the nearest city, he would save some time. If he got kicked out in the middle of the wilderness… he would find his way to a city, and then find another academy to attend, because he wouldn’t want to go to such an academy. William climbed into the carriage. It was nice, but not overly luxurious. There weren’t fancy carpets or anything, which was good because his boots were muddy and he didn’t want to have to worry about that. 

“So, what do you know about magic?”

That was a pretty broad question, but it gave the conversation some place to start. William shrugged. “Well, I know some chants for basic spells, and I’ve dabbled in creating formations and alchemy.” He’d done more than that, but not much he could articulate in the gevai language. Besides, it wouldn’t be good to brag to a headmistress. Given gevai’s lifespans, she should be at least as experienced as he was when he became archmage, unless the requirements for being a headmistress were much lower than he thought. Even if she weren’t very talented and learned slowly, with determination she could have reached that level in the time since the previous Demon King war… and he had no actual reason to believe she was subpar.
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                The beginning of the carriage ride was rather awkward. William didn’t have much more to say than he already had in the first few moments.

“Can you demonstrate some magic?”

“Uh, sure.” William took a few moments to think. “I don’t know many appropriate for use inside a carriage… let’s see here… O’ light, heed my call. Brighten my path, and provide illumination to my steps.” William created a ball of light. It wasn’t anything special, but it at least signified he knew what he was doing.

Headmistress Lorenz nodded, though William had no idea what was meant by it. It could have been approving, neutral, or even ‘as expected’.

After that nothing was said for a few minutes, and there was an awkward silence. It was bound to happen at some point… but it was so early in the trip. William felt like he had to say something, but there weren’t many things to talk about in the carriage. Finally, he settled on something wizardly enough. “That’s an impressive staff you have.” It was finely worked, though William wasn’t sure about the kind of wood. It was probably one particular to gevai lands, but it was white, either naturally or painted. Two parts formed a tight double helix until splitting into a number of arms to hold onto a very large red gem at the top.

“Oh, thank you. The wood is from up north- it’s good for mana channeling speed- and the gem is a dragon’s heart. I killed the dragon myself, actually.”

“Wow, that’s… impressive.”

“I just came upon a good opportunity. How about your staff?”

William looked down at his own staff. “Oh, this is just… eastern heartwood topped with quartz. It’s probably better for hitting people than being a magic implement.”

Headmistress Lorenz just smiled and shrugged, “I’m sure you’ll have a chance to get a better one, given time. Nobody starts with something good. Even the nobles usually just get expensive but not very effective staves, except the rare smart one.” William sighed at that, and she continued, “Not a fan of nobles? You don’t have to answer that. Most people aren’t, unless they’re nobles themselves.” William just shrugged. “So, you were saying you’d studied magical formations. What use does copper have in such formations?”

Now that the topic had shifted to magic, William could talk for a long time. He just had to be careful to not reveal too much… or more importantly not reveal things he shouldn’t know. There were some things he’d determined through his own tests in this life, and he could honestly say that was how he learned them, but he would try to avoid mentioning them too much.

-----

Conversing with headmistress Lorenz was pleasant enough, but William didn’t enjoy it as much as his conversations with Lorelei. It wasn’t really a fair comparison though. He’d known Lorelei for a longer time, and could display more of his knowledge in Ostanan. In gevai, he was still a bit lacking in the knowledge of magical jargon. There were many things he couldn’t say even if he wanted to. Besides, headmistress Lorenz was more evaluating him than having a discussion with him. She only occasionally contributed information from her side. On the other hand, William did learn some of the words he was missing. He still made a mental note to get a dictionary, because his vocabulary wasn’t as broad as he would like.

Their travels through the wilderness meant they spent several nights camping, and even headmistress Lorenz staying in the carriage counted as camping. It wasn’t quite as well insulated as it could have been, perhaps an accidental statement that more care had been taken to its magical properties than its mechanical. William did have to admit that it handled different terrain quite well, with little unpleasantness from bumps or leaning.

When they arrived in a city, William saw that the carriage stopped at a nice inn. He intended to go find a more affordable one for himself, but was stopped by Headmistress Lorenz. “We wouldn’t be much of an academy if we couldn’t afford to pay for our students to stay at an inn now and then.” William supposed that might be true, but if they actually paid for stays at this kind of inn very often, the fees for attending would be almost pointless. On the other hand, they probably didn’t rely on just those to support themselves anyway. William still considered refusing, but he thought it would be too much trouble. Headmistress Lorenz didn’t seem like she would take no for an answer… but she also seemed to be doing this out of goodwill toward him. If it was some kind of weird trap, he would deal with it then. Perhaps not the best approach, but he wasn’t averse to throwing around lightning once in a while.

-----

Weeks later, they approached the complex of buildings which had a sign helpfully informing them that it was the Ducson Academy of Magical Instruction. Ducson itself was similar in size to Canta, at least geographically. Practically, many of the buildings were shorter, which meant less total space inside them. The academy itself had a few towers, though none of them as grand as the main towers in the guild in Canta… but these might be more practical. William wouldn’t know until he saw inside them. There were other buildings around as well, of varying sizes… and ages. Everything was made out of stone, which made sense. Wooden buildings could last for a time, but when your lifespan could easily be hundreds of years, building for the long term was a better idea. William found that none of the buildings were too ostentatious, which hopefully meant that they were using the money in better places, and not that the academy was poor. While there was nothing wrong with not having money, that might also lead to lack of books to study, and lack of opportunity to research. Still, the buildings were well maintained, even the older ones, and William couldn’t help but smile at the thought that he would soon be able to study magic in an organized setting again.

            

    
        Chapter 267

    
    
    
    
                This first thing that happened at Ducson Academy of Magical Instruction was finding William a room in the dorm. “Shouldn’t I have to pass the test before I start staying here?”

“Yeeeeeeah, I guess.” Headmistress Lorenz shrugged. “You’ll pass though. You don’t even have to take it if you don’t want, but if you do well we can reduce your fee. We like smart, studious people here… and to be honest we don’t really need the fees to keep the school running. They’re nice though, and mostly go to pay for the primary education system.”

“Is the primary education system more expensive?”

“Not really, it’s just that it’s free. It can’t pay for itself, at least not directly. I wanted people to have the opportunity to study and learn even if they don’t have money but… most people still don’t. Maybe they’re not interested, or they don’t have time… or they don’t know. That last one is the worst, but we can’t just send people walking around the city announcing it.”

“Why not?”

“Well… the people who need it aren’t usually around during the day, and nobody else seems bothered to talk about it. We can put up signs, but that isn’t much good for people who can’t read, now is it?”

William was appalled at how low the education standards were in Ducson… or perhaps more at people’s apathy toward it. Caister had better education… didn’t it? Perhaps William had just assumed that, since his parents educated themselves and him. No, it had definitely been better than Ducson, which was sad because Ducson had free education. William couldn’t understand why that would be.

-----

The test was a lot harder than William thought it would be… but he also understood that it was designed to find the limits of the participants, instead of just making sure they reached a minimum standard. Fortunately, there weren’t too many questions that required him to know specific chants or the names of particular materials or other jargon. Instead, many of the questions involved thinking about something rather than just memorizing information from a book. They could still be difficult if one didn’t know the right direction to think, but they were possible without any prior knowledge. Finally, there were questions about mana and mana control. They were relatively easy, but if those taking the test had never bothered to think about what they were doing when using magic, William saw how they could be difficult. He was glad that he actually could see and control mana now, because otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to give very good answers, as they would be secondhand information at best.

What surprised William the most was the complete lack of practical tests. Sure, all gevai could see mana and use magic, if they knew how, but that didn’t mean they were all equally capable. They still had differences in natural talent… and practice. However, the academy here didn’t seem to care about that. William wondered whether the other academies were the same.

In the end, William got a moderate scholarship, which was great because he hadn’t known that the possibility existed before coming here. He was somewhat disappointed he hadn’t done better… but he was glad that he got the opportunity to review his results. He thought that next time he saw similar problems, he would be able to solve them. Perhaps there might be even more thought provoking questions to be had, but they would likely not show up in the entrance examination.

-----

Because most of the students stayed in the dorm, William quickly came to know how many students there were at the academy. The answer was surprisingly… few. The thing that limited the wizard’s guild in Ostana the most was just finding people who could do magic, but here everyone could do magic. Even so, they had fewer people than the Ostana wizard’s guild. Sure, there were other academies, but the numbers still seemed terribly low. There were merely dozens of students… but on the other hand, there were nearly matched by professors and researchers. When William brought into mind the lower birth rates… it was still lower than he expected, but it made more sense. There were less gevai in any particular year of birth. Still, there should have been more older gevai wizards, but they simply weren’t around. On the other hand, William could guess why that was as well. Though the Demon King war was a long time prior… it was only really a few generations, and those older wizards might perhaps be all that was left. That was speculation though, because William didn’t go around asking everyone how old they were, and whether they knew anyone who died in the war. Headmistress Lorenz had apparently known at least one person, and it seemed a sore subject. William had even less reason to bring it up, because it was entirely possible that he had killed the person himself. Maybe not, but he’d killed a number of people in that battle… and then perhaps everyone else, when he destroyed the Demon King. The lake filling a crater didn’t seem to indicate that there would have been many survivors nearby.

-----

William made an effort to interact with the other students, even though they were mentally quite a bit younger than him. Some of them were physically a few dozen years old, but he could tell they were still actually relatively young. After that point, William became less accurate at judging people’s ages… especially since there stopped being physical indications. William was glad he did talk to everyone, at least a little, because he made a new friend. Matfey Beaulieu was the son of a merchant in a neighboring city, though William didn’t care about that part much. Mostly, William cared that he was interesting to talk to. He had many ideas about magic, and though not all of them were correct, they were interesting. At least he thought about things… and even usually realized later when he was wrong. William tried to gently guide him toward the correct ideas about things, both because it would be rather rude to blatantly tell him when he was wrong, and because he learned better that way anyway. Even though he had more experience, William still got a good idea or two from him. There weren’t any amazing new revelations, but William didn’t expect that. Perhaps given time he might come up with something actually revolutionary… but perhaps not. William already knew some things that might be revolutionary for magic… but he wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to share them. Lorelei knew about chants being unnecessary, and he would prefer to ask her opinion before spreading such knowledge in her country. Besides, he didn’t want any demon lords to learn it, because it would be easier to kill them if he knew what magic they were using. Not that William was planning to go around killing demon lords. Not seriously anyway. Not yet.
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                Though the academy didn’t have many students, it did have rather extensive grounds. There was a training area for magic, and next to it there was a much smaller courtyard that had different training dummies. There wasn’t enough space to use most magic safely, but that was not the point. The three dozen training dummies were in close rows, much like how knights had theirs. These were for training with weapons, which was why William found himself alone in the courtyard.

The training dummies were better than the improvised ones William had been working with most of the time this life. Not that the form was particularly better, since anything vaguely human shaped- or gevai shaped- was enough. However, these were made out of better materials, and tougher, which meant William could hit harder and not have to pull his swings. This helped him grow physically stronger a bit faster, but it wasn’t as much as he would like. He couldn’t really complain, but he thought he could do better… he just didn’t know how. He had some knowledge of how knights trained, but he didn’t wear heavy armor nor use the types of weapons they generally used, so it wasn’t as efficient. He supposed he could wear heavy armor, if he could afford it, but unless it was magical it would usually be worse for him than nothing. Especially without training, which kept him from wanting to get it… It was a vicious cycle.

“You’re still here?” William looked over to see Matfey. It was always easy to pick him out, because of his dark orange skin. Not that anybody else would bother to come look in this section of the school. “Why do you even bother training like that? What good does it do for a wizard?”

“Being better at things is always good. Practically, though, aerobic activity strengthens the lungs. That’s good for chanting for longer periods. It’s also good to be able to defend yourself with a weapon, or attack with one if you don’t have the time to cast a spell.”

“Or you can avoid picking fights at close range.”

William raised an eyebrow. “Can you? In that case, what is close range?”

“Well, you know… melee.”

“Which is?”

“I dunno, like… a few meters?”

“Let’s test it out in the arena.”

-----

At three meters, William tapped Matfey’s throat with his staff before he could finish the second syllable of his chant. “Ah… perhaps a dozen meters?”

William didn’t say anything, but moved to a position a dozen meters away. Matfey started chanting, and William dashed toward him. He got almost a sentence in, which merely meant he had to deal with the backlash for cancelling a spell. He wasn’t bad at control, and since he was expecting the situation somewhat he managed to disperse the mana properly instead of having an explosion. William grinned, and moved back to the full length of the arena, three dozen meters. When they started, William exploded forward at full speed, and with more distance to run he was at maximum speed for more of it. Thus, it didn’t take three times as long to cross the distance… especially not with a bit of ki, which was really all William had, added into the mix. The few seconds it took him to cross the distance weren’t enough for Matfey to finish his chant… but William dodged to the side anyway. The lightning bolt surged past him, and at the same time he brought his staff up into Matfey’s stomach. Not too hard, but not exactly gently.

“*cough* Wow… you’re fast.”

“As long as they’re not in armor, any gevai warrior could do the same. Maybe even in armor, if they’re good. On the other hand, most people won’t understand what’s going on enough to dodge at the end.”  William was glad that he could see the flow of mana now, it made predicting spells much easier. Sometimes, it only gave him a fraction of a second more to prepare himself, but that was significant. Matfey knew that chants could be shortened, and though it didn’t seem that well known, William knew there were more people who knew as well. “Still, you see why?”

“Yeah… Umm, I’m not really that interested in fighting with a weapon… but I see your point.”

“You can just run then. That will give you more mobility, and help your lungs. Then maybe you can use magic while moving around… which gives you more time. It will take some practice, but that will also train your concentration during unexpected moments.”

“Oh… yeah. That makes sense.” William could see that Matfey was picturing a number of new scenarios. Maybe some of them would actually lead somewhere useful… but at least he would probably take the advice and get in shape, even if it was just running.

-----

William was slightly concerned. It wasn’t that big of a step from shortening chants to realizing that chants themselves weren’t important. For a spell that was already known, it generally didn’t matter unless the wizard was trying to disguise the spell. Being able to shorten the chant served basically the same purpose. The big step came when developing new spells- or at least types of magic the wizard hadn’t seen. If they believed there had to be a specific chant, they couldn’t really come up with anything new, though they might research other spells and come up with a new chant that ‘happened’ to be correct. Still, that slowed the development of practical magic. William thought that was probably fine, if it also meant evil people didn’t advance quickly either. William found it both very disappointing and quite lucky that people were rather secretive with information. It stagnated growth so much… but at least the ‘bad guys’ weren’t sharing secrets either. William couldn’t exactly define who the ‘bad guys’ were, but it definitely wasn’t limited to the demon lords. Humans had their own share of unpleasant people. On the other hand, if knowledge was more widespread, it would be a bit harder for a few dangerous people to control everything. That required the general populace to believe they could improve themselves, which wasn’t always the case. William sighed. Back on Earth he hadn’t been able to do anything about the big problems in the world… or he felt he couldn’t. Here, he wasn’t completely sure. The problems seemed worse, but maybe he was just more aware. On the other hand, even if they were worse, William had magic. He didn’t think it was going to solve all of his problems, but even after more than a dozen years, William still grinned whenever he thought about it. He had magic. It was pretty great.
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                Some people might question what value someone who used to be an Archmage would get from attending a magical academy. What would there be to learn? There were several incorrect assumptions with that idea. First was that an Archmage knew everything there was to know about magic. That, then, delved into the idea of what magic was. In the simplest terms, magic was anything caused by mana that was properly agitated to perform what was desired. Usually, this was by a chant, or the sound waves from a chant plus something related to the wizard’s will. That was the most mysterious part, how magic did what the wizard desired, to an extent. However, the study of magic was only partly about manipulation of mana itself. The more important parts came in studying the natural world- physics, chemistry, biology, and really anything else. Knowing how things worked helped a wizard do similar things, or more easily work against the natural order to do what they wanted. Some wizards understood this, and some merely went through the motions. 

William knew some special pieces of information from his first life, but that didn’t mean he’d fully understood every subject then. He just knew about the various chemical elements and things like cells and bacteria. He wasn’t sure if there weren’t actually different or new chemical elements here, or if they were just special compounds. This world had enough time to discover many things, even during William’s three lives here. Why, then, did technology not advance in any significant way? William posited that the most educated people were wizards, who viewed everything more with the idea of it interacting with mana, instead of just on their own. The Demon King wars probably didn’t help much either, with a large amount of information being intentionally destroyed.

William hadn’t known everything there was to know when he was Archmage… and then he’d had a life where he only studied magic as a hobby instead of as a profession. Plus, he was now in a new place, which had some new things to learn- or at least a different way of thinking about old things. The earlier courses William took weren’t especially enlightening, but they reminded him of things he didn’t remember in full, and very occasionally introduced new ideas. The most important thing, though, was he got practical experience with magic this time.

-----

William was listening to a lecture in a class called “Magical Formations and Crafting”. It was a much more fulfilling class when he could actually do something with the information. The class was taught directly by Headmistress Lorenz, which was interesting. He hadn’t known she was a professor as well, because that wasn’t necessarily the case with a headmistress. Her lessons were straightforward and practical. This kind of material had certain properties, which made it useful for these kinds of components. William thought there might be too much emphasis on defensive mechanics for magical robes and other things for use in combat… but he’d learned she also taught the magical dueling classes, so it made sense. 

“Recently, a new kind of formation has come along that is rather interesting. The basic structure is rather standard… but there are some interesting components in it.” William was interested in seeing what this new thing was, but instead of drawing on the board or bringing in an example, the class walked to a different location on campus. The class came to a room, and the headmistress provided further instructions. “The room is rather small, so a few of you at a time go through and look at things, then come out and tell me what you noticed.”

Going in a few at a time really only meant there would be four groups or so, with the dozenish students in this particular class. William found it interesting that there was actually one professor attending the class as well. He didn’t speak much so it was hard to say if he was new to the subject, just brushing up on his knowledge, or attending for some other reason. The first group went through. “It’s cold,” one of the students observed.

Headmistress Lorenz nodded. “True. What else?”

“Umm… there’s food? Like a pantry.”

“Right. I was hoping for some more interesting revelations, but we’ll give everyone else a chance first.”

The second group went through, with Matfey in it- there weren’t that many different classes, or total students, so it wasn’t a surprise to see the same people in everything. Matfey was a bit more specific as he came out. “There’s summer vegetables. Still fresh.”

Headmistress Lorenz just nodded, but smiled slightly.

The third group had nothing much to say, and William went through in the fourth and final group. Well, he wasn’t surprised to find what he did. It was a refrigerator- his design. That made him a little bit nervous, so he did some quick checks. Fortunately, it was complete- including the provisions to keep it from removing bacteria from people. Not that it would be dangerous over a short period anyway… but William remembered how unpleasant it had been. When they got out, seeing nobody else volunteered any information, William made some observations. “There were two parts of the formation. One of them was specifically to keep it cold.”

“Oh yeah!” Matfey spoke up at that point, “And the other one was to keep umm… something out, but not like… always.”

Headmistress Lorenz nodded. “It has long been known that cold can preserve food for longer. Freezing things has the longest effects, but while food in such environments can last for a very long time, there are some deterioration effects. This doesn’t have the negative effects of freezing, and the results are still quite enduring. However, just the cold isn’t enough. The other part is also necessary.”

“What does the other part do?” Matfey asked.

“Well, we don’t know exactly. As you said, it keeps something out, sometimes. That something would be… very small animals, based on the structure… but not when the very small animals are with a much larger animal? It’s not clear why that helps, but it does.”

One student spoke up, “Well, rats getting into food is really bad for it.”

“True, but in this case rats seem to count as one of the ‘much larger’ animals. There’s a reward for anyone who can figure out why it works.” Left unsaid was her doubt that any of the students would be able to figure it out.

“Well, why don’t you just ask the creator about it?”

Headmistress Lorenz clicked her tongue. “This was one of a number of formations we purchased… and we lost the information on where they came from. Well, we’re sending someone back through the latest route so we’ll get the information again. This reward will probably only be available for a few months before we can ask the creator, so if you want the chance you better work quick.”
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                William thought about the reward related to the refrigerator. He wasn’t hurting for money, but it wouldn’t hurt to have more. There was another reason he was thinking about it though. He didn’t doubt that the few months mentioned before they tracked it back to him was made up. Honestly, it was somewhat of a fiasco that they lost the information to begin with. However, once they got to Caister, it would be trivial to link it to the Rutten family, and then to him. The only reason William delayed in going to Headmistress Lorenz was that he wanted to come up with an excuse for why he knew what he did. Even so, the very next day he found himself at her desk. 

“I know why the refrigerator works like that.”

“Oh? Do tell.” She raised an eyebrow and waited.

“I was thinking we should discuss the reward values first.” William named a price, and waited.

Headmistress Lorenz stroked her chin. “That number sounds… familiar.” She fiddled around on her desk and finally pulled out a particular paper, sweeping her eyes down it. “Aha. It’s fortunate that we kept the financial information separate from the other, but perhaps unfortunate since that may have led to the loss in the first place. Having already paid that amount for the purchase of the construction method, why would we pay the same price again?”

“Because the explanation of why it has to work that way is at least as valuable to you as the construction method.”

“And how do you know the details of why it works?”

“The same way I knew the price. I made the formation.” William had considered not being honest and trying to hide the truth… or rather, just leaving and hoping it couldn’t catch up to him. However, he thought of several problems with that. First, if Headmistress Lorenz’ intentions were honest, he would be missing out on an opportunity and causing trouble for his family. If they weren’t, he would cause even more trouble for his family and for himself. Though he didn’t know her all that well, there was the days of travel in the carriage, and having seen her around the academy and in class for several months. If she was a bad person, she was discreet, which would make her even more dangerous. There was another reason William admitted it so easily. Sometimes, he just wanted to have his efforts acknowledged. Saying ‘look at me, I’m awesome’ was a bit too far, but hiding his achievements would be depressing.

“Hmm. For some reason, I believe you. As for your price… I have a better deal. I will waive one… no, two years of tuition, if you really are the one, and provide satisfactory answers. I think that’s a better deal for both of us.

William had to admit that the value was actually higher… and he could see why that was a better deal for the academy as well. For one, the price of tuition wasn’t all profits… and for another, to get any value he would have to remain here. He supposed there were ways he could lose value there, such as if he felt the need to leave…

“Don’t like it? We can offer your original price, but you seemed to fit in quite well here, and I like having intelligent students around, and then intelligent wizards. In general. Some people are very… unpleasant, and I could just as well do without them. So, I do. They can go strut around at an inferior academy.” Part of the way through her thoughts, she seemed to have drifted over to thoughts about personal grudges she had with people in the past. Still, her thoughts had seemed sincere, and William felt he was in the group of people she wasn’t grumbling about.

“No, that would be… fine. We can start my explanation at any time. If you just stick your hand on the desk, palm up, I can do some magic to show you something interesting. These aren’t optimal conditions, but you should get some idea. Also, put your head about… here, and look at your palm.”

“Very well.” She stuck out her hand, palm up, with a slight smile.

William began to chant. He had to admit that part of his delay in coming here was making up a chant that wasn’t too stupid, since he mostly glossed over that part before. “Great powers of the universe, reveal unto me your secrets. As the stars in the sky appear small, so too make the small seem large!” It wasn’t a very good chant, but it really did take some time and concentration to do this particular bit of magic. It could very easily become blurry.

When he finished his chant, Headmistress Lorenz’ eye’s widened. She momentarily drew back, before situating herself in the correct position again. William only managed to keep the spell up for a few minutes, as he had to continue to chant to keep control of the mana and keep the flow steady. “I… see.” She nodded slowly. “I’d heard a theory of bodies being made up of very small pieces before. A magnifying glass didn’t reveal much… but I see. Even smaller than that. This was like a very exaggerated magnifying glass. I should have thought of it myself. She’d probably be disappointed.”

“Who’s she?”

“Oh, my teacher.”

“Oh. I hadn’t really thought about you having had a teacher, but that makes sense. Everyone had to have learned from someone.”

“I still do. She’s very smart.”

William didn’t know what to say to that. Actually, he couldn’t help but thinking about someone in particular. He could ask, but… there were reasons not to. This teacher probably had a name, but it wasn’t Lorelei. Well, the teacher might be Lorelei, but that wouldn’t be her name. Lorelei was a cover name, after all, and so knowing the name of the teacher wouldn’t help. Could it be her? Lorelei mentioned an apprentice, but it had been a long time since then. She didn’t seem the kind to take many apprentices. Asking about her with the name Lorelei would probably not be looked well on, so that wasn’t a good idea. On the other hand… “How long have you studied under her?”

“Well… most of my life.” 

While William didn’t know how long that was, he knew it stretched back to at least before the most recent Demon King war. Otherwise, she couldn’t have lost a friend. It could be Lorelei. “Someone who can be your teacher even to this day must be very knowledgeable. Do you think I could meet her?”

“Well, maybe. She wanders around a lot, and she’s very… particular in who she meets. On the other hand, you’re smart, so you have a decent chance. No idea when she’ll next be around though. Could be a year, could be a dozen.”

That still sounded like Lorelei. Maybe Headmistress Lorenz was the apprentice she mentioned a couple times on accident. On the other hand, in an entire country with very long lifespans, it could be a coincidence. It would still be worth meeting them, if the opportunity arose.
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                In the next few weeks, William found himself without a moment of free time. His classes didn’t occupy him too much, as he was quite capable of finishing any outside work quickly. Instead, the biggest drain on his time was Headmistress Lorenz. She wasn’t satisfied with a single look at things up close. On the other hand, neither was William. He knew the basic structure of a real microscope- a lens, a slide, and a light source, plus some components to make all those things work together. That didn’t occupy too much of his time, because the lens was still being crafted, but he found himself being accosted at random times to be asked also seemingly random questions. When he asked why, Headmistress Lorenz gave a straightforward answer, “Because you’re a source of new ideas!”

“Why not Matfey then? He’s got all sorts of ideas.”

“Sure, he’s got all kinds of unsupported ideas, but yours always have something behind them.”

“Ok. One last thing. Why do I have to be awake at midnight?”

“Because I had an idea and it couldn’t wait! Also we need to look at the stars.”

“‘K.” William looked up. “Done.”

“Aww come on, don’t sound so unenthusiastic.”

“Maybe if you had warned me instead of just dragging me out of bed. I’m pretty sure there are rules about entering other people’s rooms.” At various points in time, William would have been quite happy to have a woman come into his room, and the Headmistress wasn’t unattractive… but obviously also at least a little crazy.

“Nobody can stop me! Anyway I didn’t think of it until just now so I couldn’t warn you.” She pointed to a telescope, “Look through that! Tell me what you see.”

William looked through. He saw a reddish brown splotch. “I dunno. A planet? I don’t remember it’s name.”

“It’s Jelia!”

“Okay, it’s Jelia.”

“Yes, and?”

“And what? That’s what I see. And some empty space.”

“What’s it made of?”

William shrugged. “Dirt.”

“What kind of dirt?”

“Probably dirt with iron in it.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because it’s red like rust. Why ask me all this, couldn’t you just read a book?”

“Sure, of course I’ve read about it. I know what they say, but why do you believe that it’s red because of rust, and not fire or red plants?”

“I’ve read books too, and they made good points.” Plus, it looked like Mars, and . It wasn’t Mars though. First of all, it also had brown areas, though the telescopes he’d seen didn’t have that clear of an image. On the other hand, Mars probably had some brownish spots too, but not so easily visible in that color. More important was that there were only three known planets in the system, so and William had no other reasons to believe it was the same planet just because of a similar color. William hadn’t actually forgotten its name either, but he didn’t know what it was called in gevai territory.

“How boring. You don’t even know that stuff for sure. The books are just guessing, and we can’t even really tell because the images are blurry.”

“So stop complaining about that. Get better telescopes. Put your telescope on top of a mountain so it works better. Or just go there and touch it.”

“... What?”

“The top of a mountain has thinner air, so it won’t get in the way of the image so much.”

“No no, the other thing.”

“What? This telescope isn’t really that great. I mean, I’m sure it was expensive, but it could still be better.”

“No! The other other thing. Did you say go there and touch it?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t necessarily touch it. Probably best to look at it first, in case it really is fire.”

“Hah. Of course,” she grinned broadly, “I just have to go there. See, this is why I picked you. You have all sorts of good ideas. So, how would you do it?”

“That’s… a very long project. We’d probably never complete it… well, it would take a very long time. I suppose it depends on whether there’s mana in space. If not, it would have to be done differently. I think that’s a little much for how things are now. Shouldn’t we finish exploring here first? We’re pretty isolated to just this continent.” William thought about the elves and dwarves, but nobody knew if they survived, and he wasn’t sure if he could have reasonably learned about them in this life. They hadn’t come back, but that didn’t mean anything. Maybe they couldn’t, but maybe they didn’t want to. After all, it wasn’t like they left because they felt like exploring. William wasn’t even sure if there would be other continents, or even distant islands. He’d assumed there were, but that wouldn’t necessarily be the case.

“It will take a long time, yeah. Still, we can’t just give up on the idea because it will take a long time. I suppose there are other things that need to be dealt with first.” She muttered under her breath, and William was certain he wasn’t supposed to hear her next words, “... like the Demon King.”

He wanted to ask about that. Calling him the Demon King didn’t exactly speak of friendship, and she’d said that term before as well- he just hadn’t thought about it. However, he didn’t want to push too hard. “Like what, specifically?”

“Ah… don’t worry about it. Just stay here and keep learning and thinking of good ideas. It’s safe here. Still… don’t neglect taking some combat magic courses.” She grinned. “I teach those, so I know they’re good. Then, when you’re a bit more prepared, maybe we’ll talk.”

The Demon King. William wanted him to have been completely destroyed, but as always his own survival indicated that wasn’t necessarily the case. Did Headmistress Lorenz know something he didn’t know? Maybe she was just expecting his return, as normal. On the other hand, if her teacher was Lorelei, she should know that the plan was enacted, in which case still worrying indicated they had some idea it was a failure. Now he really needed to meet the teacher, to see if she was Lorelei. For that, though, it sounded like the only thing he could do was wait.
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                William found himself at the training grounds again. He did take his own advice on running, but a majority of his time was spent training in staff techniques. He wasn’t making fast progress on that end, but he felt there was some, which was good enough. Most importantly the training was honing the muscles he would use most in combat. Again, there wasn’t quick improvement, but there was some. That was enough, because he had time. He should have a very long time, in fact. As long as there wasn’t something wrong with him. Other than the current state of his soul, but that was merely preventing him from training in ki… and making some memories incomplete. He felt he was getting more of those back, but it was hard to say whether nothing of import happened during certain times or if he just didn’t remember. William grimaced at a thought he had. Perhaps his soul needed to be whole to take advantage of gevai’s longer lifespans. How would he know? He shook his head. He couldn’t afford to think about that too much, but he did keep in mind the idea that he needed to look for a method to make his soul better… or at least less messed up.

This particular morning, William saw an unexpected figure at the training grounds. It was Headmistress Lorenz. “Did you need me for something?”

“Hmm?” She tilted her head upon seeing William approach. “Oh, Josef? No, I didn’t even expect to find you here. Or anyone, really. Nobody usually uses this area but me.”

“I’ve been using it for months.”

She shrugged. “A recent change then. Barely even counts. Well, I usually come earlier anyway.” She looked over William. “You actually come here regularly? It’s hard to tell with the robes. It would explain the style, though. Normal robes are… inconvenient for moving around in.”

William nodded, “Yeah, they can be a real pain.”

William watched her start training, and was surprised. She was using a staff and the training dummies, and was clearly moving in a way that wasn’t just for exercise. There was something familiar about the staff style… but William couldn’t say what. He’d studied a number of styles under Master Dong Xin, even if he didn’t practice them all himself. All the familiarity said was that staff styles ended up about the same, and perhaps in the past some styles had passed between human and gevai. She was quite good. William supposed she should be, as long as she trained regularly over the duration of her life. Still, that showed she had some talent or significant devotion, or perhaps both. William doubted she was going all out against training dummies.

William wondered if it would be rude to ask to spar. He decided not to at the moment, because he had to head to a class. Sure, he could have skipped it, but it wouldn’t reflect well on him if he skipped a class just because he suddenly wanted to spar. It might not look good for the headmistress either.

-----

The microscope was finished. It wasn’t grand, but it was functional. There was merely a basic structure with a light source, a lens, and a place to view. The glass slides were expensive, since they had to be flat and pure, but not as much as the lens. William could only imagine how much a compound microscope would cost… but when he mentioned that having more lenses could amplify the effect, Headmistress Lorenz started planning one out, without considering the cost. 

William found he really enjoyed looking at things under a microscope. He hadn’t really done it much on Earth, but maybe because it wasn’t something easily available, he took it more seriously. Unfortunately, as for scholarly advancements, he didn’t really achieve much. He did have the idea to study some yogurt and yeast so that he could see if it was feasible to exclude those from the refrigeration formation. They came in different kinds, but maybe there was a way to be specific enough… But he knew it would take time to figure that out. Rejecting all bacteria and such was rather easy, but even specifically excluding humans from the process was not an easy task. Now that he had access to more information, William considered that part too, but he also considered if it was even worthwhile. Hopefully, nothing else would be entering the formation anyway, and it might be more expensive for no real purpose. 

In terms of his studies, William was making great strides. Specifically, he was learning all the correct terminology in the gevai language, and filling up gaps in practical experience. His calculations weren’t a problem, and they even had a few neat tricks for certain kinds of math. William found himself experimenting with magic… and being glad that his body was tough on the occasions he messed up and suffered backlash. He even tried various ways to stimulate mana without speaking. He didn’t find anything that worked, but at least nothing happened to him. After all, if he never stimulated the mana, it couldn’t backlash. 

William was so engrossed in his studies that he almost forgot to write to his family. He’d sent a letter telling them he’d successfully entered the academy, and received a response, but he’d be negligent in the following months. He didn’t say much in his next letter, but mentioned that he was studying ways to improve the refrigerator formation, and that he also had some methods to cover costs in future years of study. He didn’t mention knowing the headmistress and working with her- on side projects admittedly- because it would sound like bragging. It would be bragging, even if he didn’t mean it that way, and he thought maybe he kind of would. He wanted to be seen as smart and important, at least to people he cared about. He also inquired about the status of the farm. Although he didn’t care about the details so much, he wanted to know everything was going well.
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                The rest of the year passed without incident. William received letters from his parents and brother ensuring him everything was fine- business was good, actually. They even hired a farmhand to help with some of the work, since Stefan was busy much of the time working on installation or maintenance of refrigerator arrays. Perhaps the interest would die down in future years, but it was steady work at the moment. William tried to send letters regularly.

On his own side, William had filled up many holes he hadn’t known or had forgotten. He was gaining a deeper understanding of magical formations, including the use of some materials he hadn’t seen in human lands. He wasn’t sure if they weren’t available there, or their use was just unknown. Some of them looked plain, so most people wouldn’t recognize their worth. Even William wouldn’t have, if he hadn’t been told about them or tried studying new things. He advanced in other areas of academic interest as well, but he felt the most impressed with his duel results.

It wasn’t that William hadn’t been good at duels before… but from a purely magical standpoint, he had been lacking, and that was with Chris. Now, he could do magic on his own, and he was getting pretty adept at using it. He already had dozens of years of experience in fighting against wizards, and now that he could see mana he became even more adept. He even won purely based on magic, without using his staff at all. Most of the time, it would have been even easier, because many students weren’t prepared for melee combat. Even so, it was their own fault- because the classes did teach the basics. If they couldn’t understand why it was useful, or even bother to ask about it, that was their own problem.

-----

As the year came to an end, a new one started. That brought with it a new batch of students… but again, not that many. This year, there were merely a half-dozen new students. Because the academy was set up university style, William found himself in some classes with them. There was nothing specifically restricting students by year, though there were often prerequisites for certain classes. These could be waived if the student had proper knowledge, at their own risk. 

Among the new students was Edgard Van Cann. He was from a minor noble family- his father did not have the right to call himself a demon lord, nor would he when the position was handed down. This wasn’t why William disliked him, but it certainly didn’t help. No, William didn’t like him because he was an arrogant brat. He thought he was better than everyone at everything, but he strictly wasn’t.

Taking a step back, William had to admit that he was better than many people at many things. He had enough intelligence and knowledge to back himself up. William didn’t really care whether or not Edgard actually was better than anyone else or not, he didn’t like the attitude. William found himself better than Edgard in every subject, and while he had a significant advantage in age, he couldn’t help but show Edgard he wasn’t the best when the opportunity arose. It was childish, and William didn’t know why he did it, but he couldn’t help it. Even so, William avoided direct conflict with Edgard- he merely provided a more complete answer to a question asked by a teacher, or did better quality work. After a few instances, even if William didn’t want to compete, he could no longer avoid it. William would always see Edgard looking at his projects, though he tried to avoid looking like he did so, or acknowledging them at all. After all, if he acknowledged them he would have to admit he was inferior.

William wasn’t the only one better than Edgard, but he was the only one who consistently surpassed him in every area. Maftey was quicker and more consistent with his calculations. Though he came from a merchant background, that really only gave him an advantage in arithmetic. However, his skills also continued into higher level mathematics. There were others who were better than Edgard in one or two areas as well, which made his arrogant attitude apparent. Confidence was different, but he refused to acknowledge when he was bested, not even trying to explain it away but completely ignoring it. William could tell he still cared though.

-----

In terms of duels, Edgard was… average. That was William’s assessment of his actual skill. He relied mostly on his magical robe and expensive staff to bring him up to near the top. In a real battle, he would be effective enough, but when he acted like it was his own skill it grated on William’s nerves. William still beat him every time, even with his plain staff and normal robes. William thought he should really consider investing in a better staff, but a truly good one was still beyond his price range. He had to consider having money for the future. He did have to admit that not having to pay the tuition fee for the year helped his financial situation considerably- otherwise he wouldn’t have even considered some of the staves. William’s other reason lay in the staves themselves. The best performing ones were specialized in certain elements- approximately. Some magical beasts that actually used magic formed gems that helped them- like a dragon’s heart. Beyond that, certain types of gems seemed to work better with certain types of magic, but William wasn’t sure how much of that was placebo. William didn’t really specialize in any one area, so if he wanted a certain level of increase in overall performance, it would be more expensive. Well, there was one staff that would probably be just what he wanted, but William had no idea where Chris was. Sometimes, he thought about him, and it was almost like he could feel him for a moment, and then the feeling was gone. William had no idea how he would find him, but he put searching for him on a mental list of things he needed to do. First he would continue learning in Ducson until he was satisfied with his overall level of skill. He was even considering trying to become a professor again, but he would take some time to journey around the country first, for various reasons. Then… he would see. He had time, and nothing was hurrying him. It was nice.

            

    
        Chapter 274

    
    
    
    
                “Van Cann.” William gave the slightest nod of recognition. While they might pretend to completely ignore each other when passing in hallways, they couldn’t very well do so in the duel arena.

“Rutten.” The grimace that stretched across Edgard’s face was probably the closest thing to a smile William would get from him. Not that William wanted to see him smile, since every time he saw his face he got more annoyed. It was mostly because William thought caring about the feud they had was ridiculous. William had had several lifetimes, whereas this was a young man around two dozen years old. Even so, he couldn’t help but clash with him.

At least the arena was an authorized place to have direct confrontations. William often felt better after he beat up Edgard, and there was never any serious damage. The wards here were better at preventing any serious damage than those in Ostana, and the ones in Ostana were quite functional. Here, the protections were very quick to react, and very powerful. William felt confident he could take a lightning bolt to the chest and be fine, even with a human body. The arena would make it very clear he lost in such a case, because when the defensive spells stopped lethal or similar damage, there were many visible indications. They didn’t take into account what an individual might withstand, but fighting after taking a direct hit from a spell wasn’t really practical anyway, even if one were tougher. Well, there was the Demon King, but he was a special case, and hopefully dead, and William thought a lot of it was his armor.

William focused as the battle started. Though he was confident in always beating Edgard, that was only if he set his mind to it. Edgard’s magic was powerful enough that if he let himself get hit, William knew he would probably lose. Of course, he didn’t have to let that happen. Edgard started off the battle with a classic move. A lightning bolt. Hard to dodge, powerful… there were no particular weaknesses, except it had to hit. Usually, that wasn’t a problem. Edgard even made sure it would track to William’s location instead of just moving in a straight line, which showed he had learned from previous battles. The only problem was he couldn’t hide the mana guiding it, and William could see that. On his own end, William countered by creating a stronger path for it to follow near him, which was not hard because he was closer and understood how it worked better. The lightning crackled uselessly into the ground a few meters away from William, and he could see Edgard gnashing his teeth. If Edgard wasn’t so unpleasant,  William might be inclined to let him win once, or at least not go out of his way to embarrass him, but that simply wasn’t the case.

William was the next to initiate a spell, a fireball. Edgard actually dodge it, mostly, with the remnant of the energy being absorbed by his robe. He knew how to move around in combat… but he didn’t really move while casting spells. He was in the camp that detested exercise, which meant his overall stamina was lower. That was part of the reason he opened with a spell that could be counted as a finisher. William often took the time to wear him down, because Edgard was actually reasonably on guard against defeating him in a single blow. Of course, William was confident he could take care of him in a matter of seconds with a staff to the gut, but he still avoided that.

They kept exchanging spells, and William saw him starting to breathe heavily. This was a good chance. William prepared a fireball spell- actually, several fireballs, which would move independently. It was harder to control and they would be weaker, but it was much harder to dodge. With him being out of breath, William was more certain one would impact him properly. At the same moment, Edgard pulled something out of his robes. It was an orb, which he immediately tossed toward William. William didn’t know what it was, but he had a bad feeling about it. He halted his spell immediately, but fired it out instead of just stopping. Then, he prepared to dodge as fast as he could.

William found himself flying through the air. He wasn’t sure how it happened, because the orb hadn’t even crossed half the distance to him yet. It was as if the ground moved. William landed on his feet outside the arena, even after flipping through the air several times. As he landed, he looked around. Something was strange. Well, the first obvious thing was the arena. It had split open. It wasn’t cracked or broken, just split. That explained why it felt like the ground moved- it did. In fact, half of the arena was standing vertically, and that was what had flung him out of the area. William thought the other half was like that as well. The orb… he couldn’t see it, but he stayed cautious.

“Edgard Van Cann!” Headmistress Lorenz’ voice boomed throughout the area. “If you engage in such foolishness again you will be directly kicked out of the academy! This is your one warning! You are also hereby banned from sparring or using the arena for the remainder of the year.” The arena slammed back down with a thunderous boom, and William saw Edgard on the other side- except instead of standing, he was lying flat on his back. He seemed rather dizzy, and when he tried to sit up he fell onto his side.

William wasn’t sure what the orb was, but it must have been very bad. Normal infractions of the rules were met with various sorts of punishments, but more serious infractions were different. If nobody was truly harmed, the student would receive a single warning, otherwise they would be directly expelled, and perhaps prosecuted as a criminal. There hadn’t been any serious incidents in the year and several months William had attended the academy, but he’d read the rules thoroughly. William didn’t like getting in trouble, and doing so because of carelessness was sometimes worse. Besides, he liked to know what the rules covered. It wasn’t because he wanted to know what he could get away with… well, perhaps it was. William shook his head. He saw the look in Edgard’s eye- their conflict had evolved beyond whatever it was before. That was unpleasant. William wondered if he should have done things differently… but the only other option he could think of was stupid. He wasn’t going to underperform to help inflate someone’s ego. Besides, it probably wouldn’t have helped.

            

    
        Chapter 275

    
    
    
    
                “Hey, Josef. Have you heard the rumors? Are they true?” Matfey leaned in close to William’s face.

“What rumors? I don’t think I’ve heard the rumors. Where would I hear them, except perhaps from you?”

“Hmm, good point. The rumors…” He leaned in close to whisper conspiratorially, “they say that you’re lovers with the Headmistress, and that’s why your grades are so good.” He leaned back and scratched his head, “Ah, I don’t mean to imply that I think your academic success isn’t legitimate, that’s just what they say.” He leaned forward again, his orange-brown face in William’s, “About that other part though, is that true?”

William blinked a few times. “What? No. Why would people think that?”

Matfey raised an eyebrow, “Besides the fact that she comes to drag you off to places, and actually gets along with you?” He shrugged, “You sure you’re not?”

“I’m sure. Besides, she gets along with some other people just fine. Even you.”

“Half the time she looks at me like I’m an idiot.”

“That’s better than most, isn’t it?”

“Huh. Do you think I have a chance?”

“What?” William looked over Matfey, “Eh, probably not. You’re too young. Why…” William almost asked why he cared, but then he gave it a moment of consideration. Headmistress Lorenz was attractive, smart, and had power. That was what a lot of people wanted. Her age might be a problem- not physically, but because of maturity. On the other hand, once there was a certain level people didn’t really get much more mature. Actually, William knew that many people never really even got to the level he would consider mature, though many of them at least learned how to pretend in certain circumstances. William shrugged, “Why ask me though?”

“Why not? You seem like the one most likely to know, and least likely to laugh in my face.”

“A fair point.”

-----

The rumors bothered William. Not that he was particularly bothered by the idea of being Headmistress Lorenz’ lover, but because they were false. Not that he necessarily desired for them to be true, but that part wouldn’t bother him. As all rumors, someone had to spread them. This one seemed like it had been spread on purpose- maliciously. William could guess who was behind it, but it was possible that it was just some gossipy people with an idea. It was probably Edgard though, even if he didn’t spread the rumor himself. 

The biggest problem was that it might cause trouble for the Headmistress and William. There weren’t technically any rules forbidding such a relationship, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t cause trouble. Things weren’t so simple. William’s first idea was to go ask her for advice on what to do… but immediately running to her would help contribute to the rumors. He supposed the best thing was to do nothing for now.

-----

William suddenly found himself yanked by the collar. He couldn’t react in time to stop it, but he wasn’t going to just let things stand as they were. He swung his staff around behind him. It was an awkward position, but it should still do something. However, he found that his staff stopped, and he couldn’t move it.

“There’s no need for that,” a familiar voice said. “Have you been avoiding me?”

“Uh…” William turned to see Headmistress Lorenz, “Only a little bit.”

“Why is that?”

“I thought it might be better, with the rumors. It could cause trouble for you.”

“Rumors?” She thought for a moment, “Ah, those? Don’t care.”

“Are you sure? Won’t it cause trouble for someone in your position?”

“How so? I’m the Headmistress. Nobody can tell me what to do. If I wanted to have a lover, nobody could fault me. If I wanted to falsify grades, nobody could stop me. I don’t, though.”

“Couldn’t people use it as an excuse to remove you from that position?”

“I have all of the official power, and if they tried to force me out… They wouldn’t find themselves in a good position. Anyway, come look at the cells on this fruit I found. They’re very interesting.” She started walking, “And before you ask, I have had a lover. A husband, even. He’s dead now though.”

“Ah… was that… your friend? Who died in the war? I don’t mean to pry but...”

“Nope. He died before that.” She shrugged, “Marriage was fine while it lasted, but I also like having no familial ties. That way, I can do whatever I want.” Her swift steps brought them to her lab shortly. “Look at the slide on the microscope.”

William did. “It looks like… a fairly normal plant, actually. What should I be seeing?”

“Okay, now look at this.” She took the slide out and replaced it with another.

“Umm… blood? This looks like blood. Nothing particularly special. What’s it from?”

“A fruit.” She pointed to a reddish fruit on another table, sitting in a tray.

“Hmm, I see where the plant part came from but where did… wait you said the blood came from the fruit?”

“That’s right. This is a bloodfruit… called that because it’s juice smells and tastes like blood. Except, it is blood, not juice. It just has more sugar than expected. The fruit even moves slightly when attached to the tree, like a heart pumping. There’s been a lot of debate about whether it was actually blood or juice… but looking at it up close, it’s obviously blood.”

“That doesn’t make sense though. Animals have blood, plants don’t. A tree couldn’t even produce blood.”

“Couldn’t it? Here’s a branch.”

“Looks… normalish.” The branch was brown, and had bark, as one would expect. However, upon looking at the end of the branch, William got a distinctly different impression. Inside the brownish bark, there was wood and then a small circle of white… and then a red and white center. He carefully touched it with his hand. “This is bone. That explains where the blood comes from, I guess.”

“That’s right. It’s a very strange sort of tree.”

“This is weird. It doesn’t really make sense. Though, I suppose it could be two things. Maybe the tree… and this bone structure. They might be separate organisms.”

“Oooh, interesting thought. How would we know? They certainly don’t survive apart from each other.”

“Dunno.” William shrugged. Well, they could look at the DNA, but they didn’t have a microscope powerful enough, nor any way to manipulate anything on a small enough level to make that feasible.

Headmistress Lorenz looked at William. “Well… perhaps we’ll figure something out. Let me know if you think of anything.”

            

    
        Chapter 276

    
    
    
    
                After the escalation of their feud, William had half-expected himself to get attacked in the halls- or elsewhere- by Edgard. However, he seemed to be smarter, more cautious, or more cowardly than that. Still, William remained on guard around him.

So far, the only thing William knew he’d done was spread the rumor about himself and the headmistress. He didn’t have any proof it was Edgard, but he knew it was him. Other than that, he immersed himself in his studies. The fervor with which he did so would have impressed William, if he didn’t dislike him so much. William could also clearly tell he was just trying to find some knowledge he could hold over William. He didn’t, but not because it didn’t exist. Edgard just didn’t know where to look, and William was good enough at coming up with answers to unexpected questions. 

Well, William found it didn’t hurt to find out what Edgard was studying. His initial reason for spying on him was to determine for sure if he was spreading the rumor, but by the point William did so it was too late. The rumor was already around, which meant Edgard wouldn’t need to continue spreading it. Still, William saw what he was studying to try to trip him up, and also who his friends were. Well, maybe they weren’t friends. Lackeys wasn’t really right either, but they were more than acquaintances. Either way, they were people he talked with rather frequently. William couldn’t watch them all, but at least he would know who to be more suspicious of. Maybe they wouldn’t do anything, but caution wouldn’t hurt.

William’s sneaking skills weren’t nearly as good as when his ki was… well, useful. Still, he was capable of conventionally hiding, and in the library he could listen to conversations while appearing to browse the shelves. He could at least slightly boost his hearing with ki, even if it was much less so than before. As for using magic… trying to be stealthy with magic in front of gevai was a futile effort. Even those who didn’t study magic would at least be able to tell magic was happening, because of the way mana would move unnaturally.

Even though he did spy on Edgard, he didn’t actually do that much of it. After all, William had his own things to do, and they were more important than coming out on top of a stupid rivalry. Not that William didn’t want to do the other things and come out on top of the rivalry, even if a squabble with a kid was stupid to get into. And a kid he was, no matter what humans might say given his age.

-----

William heard the alarming sound of furniture breaking- the snapping of wood and clattering sounds. He hurried his steps toward Headmistress Lorenz’ office… only to have to dodge a chair that came flying out the door. It shattered into pieces on the wall behind him. “Oh! Sorry, Josef. Come in.”

“Expecting someone else, Headmistress?” William asked as he stepped into the room. The only intact furniture were the bookshelves and the desk. Everything else had been smashed to pieces.

“No.”

“Why the throwing and breaking then? Aren’t these kind of expensive?”

“Who cares about money?”

“Lots of people, actually.”

“Then why is my school so empty? Wizards can make a lot of money. Heck, even people with a basic education can make a lot more than those without, but nobody comes to the free classes.”

“Nobody?”

“Almost nobody. In a city this size, I should have to be turning people away because the building can’t hold anymore instead of just seeing a couple dozen children every day. I know not everyone is helping out with the family business. I would have killed for the chance!” As she snapped the leg of of a chair- made from ironwood, it seemed- William wondered if she was being literal. 

“I never realized you were so passionate about that.”

“The only thing that bothers me more than stupid people is uneducated people. At least here they have a chance to fix that! The stupid are a lot harder to fix, but it’s free education!”

“Maybe nobody sees the value in it because it’s free? Perhaps if you start charging a token fee…”

“I already tried that a long time ago, but some of these people are so poor they can’t afford a copper per day- or per week.”
 William shrugged. “I don’t know then. Maybe they’re afraid of wizards.”

“That’s a stupid reason. Everyone can use magic, if they learn how.” She sighed, “Is that it though? The few students seem like a timid lot, but they aren’t afraid of us. On the other hand, they don’t do much convincing of others to join. At home, they’ll at best get half an education… but usually less.” She tilted her head for a second, “I wonder if magic would help? It could get people to show up.”

“What, like demonstrations?”

“Hmm? I guess we could do that, but I was thinking a formation to draw people here.”

“What, and force them to learn?”

“Ah… when you say it like that, it sounds bad. I’m sure once they came here and saw how it is they’d want to come back.”

“How would you know, with the formation drawing them? Besides how would you even filter the right people?”

“I don’t know!” She threw her hands up. “If I did I wouldn’t have broken all this stuff.”

“Right. Well, at least this isn’t the lab. You asked me here for something?”

“Oh, yeah.” She shuffled through the papers on her desk… and some on the floor next to it. “Ah, here it is. We got something out of Eclea- it’s a real pain with their stupid barrier. It’s a schematic for something, I’m not sure what yet. I’m still translating it. Should have learned it when I had the chance, but there aren’t exactly any Eclean to gevai language books around. Well, not any good ones, which is why it takes time.” She shook her head, “Oh right, here’s the thing. It’s probably not a great copy, but it should be something.”

William took the blueprint, though it wasn’t blue… nor had he seen any actual blue blueprints in this world. Regardless, he took it and looked at it. “Huh. A train.”

            

    
        Chapter 277

    
    
    
    
                “What was that?” Headmistress Lorenz tilted her head.

William shook his head. “Uh, looks like a big… thing. Are these wheels?” William was glad he didn’t know any words for train except in English… and even that he barely even remembered anymore. He had just learned what he presumed was the Eclean word for “train” though. He would have called it a machine if he knew a good word for that.

“That’s right, they’re wheels. Any thoughts?”

William had many thoughts, including ‘how is there a train’. That one was resolved rather quickly. It had been a long time since he was last in Eclea, and unlike other places they didn’t seem to have stagnated their technology. It looked much like a train from Earth, but he didn’t know how precisely the details were the same. Perhaps someone from Earth had reincarnated and gone to Eclea, or it could be a coincidence. Actually, it wasn’t too unreasonable for there to be more reincarnations. The Demon King had been destroying souls again… and William had contributed more than his fair share in the last battle. Presumably, anyway, though he was rather too dead to tell for sure. At the very least the explosion would have killed everyone and had a good chance of affecting their souls. William couldn’t help but think of the lake.

In the end, William came up with a good thought. “Why are the wheels so skinny?” He knew, of course. The blueprint also said it, but letting on that he could speak and read Eclean seemed… unwise.

“Oh, that’s an interesting thing. This is some kind of carriage that doesn’t work except on special ‘roads’. We have a blueprint for them too…”

The blueprint was, of course, for railroad tracks. Although the tracks themselves didn’t look impressive, railroad tracks had to be rather precise. They needed to be consistent over their whole length, and the tracks had to be the right length. This was simpler if the tracks went straight, but more complicated over turns. William hadn’t studied trains more than knowing that there were difficulties involved with turning, among other things. “So the wheels go on these? Seems like a lot of work. These must be fast.”

“Why is that?”

“Because they’d be very expensive. If they were expensive and could only go to one place, they have to be much faster, or they wouldn’t be worthwhile.”

“I thought the same thing. The blueprints indicate the could be a half dozen, to a dozen times the speed of a horse- over long distances, anyway. After all, it won’t get tired. With improvements, they think it could even reach two dozen times the speed of a horse, and then even horses galloping couldn’t catch up.”

“That’s… quite fast.” William did some math in his head. Those numbers sounded about right. It mattered a lot what kind of fuel they had, and how the tracks were made. “That would enable them to cross the country in a day.”

“During only daylight hours as well. My sources say that right now they’re building some of the slower ones in Eclea. I wonder if we can make some here…”

“Who would pay for them?”

“Well… the nobility, I guess, with taxes.”

“I see, and which of them will pay first? Perhaps the tracks might pass through their territory at great cost, but unless they connect up with neighboring regions there isn’t much profit to be made.”

“You’re right. Some with ambition might… but they would mostly argue or be uninterested.” Headmistress Lorenz sighed. “Perhaps it would take a few dozen years to even begin. Not that I am on particularly good terms with any nobles who I would share the idea with.”

“No, I suppose not.” The discussion on the train continued, with William trying not to give away too much- primarily how much he actually knew. He didn’t have any problem with Headmistress Lorenz having the information… nor gevai in general… but also specifically not the Demon Lords. Things would need to change before he would feel comfortable with such technology here. On the other hand, the refrigerator had been his idea, and that could also provide a lot of use. He just had to hope that the Demon Lords continued to be stuck in old ways, or at least short on vision.

-----

William had been listening to Edgard complain about how the academy was run to some of his ‘friends’. It was boring and unproductive, so he planned to leave soon.

“You know Edgard, if you feel so strongly about this, you could just go somewhere else.”

“I wish. My father is overprotective, and doesn’t wish me to go to an academy in another territory. It’s a shame, really, because I feel the others might be more… selective… about who they let in. Can you believe there’s a farmer going here? A farmer. It’s too bad his family lives so far away, my father has no influence around Caister.”

William was going to murder Edgard. It was all he could do to stop himself from stepping out and kicking him out a window right now. Then he thought better of it. They weren’t in a particularly tall building and gevai were tough. He’d probably survive. No wait, that wasn’t the right reason. It wasn’t appropriate to kill him in public. He’d have to do it secretly. No, that wouldn’t be a good idea either. He’d be the primary suspect. It would have to be an accident. William shook his head. That wasn’t right either. He probably shouldn’t kill him at all.

Edgard continued to speak, “Apparently there’s no way to replace that headmistress either. There’s not much to be done about who enters the upper levels here. At least we can keep commoners from going to that ‘primary school’. Nobody wants them getting any ideas.”

William continued to have thoughts of murder, but he knew he couldn’t really do anything about it. He had no authority here, and anything he did would just bring criminal charges down on him, and perhaps even on his family. If he actually did something like kill Edgard, that would be just the excuse they needed. Though, even though he couldn’t do anything, William knew someone who perhaps could. To think, William had been about to leave.

            

    
        Chapter 278

    
    
    
    
                “What did you say, Josef?” Headmistress Lorenz raised an eyebrow.

William restated more concisely, “The local nobles, or at the very minimum the Van Cann family, have been suppressing the commoners to keep them from attending the primary school.”

She folded her hands in front of her and leaned forward. “Do you have any proof?”

“Not… exactly...” William hesitantly stated.

She sighed and leaned back. “Then why even come here?”

“Well, it’s not proof, but I did hear it directly from Edgard’s mouth.” He recounted what Edgard had said, including some details that came up later in the conversation. “So, unless he’s lying, which he might be, it seems pretty clear.”

“Hmm…” Headmistress Lorenz nodded slowly. “Yet, I only have your word on what was said. The conflict between the two of you is well known, which brings with it some suspicion.”

“I-” William started, but she waved her hand to cut him off.

“That said, I believe you are generally trustworthy, and that means the matter is worth looking into.”

“That’s all I can ask.”

“I might find nothing. I hope you know that if so, this won’t reflect well on you.”

William shrugged. “Then I hope you find something. I know what I heard.”

-----

Several weeks passed with no news. William hadn’t seen much of Headmistress Lorenz, which could mean that she was busy investigating. Perhaps she had finished, finding nothing. In that case, she might be avoiding him. William didn’t like that idea, but he hadn’t been doing it to frame Edgard. He truly believed what he had heard, but perhaps he should have tried to gather some hard evidence on his own first. He wouldn’t want to ruin the good relationship he had with the Headmistress over this. Perhaps he could go out himself, though he didn’t know where he would start.

Thus, William hit the training dummy in front of him. It was good for taking out frustration, especially if he imagined Edgard’s face on it. It had mostly been a petty rivalry, but with the thought of his family getting involved, William grew more angry about it. Fortunately, they were fine, but it still bothered him. On the other hand, if he did anything rash, he probably couldn’t afford the consequences. Kicking people out of a window only worked if you were lucky enough to get a powerful organization on your side, and the best he had was Headmistress Lorenz… and she wasn’t necessarily on his side, at least not anymore.

William stopped. He felt something to the north. Was that…? William shook his head. The feeling was gone, and it had only been so slight. Maybe it had been nothing. He sighed, and went back to what he was doing.

-----

Before him was a roomful of elves and dwarves. Well, there were also some of his people, but they were not the focus of the room. He reached out to a dwarf. He had to bend down- even more than normal, because the chains held the captive even lower. He reached out, almost gently, and touched the dwarf’s face. He was unsure if this was a man or a woman. The beard didn’t tell him much, and he honestly didn’t care. Then he began chanting, his voice echoing throughout the chamber. The dwarf struggled out of fear… but they had no idea how terrified they really should be. 

There was an explosive force, but he suppressed it. It would be a waste if all that energy were to get away… and killing those nearby would also be a different kind of waste. Energy flowed into him, and he took it like a breath of fresh air. It was so invigorating, but that was it. Ultimately, it was disappointing. As expected of a dwarf. Still, there were plenty more. His hands reached for another one. He heard muffled sounds, but no words. It would have been a pain if they could talk, but even so he wouldn’t have understood them anyway. Another dwarf… another disappointment. No, this was barely worth it. After this, he would not get any more dwarves.

One by one he walked down the rows, until there were no more dwarves. He had to wait sometimes, because the mana in the room depleted even with the gathering formation. No matter, he wasn’t in a rush. None of the prisoners could escape their bonds- escape him. After the dwarves, now it was time for an elf. There was once again an invigorating feeling, like a breath of fresh air, but it came with more. There was that slight tingle that came with it that made it so much better.

Again, he walked down the rows. One by one, he destroyed them, absorbing what he could… and most importantly, the magic. Mana was something external, but magic… that was part of people. Perhaps it was better to say that it was the connection to magic. That was why dwarves were no good. Their connection to magic was tenuous, at best. Worse than humans, even. Even so, it didn’t stop them from making truly annoying armor and weapons. The weapons were fine in the end, because his people could use them, but the armor was all the wrong size and couldn’t be reworked without losing its properties. It was worse than raw ore, because of the effort it took to make it something useful. 

Well, dwarves still weren’t completely useless. They did have the knowledge, and perhaps the smiths could make some use of it. It was hard to know which of them were smiths, though. It could be any of them, or none of them. It didn’t stop them from being soldiers or commanders or just citizens.

Still, the elves were quite useful. It would have been nice to capture more, but that was impractical. So, he took what he could. Though he could only truly take a single tendril of magic from each, they added together into the great weave that made him up. At the core was, of course, his own magic. That dominated everything, and controlled everything. In his soul, his own consciousness and ki worked on crushing the remaining bits of useless fluff that were once elves and dwarves. Those parts were unnecessary.
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                William woke up in a cold sweat. He couldn’t remember what the dream was, but it was deeply disturbing. Somehow, he couldn’t feel like he knew something he didn’t want to. Still, if he couldn’t remember it and didn’t think about it, it was nothing but a bad dream. Nothing else. He tried to go back to sleep, but he couldn’t. His mind wouldn’t settle down. So, he got up and went to the training grounds. Perhaps hitting things and zapping something else with lightning would make him feel better.

-----

“Josef! Hey Josef! Did you heard the news?” Matfey ran into the training area, breathing heavily. Before, that wouldn’t have meant much, but William had seen his exercise regime. He must have run almost half the city.

“What news? Is something wrong?”

“Well...” Matfey took a few breaths to steady his breathing, “It’s big news. The Van Cann manor…”

“What about it? Have they made some kind of proclamation?” William was worried it would somehow involve him. Would he have to leave? He hadn’t done anything wrong, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop them.

“No… it… *phew* it sunk into the ground. The whole place. It sunk, and collapsed inward, and there are only like a half dozen buildings still standing on the entire property. Nobody knows what caused it.”

William blinked a few times. He supposed that was good news, perhaps. “How did that happen? Was there an earthquake?” William shook his head, “No, I would have felt it here if it was that much.”

“Nobody’s sure… but it seems like it was… magic. That’s what I heard anyway. Nobody knows if anybody survived. Well, except the servants. The building they stayed in was one of the few that survived. They said they woke up in the night to a rumbling and terrible crashing sound. However, it was dark, so all they could really see were lights sinking. Now there’s just a pit full of rubble. I went and saw it myself.” Matfey shook his head. “I mean, it couldn’t have been an earthquake, but I honestly don’t think it could have been magic. Except, the mana there was all weird, so maybe it was magic. Maybe a… Lord… was displeased with them and sent a squad of highly trained wizard through. Either way, it’s big news.”

“Yeah…” William thought about it. Was it wrong that he was happy to hear the news? He could imagine the buildings crashing down on people, and the screams… and yet he felt fine about it. Good, even. He’d only ever met Edgard, the others there might have been just fine. On the other hand, William wouldn’t have bet anything on there being any innocents there. “Those servants were pretty lucky.”

“Yeah.” Matfey shrugged. “It’s big news.” He smiled slightly, “But hey, it’s nice to know that bad things can happen to bad people, right?” Then he frowned. “I hope this isn’t the signs of something else though. Large magical phenomena aren’t good for people in the area. The city is far enough it will probably be fine… but sometimes…”

William hadn’t considered that. “I suppose we should watch out for it. Perhaps the professors will have some idea what to watch for.” William didn’t really think that. Watching for strange things happening for mana would work, but if all of the mana was doing things underground, it wouldn’t do much good. Being able to see mana didn’t give the ability to see through stone. Though, a large phenomena underground had a chance to give off mana toward the surface.

-----

Several more days passed without incident. Then, he was called to Headmistress Lorenz’ office. William hoped it was a good sign. It shouldn’t be too bad, because if he was under suspicion he likely would have been called in immediately. Besides, he’d really done nothing. Still, he couldn’t help but walk with some trepidation as he went toward her office. William nervously stepped into Headmistress Lorenz’ office. “You called for me?”

“Yep. I finished the interpretation of all of the text on the blueprints. Of course, I could have just waited a day or so, but I wanted to do it myself. Anyway, this ‘train’ thing is super interesting. I kind of want to make a little one, just to see if it actually runs.”

William blinked. That wasn’t what he expected to hear at all. It was as if the last few weeks of not interacting with her hadn’t happened at all. “Did you hear… uh… the news?”

“What news? Oh, you mean the Van Cann estate?” She shrugged, “Of course I heard. That sort of brings one thread of the investigation to a dead end, so we’ll wait and see if anything changes. If not, I might try another angle.”

William didn’t know what to say to that, but he found himself distracted for a moment. It was that feeling again… but closer maybe? No, it was gone. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking. “So, it’s called a ‘train’?” William had already read the Eclean name, but that was too hard to explain.

“That’s right. It’s actually quite-”

William heard the door to the office open up behind him. The entrant started talking even before William could turn around. “I heard what you did Sofia. That was rather stupid.”

“Ah… umm… hmm…” William hadn’t seen the headmistress stumped for words, but she seemed to have little to say at the moment. “Josef, this is my teacher that I told you about.”

William just stared in shock. It’s not like he wasn’t expecting this, but it was more impactful than he thought it would be. Lorelei stood there in front of him. He almost wanted to run up and hug her, but she wouldn’t recognize him… and she wasn’t really the type to hug anyway. Though she was surprise enough, that wouldn’t have completely paralyzed William. Next to her, there was a blue crystal staff. Chris. That was what he had felt… but he hadn’t expected it. He also certainly hadn’t expected him to be with Lorelei, because he didn’t even like her. Finally, William moved. “Chris?” He took a step forward… then he felt the connection between them again. At the same time, Chris moved toward him… and then the last thing William could recall was Chris’ form moving toward his temple and striking it.

            

    
        Chapter 280

    
    
    
    
                William woke up with a headache. The headache wasn’t good, but at least it showed he was alive. Well, the same was true after he observed his surroundings. They existed, and that hadn’t been the case when he wasn’t alive. In a grim way, they even indicated that he would continue to be alive at least for a while. Otherwise, there was no point in chaining someone. It was dark, but there was some kind of light source outside the cell, perhaps down a hallway a bit. Maybe a torch- magical or conventional- William couldn’t be sure.

Something felt strange about the whole situation. Not that he had been imprisoned much before. That wasn’t it. It just felt like something was missing. Ah, that was it. Though he’d gone without for several lifespans, a mere two dozen years had gotten him used to the sight of mana. Now, there was none. William sighed. The thought that he was probably going to be killed soon wasn’t as dispiriting as that he would do so without magic.

William’s head hurt. That was why he took longer to actually think about what was going on. Why would anyone want to kill him? That didn’t make sense. It was likely a misunderstanding. Furthermore, as far as he knew there was no way to remove the magical abilities from someone. Even removing a demon’s horns just weakened it. He’d had such a discussion with Lorelei. She wouldn’t have a reason to kill him… but she didn’t know who he was. On the other hand, she wouldn’t have a reason to kill Josef either.

William looked around. It wasn’t that he couldn’t see mana anymore… but rather there was no mana in the cell. Outside the bars, there was mana as normal. It just wasn’t so obvious, because William had gotten used to it filling up his entire vision. So, those were two good things, but that didn’t explain why he was here, or why Chris would have knocked him out. He should have been able to tell it was him when he allowed the link through. William wasn’t sure why Chris had been hiding it to begin with.

William tugged at his chains. He wasn’t going to try to escape just yet, but he wanted to get some idea of their strength. They were heavy, and pulled taut to different corners of the room. This kept William’s arms uncomfortably stretched, but there wasn’t much to be done about that. He didn’t recognize the metal, but it seemed strong. Even so… it wasn’t magical. There was something odd about them that William couldn’t quite figure out. Maybe more than one thing. Then, he figured one out. There were no keyholes on the manacles attached to his wrists. They were solid bands, as if they were never made to open. That wasn’t a good sign. He couldn’t use ki to pick the locks if there weren’t any.

Actually, he couldn’t use ki anyway. That was more than just the fact that he wasn’t in the best state for that, but he really couldn’t. All of his ki had been drained out somehow. He was like an empty fuel tank, not that it made much difference from how he had been in this life anyway. Still, combined with everything else, it was clear that this prison wasn’t messing around. Except… there was no guard outside the cell. That was either careless, or meant they were absolutely confident that he couldn’t escape.

After observing his surroundings in detail, William realized he was hungry… and bored. He could handle being bored and hungry, but just sitting around doing nothing would get to him. “Hello? Is anyone there?” he called out. There was no point in pretending he wasn’t awake, and if he could get anyone to listen it would speed things up… which would hopefully mean his release. Unfortunately, nobody responded.

William waited a few minutes and called out again. Still nothing. He kept up with it for what seemed like hours… but could have been more or less. It was hard to tell with no reference to time. Finally, he heard footsteps… and then Headmistress Lorenz was standing in front of his cell. “You’re awake, huh?”

“I have been for a while, headmistress. I don’t suppose you could let me out of here? Or at least explain why I’m in here?”

She tilted her head. “Let you out? Sorry, not gonna happen.” Her expression was much less pleasant than it normally was. “As for why you’re in there, you’re really going to pretend not to know? Are you really as stupid as I was told?”

“I… don’t know who told you I was stupid. I wasn’t exactly given any clues, just knocked out. I don’t suppose I could talk with that teacher of yours? If I talk to her, I’m sure she’d let me out.”

“Not likely. She’s the reason you’re in here, after all. Still, she’ll probably talk to you.” Headmistress Lorenz walked off without saying anything more.

“Oh, could you bring some food and water? Please?” William called after her. He didn’t hear a response. Then, it was back to waiting.

Fortunately, it wasn’t very long before he heard footsteps again. Lorelei stood in front of the cell, with Chris next to her. William noted that she wasn’t carrying Chris, but he was moving along himself. That felt like it meant something, but he had other things to think about first. Before William could think of what to say, she spoke. “Still can’t figure out why you’re in there? Even with this staff here? Don’t you remember it? You should. I believe it was one of the last things you saw.” That was technically true, but William didn’t understand what it had to do with what was being said. He tried to speak, but she cut him off. “No, I’m not going to let you out. We’re just keeping you there until someone can deal with you properly.” She smiled… but unlike the other times William had seen her do so, it didn’t make him feel the slightest bit good. “This time, please stay dead, Demon King.”
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                “Wait wait wait, you think I’m the Demon King?” William finally got a chance to speak. “I’m not the Demon King.”

Lorelei smiled slightly. “Oh, it’s a bit too late to pretend. You might not get it, but this staff here can tell who you are through your connection. This time, we’ll get rid of every bit of you for good.”

“What? No, I’m not the Demon King.” William shook his head, then switched to Ostanan. “I’m not the Demon King! I’m William! Come on Chris, you can’t tell it’s me?”

Lorelei blinked, and looked down toward Chris. Chris started twisting and turning, a clear sign that he was confused. “Well?” Lorelei looked at him questioningly.

Chris glowed slightly, a color which William knew meant ‘maybe’... at least if they were still using the old code. William sighed. “Just think about it. Also, Lorelei. You know me too. I’d be pretty upset to get my soul destroyed because of a misunderstanding. You should be able to tell it’s me. I mean, the Demon King didn’t even speak Ostanan. Did he? I’m William Stevenson, not the Demon King! Also, Yu Hui’Lam, last time we met I suppose.”

Lorelei looked him over. “William died. His soul was destroyed in the battle with the Demon King.”

“I died destroying the Demon King! Why does it have to be me who was destroyed? Though I’ll admit I got messed up pretty badly.”

“You want to know? Well, I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you some. You won’t get out anyway. We’ve already found some other fragments of you. We’re destroying them one at a time. We were just coming back here for a break when we happened to find you.”

“The Demon King has… fragments? Well, I’m not the Demon King. I’m William. Ask me something only I would know.”

Lorelei shrugged. “Fine. Where did we first meet?”

“At the-” academy in Woagate? That didn’t make sense. William hadn’t ever been to Woagate. “In a field in Ostana. Near a rock. You had the scroll with Shattering the Soul on it.”

“Hmm, okay. How did Chris get made?”

“Uhh… the Demon King lured a hero and some other people as the final sacrifices for a ritual and sort of squashed their souls into a solid form.”

Lorelei frowned. She looked down at Chris. “Did you tell him that?”

“Probably” was what the glow said.

“Tch. How does the Demon King destroy souls with magic?”

“I don’t know.” William repeated that to himself in his head. He didn’t know. He didn’t remember. He didn’t want to remember that. He didn’t know it in the first place.

“What is my name?”

“Huh? Lorelei. Well, probably not actually. That’s a cover name, right?” Cinzia. Why did he know that? “So, I don’t know your real name, I guess.”

Lorelei frowned slightly, then walked away.

“Wait, where are you going?” There was no response, and William found himself waiting alone… but only for a few minutes.

Lorelei came back fairly promptly, carrying some parchment. “What does this say?”

“Hmm?” William looked at it. “I already answered that right? Before? It says if you can read it to contact William Stevenson.”

“What language is it in?”

“I didn’t tell you that before. It’s English. From my first life.”

Lorelei blinked. “Yes, I know you wrote this in your first life. English is… this made up language?”

Now it was William’s turn to blink. “Did you not read the letter?”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow. “What letter?”

“What letter? The one I left with the Cyril family. I left one for several people to read after I died. Uh, that was with the assumption that my soul was going to be destroyed. It didn’t say much, but it mentioned my first life. Before I came to this world.” William had already intended to let her have that information before… now, it might help him out by sparking her curiosity.

“Before… you came to this world?” She narrowed her eyes. “Tell me about that.”

“I’d love to. If you weren’t interested in destroying my soul, anyway.”

“Well… as interesting that sounds, I’d rather not risk my own soul for the thought… Demon King.”

“I’m not the Demon King. The world didn’t have magic, by the way.”

Lorelei was obviously trying not to look interested. “Well, as much as I’d love to listen to your little tale, I must go. I have other things to do. Until later, Demon King.” After that, she abruptly left.

“I’m not the Demon King!” William called after her, though he knew it was pretty much pointless. He’d thought that would catch her interest enough, but it actually just made her stop listening. William sighed. He wasn’t the Demon King. No matter how many of his memories he had. He was William Stevenson. Not the Demon King.

-----

For a time, William was left alone. This gave him time to think of an escape plan. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need it, but with the way things were going… well, perhaps he would. The first problem was that he couldn’t use magic. Not without mana. Unfortunately, all that was kept outside the cell. He needed to be closer to really do anything with it… if the restrictions on the cell didn’t prevent his control outside. He would continue to think on that, but using magic would require speaking, which would create noise… and he wasn’t sure if there was someone watching from down the hall.

So then… his chains. They were quite solid, attached to manacles of the same material. Then, they were attached to the walls- and the walls also looked quite sturdy. With no locks, he couldn’t pick them even if he had something to try that with. Theoretically he could escape the manacles on his hands- if a certain bone were broken, his hands might be able to squeeze through. Then, he would have hands that barely worked, and his feet would still be stuck. Unfortunately, they were even harder to get out, and the only ways he could think of were very unpleasant and also basically impossible without tools. 

Still, if he managed that, there would be the bars to the cell. Strong, yes, but there was actually a lock there. Not that he would be able to do anything with that. He didn’t like that his current plan was so debilitating to himself and probably wouldn’t work… so he decided to think of a better plan. One that wasn’t too painful or crippling, and actually had a chance of success.
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                Magic didn’t work. Not in any real sense, anyway. William found he could in fact reach the mana outside the cell, and even gain control over some of it. Then… it would come toward him… and be absorbed by the bars- or the walls surrounding the cell. Or the floor or ceiling. That was a problem. A wizard didn’t necessarily need to gather all the mana they were going to exactly to them. Lightning bolts, for example, usually took advantage of mana distant from the wizard. However, there still needed to be a connection of mana to the wizard.

Why? Well, that was because… It just did. William supposed maybe it wasn’t necessary, but in that case it was exponentially more difficult. It was already hard to control mana further away. In the end, the only thing that William learned was they didn’t have any guard watching to stop him from trying magic- or they didn’t care if he tried.

-----

William was glad to receive food and water. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean they weren’t going to kill him. In fact, he could imagine why they would be invested in keeping him alive for later. If he was the Demon King, they should be under the assumption that if he died he would reincarnate as normal. Or… in this case, a fragment, apparently. He hadn’t gotten much information about that, but it seemed that the Demon King’s soul had been fragmented, and they had destroyed part of it. How would that work? William wasn’t sure, but he supposed it was possible for different pieces of soul to end up in different bodies. Would they still be the same person? Would they share memories? William wasn’t sure. What he did know what that they had already destroyed one, but they were not with Lorelei at the moment. The person should be being contacted and on the way, thus he was left alive.

William couldn’t even say they would necessarily be wrong if their purpose was to destroy fragments of the Demon King’s soul. If that was what happened, then the plan to destroy him had almost worked, but Shattering the Soul just didn’t break him into small enough pieces. And they split off, maybe to become their own persons… or become attached to others, maybe. Like the part that was in him. Well, William supposed that the hypothesis about magic being tied to the soul like a special organ didn’t have to be wrong at all. If he had part of the Demon King in him… it could also be the part that did magic. Or part of the part? William sighed. Maybe it would have been better to be without magic.

-----

William wasn’t sure when, but it was several days later that he was visited by Headmistress Lorenz. “Come to let me out?”

“Hardly.” She stood there with a neutral expression on her face, which was very disappointing to William. “I hear you claim to be William Stevenson?”

“I am William Stevenson.”

She shrugged. “Then tell me, when and where did we meet?”

“We met at…” the lake. Except that couldn’t have been the right answer. Otherwise, it would have been completely unrelated to William Stevenson. But he certainly hadn’t met her during his time as William Stevenson. So then, they met at the lake… William looked her over again. Could she have been in disguise? Well, if so, it had been good enough for him to not recognize it. Perhaps he might have been able to feel something if his ki senses were working, but he was completely drained right now. Yet, he seemed to be expected to figure it out. William’s eyes finally stopped on her staff. He’d never seen the staff before he met her- that was certain. But… he might have seen the gem atop it. A dragon heart. How many of those were there? How many of them were such a brilliant red?

William couldn’t help but recall a number of things that had seemed trivial at the time. He did in fact recall when they met at the lake, mourning a friend. An outburst of anger that nobody was coming to the primary school. 

William also couldn’t help but think of his previous life. Lorelei kept going back to check on her secret apprentice… as if she was worried the apprentice might get in trouble without supervision. Then, for some reason he was in a battle. It was a dangerous moment, but suddenly lightning came from the sky. 

She had mentioned a husband. Most women would have a husband at some point, so it seemed trivial… but he still thought of it. 

Then… there was the Van Cann estate. He hadn’t gone to see it, but it probably wasn’t an accident. It would take someone very powerful to cause that kind of collapse… even if there were caves underneath the grounds. William had to agree with Lorelei that it was stupid. The kind of stupid thing he might have done if he had the power, and the kind of stupid thing she would do.

William shook his head to clear it. “Well, it’s not the first time we met, but I actually saw you before that, you know? You were two spaces ahead of me at the aptitude test. Of course, you probably didn’t notice me because nothing happened when it was my turn.” William smiled slightly, “Anyway, we officially first met later, after we both failed the entry exam to the school. You were crying because you couldn’t read, and I offered to teach you.” William paused. “Why’d you change the wood in your staff, Lila?”

“Wood breaks and rots, even magical wood. It got old. Besides, this is better stuff.”

“Oh, right. It has been that long, hasn’t it? I was dead for most of it, I guess.” William blinked. “You… don’t look like you’re going to let me go.”

Headmistress Lorenz, once known as Lila, just shook her head and turned to leave.

William sighed.
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                William didn’t like being dead. It wasn’t great. He also didn’t like his soul being damaged or almost destroyed. That was much, much worse. Thus, to avoid that end, he had redoubled his efforts to devise an escape plan. Now, he was chuckling slightly at the few motes of mana floating around in his cell. He’d put in so much effort for almost nothing, it was rather comedic. He couldn’t help but chuckle to himself… because he couldn’t bang his head against the wall.

He supposed he could bite off his tongue… but that might not kill him. If he did that and failed, he wouldn’t be able to do anything else to try to escape. Besides, he hadn’t given up just yet. He had a little mana… what was a little more?

Well, it was an awful lot of work. William began chanting again, gaining control of a small bit of mana outside of his cell. With the bars absorbing mana, one would think it would be a simple matter of moving the mana between them without touching… but of course it was not so easy. As the mana approached the bars or moved between them, it was sucked in and absorbed with more force than William could muster. 

Still, a few motes made it through. This wasn’t a coincidence or luck, but rather careful manipulation. William had noticed that the mana was always pulled to the bar to his right. Even if it was nearly touching a bar more to the left, once it was between the bars it was immediately pulled in to the right. This took it out of his control, and then it was gone- or more likely, being transferred somewhere else, perhaps going off to power that very effect.

After observing for a while, he was reminded of the magnetic rock. The effects seemed a bit stronger, and these probably weren’t magnets. At least, they appeared to be the same material as his shackles and chains, and those weren’t magnetic. However, it was the same kind of thing. A magnetic field… or electric field… or magic field. Things were flowing in a particular manner. 

His first attempts were merely to accelerate the mana to attempt to pass through the field quickly enough to keep control. However, he soon discovered that he would need much more extreme speeds for it to be effective. He could do better, especially in the right state… but he didn’t think he could achieve the required speeds even then. 

Could he do something like polarize the mana so it wasn’t affected by the field? Was mana already polarized normally? Well, if he recalled correctly it was all different, or rather covered the whole spectrum. That was part of what made different ‘kinds’ of mana. He had experimented with many different ways of thinking, only to finally get a little bit through.

-----

At least a month had passed, and William thought he had enough mana to sustain a light spell for a few seconds. Basically, nothing. Nobody was talking to him anymore, though he tried. It seemed the had made up their mind on him. 

He couldn’t really do anything more. Though he was fed and brought water, that was only enough to sustain him. Plus, being chained up was not conducive to good sleep. His energy had been failing for some time… and he didn’t feel he was any closer to getting out. In terms of escape, he was less capable now than before, and in terms of convincing Lorelei and… Headmistress Lorenz- Lila- he wasn’t making any progress either.

It was almost a relief to see someone new, except he knew that it wasn’t a good sign. Lorelei and Headmistress Lorenz were there- calling her Lila felt too familiar, since they didn’t seem to be friends right now. With them was an old man. Old, wrinkly, with a balding head. William hadn’t seen many old demons, but this one was old. His reddish-brown skin sagged off of his emaciated frame. He looked like he could barely stand, yet William wouldn’t have called him weak. That was because he felt something. He didn’t have any ki available to him to actively sense anything, but this old man radiated an imposing force. It covered William, almost suffocating him. 

The old man turned to Lorelei. “You’re sure?” 

She nodded. “We can’t take the chance.” William wanted to say something, but he was too tired. Besides, what could he say to change her mind? In her situation, would he risk letting part of the Demon King live? He found he didn’t actually have an answer to that.

The old man turned his head back toward William, and stepped forward into the cell. This was William’s best opportunity to act, as he had access to mana with the door open. However, he did nothing. Was it giving up if he did nothing because he didn’t think he could succeed? Perhaps. If so, he had given up. Perhaps he could have done something- killed one of them. He didn’t want to kill two of them, and that would just convince them he was the Demon King. The old man… he probably couldn’t kill, and even if he could it would just be petty.

The wrinkled man put his hand on William’s forehead. He felt the power flow into him. Strong power, likely enough to destroy him or the Demon King at their peak strength. As he was now, destroying him would take only a little effort. As the power flowed into him, memories came to the forefront of his mind. His own lives, all four of them. Earth… his time as William Stevenson… Yu Hui’Lam… and the past couple dozen years. After that, there were memories of the Demon King. These were fewer and less prevalent, but still very real. Beyond that, there were other memories. A former Archmage. A wizard who studied on their own, without entering any academy. Many other humans, though only scattered wisps of memory from each. 

Each memory surfaced, and then was gone. It wasn’t a pleasant process, but William wasn’t sure if he was screaming or not. He had no effort to spare for his physical body as his soul was ransacked. Finally, it seemed like every inch of him- every memory whether his or not- had been discarded. Then the pain stopped, and he felt nothing at all.
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                William woke up. That was unexpected. Even more so, he woke up quickly. He could tell this, because in the hallway in front of him was the old man… covered in sweat and meditating. Headmistress Lorenz was standing in front of him, smiling. “Don’t move okay? Otherwise, this could be dangerous.” Then, she began chanting, it was just gibberish, but William could see the mana gathering. It came through the open cell door and swirled around her, and around William. Don’t move? As if he could. Keeping his eyes open was the limit of his energy right now. Then, Lila’s chant stopped. William had expected something like lightning, or anything equally impressive, but there was no light, and only a slight sound. Just a popping sound… no, perhaps a handful or two of them at the same time. William didn’t have time to think about it, as he fell face forward onto the floor and passed out again.

-----

When he once again regained consciousness, he was on a bed, in a room. His room. This was where he stayed at the academy. He tried to sit up, but it was a lot of effort, so he just rolled to the side. He saw Chris standing vertically next to the bed… though at William’s movements, Chris started flipping around the room, finally coming to stop right in front of William’s face. “Good to see you again too buddy.” That was about all the energy William had.

He wasn’t sure how long he dozed for, but he found himself started awake by the sound of the door opening. William saw Chris flip over to the door, colliding with the entering figure with a very solid sound. “Hey! Be careful! I might spill the soup.” Lorelei stood there, with her arm blocking what seemed to have been a strike toward her head. “Besides, you were the one who said he was the Demon King, no use taking it out on me.” Chris flopped over on the floor, dejected. Lorelei pulled up the single chair next to William’s bed. “Soup?”

“...Sure.” Lorelei helped him sit up, then fed him a spoonful. It wasn’t amazing. Typical fair for the academy cafeteria, but better than what he’d been getting for quite a while. Plus, the atmosphere was much better. “Not planning to kill me anymore?”

Lorelei sighed. “Sorry about that. We had to be sure… We didn’t expect you to… well… still exist, frankly. We weren’t sure if the Demon King would have some way to conceal who was in control if he knew what was happening.” She shrugged. “I hope it wasn’t too painful. My brother doesn’t have the most… finesse.”

“I’m not going to say it was the most pleasant experience… but dying this last time was worse.” William sighed. “I’d really rather not go through either of those things, though. You said… your brother?”

“Yes. The old man.” She fed William another spoonful of soup.

“How do de- um, gevai get old?”

Lorelei’s grin covered her whole face. “Oh it is you. Well, honestly… we don’t know. Exactly. In my brother’s case, probably because… he gave up.”

“He decided he was done with life, so he was?”

She shook her head. “Oh no, he would love to continue his life. That was the problem, really. He just had an ambition, and failed to act on it. Honestly, he’s lasted quite a long time aging. He’s very stubborn, but that’s not quite enough.”

“What ambition? What do you mean he failed to act on it? If that’s not too personal...”

Lorelei waved her hand dismissively. “He doesn’t really deserve to keep that secret, if he cares. He wanted to destroy the Demon King. He even developed a technique to do so. Yet, he didn’t do it. He didn’t fail… he just didn’t try.”

“Your brother… is the one who created Shattering the Soul?”

“Precisely. He even had the power to destroy the Demon King, but he was afraid of the consequences if he failed… or even if he succeeded. It was after that he started aging… if slowly. Now, he’s just a shrivelled old man with at most a few dozen years left.”

“Gevai are completely unfair. A few dozen years still? I didn’t even hit three dozen in my previous life.”

“Oh, don’t give me that kind of complaint when you’ve lived three lives. You sound like a baby. Wait, you had another one, right? In another world? Was that true?”

“...Yeah.”

“I’m going to ask you so many questions about that. After you sleep. I feel like your answers would be disappointing right now.”

“Good idea.” It didn’t take long after William’s head hit his pillow to fall asleep for his first real sleep in quite some time.

-----

“So, how did you survive?” That was the first question Lorelei asked when William woke up.

“I don’t know. I guess my soul was just strong enough. It was… uh… very close. My soul almost disintegrated, I think.” William paused. “What should I call you? I really only know you by your pseudonym.”

“Why not just call me Lorelei then? You could call me Cinzia, but it’s not like anyone really calls me that. Mostly they call me “that wizard lady” or things significantly less nice. Names are really only useful as identifiers anyway.”

“I got pretty attached to being William. Oh, right. I survived, but the Demon King… you were talking about fragments or something?”

Lorelei nodded seriously. “It wouldn’t be exactly correct to say he survived, but he’s not entirely gone. Apparently he had enough soul that even when it was blown into smaller chunks, each of them was still viable. At least, that’s the current theory. I wasn’t sure how well the destruction worked exactly, since I stayed away from the battle. I only saw the aftermath. Thus, I stayed on alert for his return. Fortunately, I managed to convince Chris to help me. He can sense them if they’re close enough, but of course they could also sense him.”

“Unfortunately his survival makes a lot of sense. When he was killing wizards, I think he was adding bits of their soul to his own. Thus, he had a lot of soul to go around.” William paused, “I have no idea how much each piece will remember.”

Lorelei shrugged. “I have no idea. There’s no way I’m going to let them live and fuse together or something, if they can do that. Of course, working together in multiple bodies wouldn’t be great either. Thus, we’ve been working on finishing him off. Perhaps with you… that can be faster.”

William sighed.
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                Lorelei frowned at William’s sigh. “Not up for slaying the Demon King anymore? Split up, the explosions are much less… significant… if that’s what you’re worried about.”

William shook his head. “I just can’t. I mean, look at what I can do with ki right now.” He gathered up his energy, and used it all to push her. She slightly shook on her feet before stabilizing.

“Ah… I see.” Lorelei bit her thumb, “That does put a damper on things. How fast is your recovery progressing?”

William just shook his head.

“That’s… unfortunate. Perhaps my brother can help.”

“It would be great if he could.” William refrained from mentioning he could probably destroy a soul with magic. He would have to practice it first, and as far as he knew the Demon King had only really used it on weak souls. Perhaps the fragments of the Demon King would be weak, perhaps not. Either way, William was hesitant to use it. Somehow, it felt even more wrong than Shattering the Soul. Perhaps that was bias because the knowledge came from the Demon King, but maybe there really was something worse about it. Well, it was also followed by absorbing parts of the soul afterwards, and William wasn’t entirely sure it was a separate process. He preferred to keep his soul his own… as much as he could, now.

-----

William sat in front of the old man- Lorelei’s brother. “I’m Marek.”

When he didn’t say anything after that, William realized he should introduce himself. “Ah, I’m William.”

Marek nodded. “Surprisingly, you are.” There were a few more moments of silence. “My sister has asked me to help you recover your soul. I would deem it a hopeless endeavor. Your soul has sustained irrecoverable damage.”

William frowned. That seemed correct, but he didn’t like being told it.

Marek shrugged, “On the other hand, I would have also thought that reaching that state would result in disintegration of the soul with no chance of survival. Regardless, I will not be expending energy to help you. I cannot afford it.”

William could feel he felt… less than when he first saw him. Normally, any expended ki could be recovered without issue, but when one was old and dying, that wasn’t necessarily the case. “So, is that it then?”

Marek shook his head, “Perhaps you can recover. I won’t waste the energy on it, but perhaps you might succeed yourself. I have a soul recovery method. It is all that is keeping my body and soul together. Perhaps it might be of use to you.” He closed his eyes. “I have no manual to help guide you. I dare not write it down. No, perhaps I should say I cannot write it down. I have not the energy. So, you will have to learn the old fashioned way. Observe my soul.”

William had to reach out and touch Marek before he could make the connection, and even then he felt he could collapse at any time. He felt that at any moment his tendril of ki could be snapped off, and then his own soul crushed afterwards. It was a novel feeling, as in his previous life he had always been the one with the stronger soul, except in the fight with the Demon King. Even there, he hadn’t entered inside with his consciousness, but merely attacked.

William saw the swirling ki inside Marek. It flowed like a river, calm and gentle on the surface, but with turbulent waters underneath. He saw that Marek’s soul, while strong, was like an ancient building. It was falling apart and barely standing. The river flowed past, providing repairs, but they merely supported the structure instead of making it new. William felt that the few dozen years of life Marek had left were the outside edge, and only if he didn’t expend too much energy. Though there was no resistance, William could only keep up his observation for a short time before he had to withdraw. However, he felt like he learned something. “I think… I learned something. Will I have another opportunity to learn from you later?”

“I will be here, waiting for my sister to capture another fragment of the Demon King.” The expression on Marek’s face didn’t tell much of his feelings. He merely stated a fact, as if he were talking about the weather.

-----

William didn’t have the same problems that Marek had with his soul. William’s was damaged from battle, not age, but the technique still helped. William managed a very slight improvement in his condition over the next several weeks, but since he was making no progress on his own, it was better. He still wasn’t sure what to do with all of the blackness. He couldn’t make it useful in any way, and he couldn’t destroy it. Still, he managed to patch up some of his soul, such that he had about twice the quantity of ki he had before, and it flowed a bit more easily.

-----

William didn’t forget that he could use magic. In fact, there was one thing that he wanted to try very badly. “Hey, Chris. Can you actually amplify magic?” That was something that had been assumed, but never known for sure. Chris hadn’t let anybody but William use him, and William had been incapable of using magic. Chris had taken a bit of time to get used to the idea of William actually being William, even after the confirmation. After all, he still felt different. As William’s soul recovered slightly, Chris watched, and decided he finally felt William in there.

The two of them went to the training grounds. Along the way, he got a number of looks, probably since he had been missing for a couple of months. The attendance of the academy was small enough that one missing person was easily noticed. 

At the current time, the training grounds were empty. William picked out a target, a solid one made out of rock. He could already destroy a wooden training dummy, so there was little point in testing on those. As soon as he began chanting, he felt the mana flow more easily. Having a good staff helped, and it was immediately clear that Chris was more than just good. Not that William would have expected anything else from a gigantic crystal. William quickly gathered mana, but Chris stored it so well that he didn’t feel like he was in any danger of losing control anytime soon. He could even draw mana from further away than normal without too much effort. Finally, William decided it was enough. He could gather more mana, but he felt like that might be dangerous if any problems arose. As it was, it was far more than he could have controlled alone.

Lightning. Lightning was fun, flashy, powerful… It had many good features. William had no problem with the power, but he was unsure about the accuracy. He had intended to aim for the center of the target, but he couldn’t really tell if he hit it. That was because the whole target had been destroyed. It was now merely a number of head sized chunks. William grinned. “Nice job, Chris.” It wasn’t particularly a display of skill or finesse, but at the very least the power was impressive.
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                William had missed over a month of classes. That wasn’t too big of a problem, as he had the Headmistress and her teacher as personal tutors, if he wanted. He’d gotten most of what he could learn in those classes already anyway. 

Matfey had been worried sick about William, which he appreciated. William came up with a story about being sick and going somewhere for treatment. He came back looking thinner and less healthy, which made it appear true enough. 

-----

William grimaced. His soul was slowly recovering, but unfortunately that meant the return of feeling, which meant pain. He continued to learn from Marek, even some active instruction… but mostly they sat in silence while William observed. Marek’s soul and body were both relatively healthy, disregarding the fact that the body was now old. However, the connection between them was extremely tenuous. He wondered what could cause that, and if it really were just giving up. Did it happen to humans too? Their lifespans were already so short, it probably didn’t matter much. On the other hand, without the desire to live, humans did die more quickly. Was it related, or merely caused by the mind and the physical body? How much were the mind and soul related? There was obviously a physical part, influenced by chemicals and hormones. Memories were stored in the brain… but they also seemed to be connected to the soul. Yet, if the body forgot them, perhaps the soul did as well. Either way, head wounds and old age caused people to forget things, but since most people forgot everything between lives anyway, it was hard to say if they would regain such memories in a next life.

-----

William looked at Lila. Perhaps in some contexts she was Headmistress Lorenz still, but here she was Lila. “I’m glad you’re alive… again.”

“Me too. I don’t remember… everything, but except for the small details I basically have my memories. Is this how it feels for you? Oh, I’m also glad you’re alive again as well… I thought you were dead for… a very long time. Twice, I suppose.”

“Hmm… I mostly remember everything, but this time my soul got pretty messed up. I forgot some things, but I think… not everything is irrecoverable. As my soul heals, I’m getting some bits and pieces back.” William didn’t mention the bits and pieces of other people’s memories. Those weren’t usually attached to whole memories, so they were pretty disconcerting and useless. “I suppose you’re older than me now.”

“I was always older than you!”

“You thought you were older than me. I was already reincarnated when we first met.”

“Oh. Wait, you cheated! No wonder you were smarter than me!”

“Oh please, don’t tell me you seriously studied except to get into the academy. After that, you only cared about whatever you thought was interesting at the time.”

“She still does that.” Lorelei walked into the room. “Have you seen her excited about anything that isn’t new?”

“Hey! I still get excited about combat magic!”

“And other than that, you only care about… refrigerators, bacteria, and trains.” She turned to William, “I heard you say you would tell me about your life in another world once I didn’t want to destroy your soul anymore.” She coughed, awkwardly, “Not that I ever wanted to destroy yours, but just the Demon King’s, to be clear. Sorry for keeping you in a cell for a month and making you think I was going to destroy your soul. Or have someone do it, anyway.”

“I’m sorry too!” Lila interjected, “but I didn’t know how the Demon King worked so I couldn’t be sure it was you…”

“I… accept your apologies.” William frowned, “Didn’t you say the Demon King was stupid, Lorelei? Shouldn’t that have helped.”

“Well, sure, but we couldn’t know it was you just because you were smart and had some of your memories. I mean, he never became smarter before, but there was always that chance, especially if he absorbed you. At the very least, he’d be able to fake it for a while. It’s not easy to tell if you were the Demon King with your memories, or you with some of his.” Lorelei narrowed her eyes. “I know you have some of his memories, but you’re better at lying now.” Lorelei sighed. “We’re lucky it was you, because Marek could have destroyed two or three Demon King fragments with the same effort as determining it was really you. As you can probably tell… he doesn’t have that much more of that in him, and we have no idea how many Demon King fragments there are. We’ve only actually found a couple… but we have to be fairly close, basically in the same city. He could be moving around, or out in the wilderness…” She shook her head, “But enough about that, tell me about this other world.” Lila nodded, and looked on eagerly.

William nodded. “Well, let’s see here. I can’t say I remember everything, but I’ll start with the basics. I was on a planet called Earth, which is just another word for dirt or ground. It was actually felt more important to have a name for it, because we went to the moon.”

“You went to the moon?!” Lila exclaimed, “What was it like?”

“Well, I didn’t personally go. Anyway, it was just a big rock with very little air and not much in the way of useful resources. Not that it wasn’t a good achievement, it just wasn’t a practical one. There was talk about going to another actual planet and trying to set up living spaces there… but that had been happening for a few dozen years… decades, without much real progress when I died. Anyway, some of the differences you might find most surprising… there was no magic, and there were only humans. No gevai, or elves or dwarves… though I haven’t seen those latter two here either.”

“No magic?” Lorelei frowned, “Is that why you couldn’t sense mana even in the slightest?”

William shook his head. “Nope. It was just me. I found a few people who reincarnated from Earth at a similar time to me who had some magical potential. I seemed to be the only one with full memories, that I found anyway. It was probably related to the Demon King destroying souls. Maybe people came from other worlds too, but I’d have no idea how to tell. Without them telling us or searching literally everyone’s soul, anyway. Because we didn’t have magic… or ki for that matter… and our bodies had much lower physical limits… we developed very differently from here. Especially in technology… like trains.”
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                William did his best to explain what he could about Earth, though most of it wasn’t practical, but merely interesting. After all, he couldn’t have built a train without the blueprints he’d now seen, and he couldn’t be sure they were completely correct. After all, he hadn’t worked in manufacturing, and especially not on the levels where he would need to know all of the details. If he was really curious about how it worked, he could have looked it up on the internet, but if he’d really wanted to he could have learned how a handful of things worked- he just hadn’t seen the need.

Lorelei couldn’t help but comment on some of the things William said. “Earth had a way to access all of the knowledge from anywhere, instantly?”

“Well, not all of it. Anything people had added from… almost anywhere. Of course, a lot of it was garbage information, not necessarily completely true, or even true at all.”

“You had such an information source, and you didn’t try to learn everything?”

“Do you know all the details of how a cobbler’s work is performed?”

“No, why would I? It’s such a mundane profession. If I needed such work, I could get it done easily- ah.”

“That’s right. Everything was normal. Cars drove on the ground, planes flew through the air, computers performed billions of calculations. Well, I’ll admit I could have been more ambitious with my learning, but it’s a bit late now.”

“What about these ‘gun’ things, are they really that dangerous?” Lila asked.

“They’re much more powerful than an arrow, and can go longer distances… depending on the gun and the bow, of course. Some guns can shoot… up to about a mile? I’m not sure exactly how much our measurements differ but it’s close enough. It might have trouble with magic armor… but people could have magic bullets… or something like depleted uranium. It would take a while to get there, but I’d rather not deal with guns if I could help it. I definitely don’t want the Demon Lords to have them. Or the Demon King, wherever his fragments are.”

“Ugh, yeah...” Lila frowned.

Lorelei nodded. “For all that he is an idiot, he never seemed to have trouble getting people to follow him. Though, guns would be much more dangerous in the hands of humans, since there are so many of them.”

William frowned, “I suppose that is true, except gevai could train for longer. With fewer higher quality guns, they could be a serious threat. On the other hand, the Demon King was very dangerous all on his own, so perhaps it would have been worth increasing the average strength of a soldier.” William shrugged. “I would have had to think of it when I was Archmage, and to be honest nobody seemed that interested in developing further. Well, Eclea might have done something. On the other hand, maybe all of the human countries would have become interested and started fighting each other with their new methods. It’s a bit late to do anything now. Everything worked out pretty well. Imagining the various consequences of different actions that I can no longer take probably isn’t a good idea.”

“Speaking of consequences…” Lorelei looked over at Lila, “I’m surprised that the local Lord hasn’t done anything yet. Generally noble houses being razed to the ground would elicit a response.”

Lila frowned. “Well, they deserved it! They were stupid and lied to me and were keeping people from attending my school! I’m sure people are still afraid, but there are dozens more since I did that.”

“You could have at least been a bit more subtle about it. My status as the Demon King’s advisor can only help so much, especially without the Demon King glaring down at people.”

“What are they going to do? If they complain, I can kill them too!”

“And their army? My girl, you are powerful in magic, no doubt, but you’re not invincible. Even if you were as powerful as the Demon King, you don’t have the looming threat of reincarnating to hang over their head.”

“But I am reincarnated!”

“Yes, but will it happen again? How many memories will you lose next time? Only the Demon King seems to undergo a perfect reincarnation- and William, I suppose. Other than that, the records don’t indicate anyone remembering more than part of a single previous life.”

“I might remember more next time…” Lila sighed. “Why do you have to ruin all my good plans with logic?” She looked over at William, “Hey, how do you keep your memories?”

William shrugged. “Having a strong soul helps, maybe. Except this last time my soul was all messed up, so it might have been luck that I got through with my memories… relatively intact. I think pretty much everything is still there, actually. I’ve been making decent progress on recovery, and it seems a number of details were just… buried, but not lost.” He looked over Lila, “How come you haven’t trained in ki at all? You’ve had… a long time to make some progress. Even Lorelei has advanced a bit.”

Lila grinned sheepishly, “Uhh… I don’t… meditate.” She turned her eyes away. “Besides, I can do a lot more with magic.”

William raised an eyebrow, “Seriously? It would be worth the effort to at least give it a serious try. It might not be useful for offensive purposes for you, but being able to instantly raise defenses is useful. Besides, I could knock you unconscious without you even being able to know I was doing anything.”

“What? That’s stupid, of course you can’t!” Then her eyes rolled over as she passed out.

Lorelei grinned, “I’ve tried to convince her, but your method might be better. She’s also more likely to listen to you on that. Also, I see your recovery is going well, any idea how much longer it will take?”

“Years? Dozens? I’m not entirely sure. I’d say I’d recovered about one part in a dozen, but it’s getting harder to have any real effect.”

“Just that and you can knock her out effortlessly?” Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “It’s a shame you weren’t properly introduced to ki in your first life… first reincarnation, anyway.”

William shrugged. “Everything has worked out alright. Plus, I can even use magic now, which is pretty great.” He looked over at Lila. “When she wakes up, I’ll have to figure out a way for her to at least get some level of ki defenses. It would require a lot more effort to do any real damage since her soul is decently strong, but still…”

Lorelei nodded seriously.

            

    
        Chapter 288

    
    
    
    
                “Aagh! What the hell was that?” Lila bolted back upright, then looked around. She saw William sitting nearby.

“I knocked you out without you being able to do anything. Using ki, in case that wasn’t clear,” William smiled slightly.

“But… you aren’t fully recovered yet, are you? How can you do that?”

“Not even close. However, if someone weak had dagger, could they not successfully stab a blind person? As long as they had enough arm strength to lift the dagger… the blind person would never see it coming.”

“Aagh that hurts more than getting knocked out!”

“It hurt? It shouldn’t have hurt.” William frowned.

“I mean, not… physically… but I’m stronger than you in a fight! You shouldn’t be able to do that without me noticing!”

“I could do that in a fight too though. Besides, can you really beat me?” William wasn’t confident he could do anything like collapsing an entire estate… but that wasn’t something that could be done within the scale of a normal combat.

“You wanna fight? Let’s do it! You can’t do that trick with ki though!”

“Fine. Come on, Chris!”

“You can’t use Chris either!”

“Then you can’t use your staff as well. In fact, no magical equipment for either of us, just training staves.”

“Fine!”

-----

William found that the arena was surprisingly full. They hadn’t advertised the duel, someone must have seen the headmistress enter the arena. In the time it took them to properly set up the wards and get equipment… many people flooded in. Though, it wasn’t really full. There could be more than a great gross of spectators, and there was merely around a gross. That was still almost everyone who was connected to the academy, however.

None of that mattered when William stepped into the arena across from Lila. It was like some of his old memories… except neither of them looked even vaguely like before. Besides the fact that they both had horns, William had skin that was almost black, and Lila had red skin. Their features weren’t particularly similar to before, either. Even so, William felt that sense of familiarity.

When the duel started, William dashed across the arena. It was a familiar opener… but he was faster than before. Of course, he could see that Lila was also faster in her spellcasting… but he could see that now. He didn’t have to guess what she was doing and when she would finish. More importantly, he could respond with magic of his own. Chanting while sprinting wasn’t an easy task… but William was up for it.

Lightning shot from Lila toward William, and arced around him. If it couldn’t be dodged or deflected, lightning was the most likely to spell an instant defeat. However, it followed the path of least resistance, and it was easiest to create such close to one's self. William also didn’t have to spend the energy to make the lightning, but only the path for it to follow, which made it a much easier response.

He reached Lila, swinging his staff down in an overhead blow. She deflected it, striking back with a counter. Instead of magic, they merely traded blows with staves for a few moments. Lila was actually faster and stronger than William- though he had to admit she had a much longer time to train her body. Meanwhile, William’s staff techniques were better. Though melee combat had once been somewhat of a weakness for her, that couldn’t really be said any longer. Even if she was defeated, it would only be because the opponent was too strong.

After a few moments, the time for magic was back. William wasn’t entirely sure what Lila was doing now. Lightning bolts were fairly obvious, because they had to have a path to follow, and that had to be built at least a few moments ahead of time. Plus, there was also something about how people gathered mana that William couldn’t really describe. Anyway, William could tell Lila was doing something with air. That probably meant a fireball, because even a very strong wind wouldn’t be able to do much in practical terms. A sheet of fire could happen as well, but without sustained heat it wouldn’t be dangerous. On the other hand, a fireball at such close range would likely affect her as well…

William watched her eyes carefully for any hints, and started gathering mana for himself. He could change what he did with the mana as the chanting progressed, but it would be less effective. Hopefully, he had the right idea.

Lila truly did launch a fireball. There wasn’t much special about it besides its power, and William dodged it straightforwardly… releasing his magic at the same time. The fireball continued into the ground behind him, which was really one of the only ways it could take effect. The compressed heat and air caused and explosion as it collided with the ground… but the explosion scattered around William. He had created a shield of air behind him. Of course, air was anything but a solid. As much as he might like to, he couldn’t change that. Instead, he created a competing pressure, like an explosion but less violent. He supported that with ki, though he was not sure if it helped. He may have managed to fake the air being more solid, or perhaps his pure magic worked. Either way, he stopped the explosion- or the portion of it that would affect him, anyway. That required a lot less mana than the other way.

The battle moved around the arena, both because of footwork and dodging, and because the mana in an area was depleted very quickly. Even if it quickly flowed in from the outside, it wasn’t enough for a heated battle. Especially not the way Lila seemed to use the mana.

As the fight continued, they exchanged a number of spells and defenses, and many more blows with their staves- though most of those didn’t connect. Still, if either side stopped, they would leave themselves open for a real blow, which could decide the fight. They couldn’t constantly use magic, both because of mana concerns, and because their lungs couldn’t handle it. They had to take moments to catch their breath, even if such moments were still heavy on physical exertion.

Then, William saw Lila preparing to launch another lightning bolt. He prepared a similar counter to before… except he had a special plan. Now that they were up close, it wouldn’t be too hard to direct the lightning around himself and back toward her. Then, there was a thunderous noise. Well, William supposed it was actually thunder… and he found himself lying on the ground.

He wasn’t injured- not seriously anyway. The wards wouldn’t allow that… and Lila- Headmistress Lorenz- had made sure they were up to standard for duels involving someone of her caliber. However, his back hurt, and he was flat on his face. Had he somehow messed up his guidance of the lightning? No, that wasn’t quite right. As he thought back to what had happened, he realized the trail Lila had created was cut before the lightning struck out toward him. Then, he had somehow been hit from behind. He picked himself up off the ground, slowly. At least Lila looked a little singed- he’d managed to catch at least some of the lightning bolt from behind and direct it toward her, even if it wasn’t exactly on purpose. “You win.” He wondered how she’d done that. She probably wouldn’t tell him, because then she couldn’t use it against him again… but there was probably a way to figure it out on his own.
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                Matfey came up to William after the duel. “A lover’s spat, huh? I don’t know what you expected with someone like the headmistress. She’s attractive enough, but rather… volatile.”

William looked at Matfey and blinked. “We’re not lovers. I’m pretty sure I told you that.”

“Oh yeah? I guess you did, but I’m just talking about what I and everyone else saw. That’s what it looked like.”

“Ugh, can’t a man and a woman just have a magical duel without people reading things into it?” William shook his head and looked around. Lila was gone… and he hadn’t even started to teach her about ki. Well, he could find her later.

-----

William thought about the lightning bolt. It had struck him from behind, which wasn’t impossible. However, to do that, there had to be a thread of mana connecting to behind him. He thought back on the scene, and couldn’t see how that could have happened. He ignored the fact that it was much harder to have something originate behind someone, because Lila was quite capable of that. How did it get behind him though? There hadn’t been a trail of mana around to the sides- or up above. He supposed the trail could have been far away, but in that case it would have had to first go far behind Lila. That left the most likely answer, that it had gone through the ground. That was harder, of course, but possible. He hadn’t really checked for mana gathering behind him. It wasn’t likely that it was actually gathered under the ground, because that was more difficult, but just the trail of connection wouldn’t be too difficult. Of course, against people who couldn’t see mana there were easier methods to hit them, but William had to admit it worked pretty well. On the other hand, anything meant for people who couldn’t see mana was entirely useless in this country, though not everyone would have the proper experience to recognize the danger.

-----

Before William could go find Lila, Lorelei came to him. William wondered if people knew she was the teacher of Headmistress Lorenz- though William supposed he was actually her first teacher. Not just of magic, but of any sort of formal education. Lorelei brought William to a room where they could talk privately. “So, how much do you remember?”

“Most things, I think.”

Lorelei shook her head. “No, not that. I mean, how much do you remember about other people. Your soul should have gotten mixed up with… at least some of the Demon King, right? You seemed to have some idea about his memories… I think.” Lorelei paused, “I’m not sure, because you might have gotten better at lying. Maybe you don’t? Anyway, I know you have some of his soul because Chris sensed it.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Honestly, it’s not much. There was… when he made Chris, and right before his death, but even those aren’t concrete. A few other bits.”

Lorelei nodded, “Any insight into why he hated humans so much?”

“Uh… because he was a jerk? There might have been more to it, but he just felt they weren’t as good as him and should die for it. Well, I only have a small portion of his memories though.”

“Right, right. I suppose that’s what made it so you can use magic? Or even reincarnate as a gevai?”

“I would assume so. Or… possibly a coincidence, but probably not. Well, the magic is also partly all the other people too.”

“Other people?”

“Yeah. Bits and pieces of people the Demon King absorbed.”

“Memories? That would explain part of why he kept becoming even more unstable. Though, with that bit of information, perhaps not as much as one might think.” She stroked her chin, “Anything interesting in there?”

“I dunno, not really. There was one guy who was an archmage? But that’s the clearest memory, and even then it’s not that much. I think… he was the one before me? Maybe. It’s not super clear.” William tilted his head, “Are you an archmage? I mean, do they have such a title here in the gevai lands? Obviously you’re qualified.”

“I am, we have an equivalent title. In fact, I’m the only one. Though, many of the heads of the other academies might call themselves archmage. Some of them might even qualify, some of them don’t. It’s too much of a bother to care. I’m also head royal advisor to the Eternal King, and court wizard… though I suppose if he ever gets the chance he’d withdraw the appointments.”

“About that… does the Demon King have power anymore? Are the fragments dangerous?”

“Probably not on their own… but who is to say if one man, or part of a man, will be dangerous? The biggest problem is if they meet up and… merge, or work together, or something. Or if one retained more of him than the few we’ve found. With a large portion of his power, he could be a serious threat, though I imagine he probably would have announced himself if that were the case.” She grimaced, “Unless he suspected treachery. There isn’t much reason for him to, but he could be… quite paranoid.”

“There being actual treachery isn’t reason enough? Well, I suppose it’s not like you did anything yourself. How did you find the fragments you did?”

“Well, Chris can feel them, of course, but we knew to look for them because of the divinations. The gevai don’t do much with divination magic… but the one thing they do is await the return of their Eternal King. Usually, they at least pinpoint an area, but this time none of them could agree on anything more than his return. Fortunately, I was the first to find one of the fragments, and with a little effort I got him restrained… and figured out what was going on. Well, I wasn’t sure until Marek destroyed him for me, and then we found another one. Fortunately he trusted me enough that I got him into the dungeon, because while I could have defeated him… I didn’t know that at the time. It would have been… an awkward experience to have to end up serving him again, even if he didn’t know I tried to have him destroyed. Honestly, if he’d just wanted to go to war without wanting destroying entire species and let me do my research, he would have been just fine.” Lorelei frowned, “Well, I draw the line at destroying souls too, it’s nasty business. He’s just an exception.”

William nodded. Destroying souls was very unpleasant. It was good to see that Lorelei had some moral boundaries… though he felt she actually had more than she let on, as well.
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                “Gah!” Lila screamed as William suddenly grabbed her and dragged her along, “I don’t want to meditate!”

“Too bad.” William shrugged and continued on.

“You can’t make me! I’m older than you, and I’m the headmistress here!”

“Oh? I suppose you are older than me now. Maybe act like it.”

Instead of responding, Lila twisted in his grip, dislodging herself. Then she took up a stance a few steps away to prepare for any retaliation. “I hate meditation. It’s boring and pointless.”

William shrugged, “Well, I guess I can’t make you. I wonder if Lorelei is free. I’m sure I could go talk to her…” William started to walk away, when Lila grabbed his arm.

“Wait, wait, you aren’t going to say anything about me to her, are you?”

William turned and raised an eyebrow. “Should I? I don’t think I need to. Since you won’t accept my training, that’s how things will be. Though, she really thinks you should. I suppose she’ll just have to teach you herself.” William turned away again and started walking, though that technically involved dragging Lila behind him, since she still had her grip on his arm. She wasn’t particularly trying to hold him back, so he continued forward rather easily.

“Teach me herself?” Lila’s eyes widened, and she muttered to herself, “Didn’t she give up on that? She wouldn’t start again, would she…” Then Lila spoke louder, “Ah, wait! I’ve um… decided to give your training a try.”

-----

William sighed. Lila’s version of meditation was the worst he’d ever seen. Sure, she sat down and closed her eyes, but that was where the resemblance ended. She kept fidgeting, and couldn’t sit still for even a minute. No, it was safer to say she couldn’t even do it for a dozen seconds. It’s not that she was incapable of focus. When he’s first taught her how to read, she’d learned reasonably well. However, she hadn’t sat still. It had taken him some time before he gave up on trying to get her to accomplish that, because he realized it didn’t matter.

Maybe she didn’t need to sit still to focus, but as things were it obviously wasn’t working. It had been about an hour, to no avail. It wasn’t like she needed to completely clear her mind- she wasn’t supposed to be getting her mind to a blank state, but to have it move in a specific direction, and that just wasn’t happening. William didn’t think his explanations were poor, though it was possible. Instead, she seemed to expect to succeed instantly if she was doing the right thing. William would tell her to do something, and perhaps she would, for a dozen seconds. “It’s not working.”

“It takes longer.”

“Hmm, I dunno… I don’t feel any progress.”

William didn’t think she would know how to judge progress. Unfortunately, magic came to her naturally, and for physical things she could see what was going on. With this she couldn’t see whether she was doing things right or wrong, and neither could William, at least not until she made some progress. Until she started actually forming ki or entered her sea of consciousness, William wouldn’t be able to guide much. He thought he could drag her perception down into her sea of consciousness, but that was more of a last resort solution. At best, it would mean she skipped some vital steps on her own, and at worst it could cause irreparable damage.

-----

William went over how he’d learned to use ki. It had first happened accidentally during physical activity. By now, he would have expected Lila to have encountered that, but it apparently wasn’t yet the case. She didn’t remember it, and he couldn’t feel any traces of it. She shouldn’t be completely incapable of forming ki, even if her soul was damaged or something- which it wasn’t. Well, William supposed it was possible. Lorelei had given up… but on the other hand, she wasn’t particularly adept at ki herself.

-----

“So why do I have to do this again?” Lila asked.

“Because you won’t or can’t meditate, and I don’t want people to be able to kill you with soul attacks you can’t even see coming. Now go again.”

Lila sprinted across the field and back, then stopped in front of William, panting. “Was… I… fast… enough?”

William shook his head. “Nope, go faster!”

“I can’t go faster! I’m tired. Maybe in a few weeks if my muscles have time to develop more…”

“What would be the point of that? Go faster now!”

“Aww come on, can you even beat me?”

“You think I can’t? Fine, let’s go. If you beat me you don’t have to do this anymore.”

They both took their positions, then sprinted across the field. William quickly pulled ahead. That wasn’t too hard, since she was already tired. Even so, William probably couldn’t have beat her in an endurance race. She’d had more than a gross of years to train her body, and William was only about two dozen years old this time. Even if her training wasn’t primarily focused on that, that amount of time difference wasn’t easy to make up for. However, in a sprint William could use ki to augment his speed.

He reached the wall and turned around, but slowed slightly. He didn’t want to pull too far ahead. He stayed just ahead of her. He reached the end just a few steps ahead of her. “You have… to let me… try again. I can… beat you… next time!”

“Well, fine.” That was William’s plan all along. Though eventually he would get tired, he wouldn’t right away, and he could hide it for a bit longer. If it got dangerous, he could just say they were done for the day, though she’d probably figure it out.

They sprinted a few more times, and William was surprised to see she actually managed to eek out a little bit more speed. Her determination was impressive, but she still couldn’t beat him. Still, she didn’t give up. She wouldn’t back down from a challenge, even if it put her at a disadvantage. That stubbornness could be good or bad… but in this case William thought it was good.
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                William was just about to give up for the day. There had been a few sessions with nothing to show, and he was nearing the end of his energy for the day. Still, he could run one more. He wouldn’t grow if he didn’t push himself. 

Sprinting was boring. It was just the same thing over and over, and even with an opponent, nothing changed. Lila was growing slightly faster, but William wasn’t unable to grow either, and his ki was recovering fairly well. William knew that some of his cultivation couldn’t be recovered, but if he successfully recovered his soul, he thought he could train to the same level again, and beyond. It should be possible, but he would only know for sure after he fully recovered.

William reached the far end of their area first, again, but Lila wasn’t far behind. Then, William suddenly found Lila catching up… and she passed him for a brief moment. William put all of his effort into speed, and was back in front in a moment, then finished a reasonable distance ahead of Lila.

When she crossed the finish line, Lila flopped down on the ground. “It’s not fair. I managed to pass you this time, but you still won. I-”

William held out his hand, “Stop there. Think about that feeling when you passed me.”

“What about it?”

“Just remember the feeling. Everything you can about it.”

Lila nodded her head, “Alright. There was wind on my face. My muscles were sore. My lungs hurt. When I passed you, it felt exhilarating… and then crushingly disappointing when you passed me back..”

“What else? What about that exhilarating feeling?”

“It was just… the feeling of winning. That’s all. No, wait. There was something more.” She blinked, “Was that ki? You can learn to use ki just by sprinting a bunch? Why didn’t anyone just say that?”

“Oh come on, you’re smarter than that. Think about it like a headmistress.”

“Not just sprinting, but pushing to my limits… beyond my limits. But it’s different from body training, because you really do push beyond your limits. Still, why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“Because, it might not have worked. It might have, but if it didn’t work, I wouldn’t be able to un-tell you.” William shook his head, “Anyway, remember that feeling. If you can, find that feeling, energy like that, and do something with it. Move it around… carefully though.”

“Ugh, do I have to meditate?”

“No, just feel it.”

She closed her eyes and frowned for a bit, “I guess there’s… something.”

William nodded. There was definitely a wisp of ki there. That’s about all that could be expected. “Just get used to controlling it. It’s sort of like exercise, and will help you grow stronger… to a point.” It wasn’t the most optimal way to train ki, but if he tried to get her to start on a cultivation method right away, she might lose the feeling.

-----

William went to Marek for cultivation advice. Though he was doing fine on his own, someone with unfathomable years of experience should be quite helpful. He was, but Marek wasn’t much for talking. William brought up a problem, not necessarily expecting a response. “My soul is healing rather well, but I still have indestructible black goo that I can’t do anything with but move it around.”

“Soul necrosis. Destroy it.”

William was going to say he couldn’t, that it was indestructible. However, he thought about that. Certainly, he hadn’t yet been able to destroy it… but could it really be indestructible? No, it couldn’t. Perhaps it it were something that had always existed in that form, he could imagine it being immutable… but it hadn’t existed before. Though he might not have been able to destroy it, that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done with more power. “What happens if I leave it?”

“Death.” Marek’s face was neutral, as if he were talking about the weather, though he never bothered to speak on anything so mundane. “If you wait a few years, it will poison your soul, and you will die.”

William blinked, “A few years?” He hadn’t thought that a potential threat to his life was so close.

Marek nodded. “I have seen it before, and I saw it in you. In three dozen to a gross of years, it will be a danger.”

“Oh.” That was more than a few years… but William didn’t plan to leave it that long. He didn’t feel any problems with it yet, but if it did start to cause trouble, it would be devastating. After all, it was currently distributed all throughout his soul. Perhaps it wouldn’t all happen at once, but William wasn’t planning to study the effects. He would try to do something about it as soon as possible. “Do you have any techniques that cultivate the soul? Preferably something straightforward and simple.”

“You do not need a simple technique.”

“Oh, it’s not for me.”

-----

William had tried to destroy one of the black balls of goo. Using all of his energy… he managed to squish it around and distort its shape. Well, they didn’t come as balls of goo, but rather just goo. William decided it was better to try a smaller one. He surveyed his soul. He would consider about one part in a dozen of it healthy, with the rest in various states of being damaged. Throughout it all, the black goo was present. Soul necrosis. Bits of dead soul. That didn’t surprise William too much, but that implied that the rest of his soul might be alive, even the most thoroughly damaged parts. It was hard to say exactly how it worked.

There was another oddity, as well. The black goo took up space… but it also did not. If he moved a sphere, it wasn’t that his soul flowed around it and moved to fill up the empty space he left behind. This was most obvious when transitioning from an injured area to a healthy area and back. If he moved the dead soul out of an injured area, there was more injured soul underneath. Likewise if he moved the dead soul from a healthy area… there was actually more injured soul underneath. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to be causing new injured soul, but just revealing an area that hadn’t been healed yet. William spent some time relocating everything in the healthy area so he could have a continuous area of truly healthy soul. He would have to spend more time on this… but he had that time. Probably even a normal human lifespan. That was a strange thought.
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                William practiced the new technique he had been taught by Marek. It really was simple, though it wasn’t useful for William. He couldn’t really grow his strength until his soul was completely recovered, and this technique wasn’t that good anyway. At least, not for him. “Okay Lila, like this.”

She frowned. “Hmm… it’s hard to see what you’re doing.”

William carefully explained the cultivation technique- unfortunately it wasn’t written down on a scroll, or at least not as far as he knew. He wasn’t proficient enough to create one himself, and that would only accelerate the initial learning, compared to personal guidance. He was proficient enough to do that, because it was quite simple and straightforward… and William found all of the soul based techniques he had attempted rather easy to practice. To get beyond the basics, William would likely have to spend more time, but Lila could progress on her own if she put in the effort. “No, not like that. The method is a bit off in the second step. It should be more…”

“Like this?”

William nodded. “That’s right.”

“How can you tell so easily? I can barely even see what you do at all.”

“I have more experience.” Lila had managed a basic proficiency in Soul Perception, but her soul was weaker as well. That compounded the problem, since the disparity in soul strength made it easier for William to observe and harder for her. William wasn’t sure whether the parts of his soul that weren’t healed made it more difficult or not… but he was somewhat surprised to learn that even just the part he had recovered was still stronger than her. Perhaps that shouldn’t have been a surprise, since his soul was strong to begin with and he trained in Rotational Soul Pressure for more than two dozen years. 

-----

Ever since Lorelei had learned about William’s first life on Earth, they would take time to discuss a particular subject in detail, at least to as far as William knew or remembered. On some subjects, he wasn’t really more knowledgeable than her. However, she was still surprised that everyone on Earth had access to so much information. The average level of education was much higher on Earth- even counting third world countries in the mix. Earth was also quite a bit ahead in most scholarly areas, but that was to be expected. The education system was much more open on Earth, but it was not the same for either the humans or the gevai in this world. Except… Eclea appeared to be an exception. They were growing more powerful rapidly because of that, but with the threat of war with the demons and the lack of corroboration with the other human countries, there was only so fast they could grow. William supposed they might have gained some individuals reincarnated from Earth, because the design for the train seemed more than coincidental. On the other hand, William’s knowledge about trains wasn’t so detailed that he could know if there weren’t some differences.

During one of their conversations, Lorelei received a message. She opened the envelope and frowned. “Looks like Lila’s rashness is catching up. The baron has men investigating the Van Cann estate.”

“Isn’t that… a little slow? It’s been a year.”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow. “Slow? Not for gevai. Any response sooner than a dozen years is considered quite timely. Though, if he truly wanted accurate information it is indeed quite slow.”

“What do you think they will do?”

“Oh, likely putter about trying to find stale information, and then accuse the local wizard’s academy, with or without any evidence. That seems most likely.”

“I see. What will we do about that?”

“Well, I could use my status as Archmage to dissuade them, but that might not work. Baron Elmar is relatively new to his position, so that may not help. If that happens, matters will become a bit more complicated.”

“In what way? Do we have to worry about him bringing an army?”

Lorelei shook her head, “He won’t have much of an army, not as a baron. The academy is sufficiently fortified to deal with that. However, if that happens we’ll have to kill him, and that is where the real trouble will start. The other demon lords will be displeased, and though they won’t do anything, it will be troubling. They have little respect for the position of Archmage without the backing of a Demon King. Though they won’t particularly care about the useless baron, they will feel insulted as anyway.”

“Could we avoid a conflict?”

“Certainly. If we offered reparations, that would be possible. However, then we would be seen as weak, which would likely be worse. Lila is known to be my student, at least to some of those who matter, so even if she tried to take personal responsibility, it wouldn’t make a difference.”

“What a pain. I don’t suppose assassinating him would be better?”

“That might actually give the other lords a reason to act. It’s better if Baron Elmar attacks first. Well, we might be able to dissuade him and cause him to leave of his own volition.”

“And the chances of that are…?”

“That depends on his attitude… but considering who else is involved…”

“... Lila will let him attack first, right?”

“Oh yes. She’s matured greatly. She’ll probably just call him a big stupid dumb idiot to his face, then kick him out of the academy.”

“Hmm…” William frowned slightly, “Well, I once kicked someone out of their own window, so I suppose there isn’t much I can say.”

“Ah, I still wish I had been there to see that. Very little makes me more upset than people claiming intellectual titles they don’t deserve. I wonder if the current Archmage in Ostana is actually worthy.”

William shrugged, “I hope so. There’s no saying what new generations will bring, however. I’d believe people making out Cecil Lockridge to be a hero instead of an idiot, if it benefited them. I think most of those people were dead, however. Honestly, I’d prefer if they returned to the honored tradition of not having an Archmage if they weren’t worthy.”

“I heard they do have one, but I am not extremely current on the events there. I’ve been busy with more important matters.”

William nodded. Destroying fragments of the Demon King was certainly more important than keeping up in politics in a foreign country. Though, it could still be useful.
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                It had taken Baron Elmar and his men a year to complete their investigation. As expected, it had somewhat flimsily led to accusations against the academy, and therefore Lila. William was listening to the end of the… negotiations… involving the accusations.

“Of course I did it! The head of the Van Cann family was a stupid idiot who lied to me and went directly against our deal! You’re a stupid fat idiot for trying to say I was in the wrong. Now get out of my office!” Lila pointed toward the door.

William sighed internally. There went most of the dignity she had built up as Headmistress Lorenz. Though insults might have been part of the formula in such situations, they were generally supposed to be more… dignified. Not that William felt that anything said was wrong. How did a demon lord get fat anyway? Weren’t they supposed to train and be strong? Did he practice a sumo style or something?

Baron Elmar just stood there with his mouth opening, trying to form words. “Fine then, since you won’t leave on your own, I’ll make you!” When Lila started to move forward, William stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder. She glared at him, but when William stepped forward she calmed down. William didn’t have any official position in the academy at the moment, but he was participating in the meeting in the guise of a bodyguard. Not that Lila needed that, but additional firepower was good. William grabbed the baron by his expensive jacket and started dragging him. It must have been magical, because it didn’t rip or tear.

“Hands off! I can walk on my own, you filthy peasant!”

“Too late. You didn’t walk when you had the chance.” William found it very satisfying to actually physically throw him out the front gate of the academy, then shut it behind him. Of course, the baron’s troops were all standing around the academy. He didn’t bring any guards in with him because he was arrogant… but the reason they didn’t just kill him inside their walls was because it would be inconvenient. Killing him during negotiations would like be deemed improper, which could cause all sorts of trouble. Though William was feeling rather strong, he’d rather not face any real army, even with Lila at his side.

-----

Lorelei refrained from commenting on how the negotiations went. “I’ve activated the defenses. Unless I’m severely underestimating the baron’s forces, that should prevent them from causing any damage. They might attempt to climb the walls, but they’re nearly frictionless.”

“They might try stacking people on top of each other again,” Lila commented, “That was an interesting strategy to see, but it did make them rather defenseless. Especially since they couldn’t do it with armor.”

William frowned, “Does the academy get attacked often?” 

“Not really.” Lila shrugged, “But it’s happened before. Some people aren’t a fan of a woman in a position of leadership.”

“Sounds unpleasant. So, what battle plans do we have?”

“The professors will be placed on the walls… except the few who can’t do much more than theory. The rest will depend on how the Baron advances. We’ll keep the three of us mobile to go take care of any problems that arise.” There was a flash and the sound of an explosion, “I believe that is them trying to break down the front gates right now.”

-----

Lila headed off to the front gate, and William found himself waiting with Lorelei, watching various things that would indicate if any attacks had been launched in other places. Of course, they also looked out the windows to see those on the walls. So far, the only action was by the front gate. William watched as a few spells splattered on what appeared to be thin air in front of the walls. A few of those on the walls launched spells down, but the angle wasn’t good enough for William to see what happened. “Nice wards. One directional ones are… hard to make.”

Lorelei nodded, “And expensive. They also take a very high amount of energy to maintain.”

“Will that be a problem?”

“Not in a battle of this level. It uses most of the energy when struck, and since they are focusing on one area, it will be relatively efficient. Though, they don’t seem to know that. If they attack somewhere else, you’ll go down to deal with it.”

William nodded. “You know, I was thinking. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you fight.”

“That’s right. You haven’t. There was no reason to me fighting in human territory, and it would only cause problems. I also try to avoid fighting, if possible.” She grinned, “I can, though. Some people learn that the hard way.”

“Like who?”

“Stupid demon lords who think I only have the position of archmage because I’m the Demon King’s lover… which I’m not and never was. He was far too stupid.” She looked out the window, “Ah, something’s happened at the back gate. If you could go look into it?”

-----

When William arrived at the back gate, he wondered if it had been planned all along, or if Baron Elmar hadn’t realized how much trouble he would have at the front gate… and dealing with Lila. If it weren’t for the fact that there were other buildings in the city nearby, William could imagine everyone at the front gate being wiped out in a single spell. That would actually be quite hard and probably inefficient… but that didn’t mean Lila wouldn’t try. However, even if she didn’t care about nobles so much, she did care about the opinion of the commoners and the city, so she would avoid destroying any of their buildings. Probably.

Above the gate William found a professor he didn’t expect. The walls were rather extensive, and the population of the academy wasn’t very large, so each professor covered a large area of wall. If William hadn’t arrived, those on either side of the gate would have needed to come to assist, but then they wouldn’t have been able to watch for more enemies. Honestly, the walls were far too large for the number of defenders.

“Hello Professor Zakkai. Didn’t expect to see you here,” William said to the mousy professor. He was one of the rare gevai who had curly red hair, which made him look almost clownish with his pinkish skin… not that people here knew what clowns were.

“Ah, young Josef! I uh… thought I would try my hand at helping out. Unfortunately, with the ward, I can’t um… I don’t seem to be able to cast effectively at all.”

William looked down off the wall. There were only a handful of people at the gate below. He chanted- a proper chant, because of the circumstances, and created a fireball spell. He saw a noticeable decrease in power as it passed through the ward. Though it was one-directional, it unfortunately wasn’t perfect. It was biased toward stopping anything dangerous. As his fireball struck the demons below, it merely singed them. William pondered. He could use more force, of course, but there should be a better way. He couldn’t help but think about his jail cell. Maybe he could make use of that idea. Well, if there was any actual danger of those below breaking through he would go all out… but before that he had some things to try.
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                The ward didn’t prevent the gathering of mana, merely the casting of spells through it. That immediately made William’s job easier. Another key difference is he wasn’t bound, and he had Chris. William though he would be most successful if he could try to move mana back and forth through the ward, but he was being watched. Professor Zakkai was trustworthy enough, but William would rather there not be any questions. Thus, he started by firing a few simple spells. The ward did seem to have some sort of polarity, and it took him a few spells to be able to hone in on the most effective method he could reasonably expect to get in the timeframe of a battle.

Those down by the gate saw how ineffective his spells were, so they didn’t seem to be worried. They were trying to get through the gate, but brute force wasn’t working. Spells were even less useful than striking at it with their swords. Perhaps if they had a battering ram, they might have had the chance, but it didn’t seem they were expecting to actually engage in a siege. William thought they could use some of their previous slowness in decision making, but he supposed when provoked they wouldn’t allow the provoker to get away with it.

Perhaps if they were on guard, they would have been able to do something about William’s next spell… but perhaps not. He was able to leisurely take his time to gather mana. With Chris, he could control much more without going past his limits, though he couldn’t say he was incapable without him. William wished he could use a lightning bolt to take out all of the enemies at once, but that was impractical. Even the most careless person would take note of a trail of mana running to various people’s heads, or chests, or anything else. Unfortunately, a fireball would probably damage some of the nearby buildings. Thus, William had to expend a bit more effort to get the results he wanted.

Nobody even flinched when a sudden breeze arrived. Wind magic was one of the least dangerous forms of magic- though it was effective in deflecting arrows, it wasn’t something that could be used to kill anyone. Though, William wasn’t planning to kill them with the wind, it was just part of making his spell work. They certainly reacted when they suddenly found themselves engulfed in fire, but it was too late by that point. The wind brough very specific parts of the air- fuel and oxygen to perpetuate the fire. Perhaps the demons at the gate might have been fine if they didn’t panic, but when suddenly surrounded by fire and smoke, they didn’t think to split up in different directions. Then, after a few moments, two of the five did split off from the group, but the remaining three quickly became charred corpses. The last two were panting for breath as they retreated, and they were somewhat injured so it wasn’t too difficult to finish them off. Of course, William found himself out of breath afterwards from continual chanting, but it wasn’t a major problem.

-----

Just like that, the battle was over. Baron Elmar was dead, killed by Lila- a fate shared by most of those at the front gate. William admired the efficiency that combat had in solving conflicts, while at the same time frowning and how often it came to that. William didn’t want to be a person who just used power to get what he wanted. That seemed… bad. He felt justified in his actions, but on the other hand… who didn’t? Did anyone ever go through life expecting that they were in the wrong? William supposed the fact that he at least considered his actions was important for making sure he avoided going on the wrong path.

William thought about how he’d killed those by the gate. It was surely not a pleasant death, but then again, death was never pleasant. At best, it could be barely felt. Was it wrong to kill people in a painful manner? William thought about it, and decided that as long as he avoided causing pain on purpose, he would be fine. He didn’t want to avoid an efficient method of killing people just because it might be more painful than others. William supposed he could ask the opinions of others. “Is it wrong to kill people in a painful manner?”

Lorelei shrugged. “As long as you’re not doing it for fun… pain is inevitable. If you’re worried about it... make sure they die fast. Well, perhaps it’s alright if you’re mortal enemies, but generally those who enjoy causing pain are very unstable.” William wasn’t sure what else he should have expected from Lorelei.

Lila contributed as well, “I basically agree. You’d better not enjoy it. If you become a psycho, I’d have to reconsider our friendship.”

-----

William thought about the battle at the gate. Now, he wasn’t thinking about it from a moral perspective, but just in terms of efficiency. If he didn’t have to worry about collateral damage, there were better methods. On the other hand, he also had an idea for something new. It wouldn’t be something that could be avoided, and it couldn’t be blocked by magical armor because it wouldn’t cause damage. It was rather unpleasant though. Still, William couldn’t help but think about his manipulation of the air. If, instead of gathering fuel and oxygen, he had merely removed oxygen from the area… they would have suffocated.

There were certain advantages to that. It wasn’t a direct attack, so people wouldn’t be expecting it. Suffocating enemies also weren’t particularly dangerous, and they would soon be unable to do much. If they didn’t realize what was happening, they might be incapacitated without any chance to react. However, they might have enough breath to cast a spell, which could counter him. With ki, they could move out of the area, and there was nothing to stop them from attacking him either. Sure, it would be in desperation, but if they were sufficiently dangerous he could die or at least be injured in their final attempts. William would also only be able to control the spell in a small number of areas, and would have to keep the effect up until they passed out. Otherwise, there was a good probability of enough oxygen mixing back in that they had some sort of breath.

If he could remove the air from their lungs, it would be even easier, but it was very difficult to affect the inside of bodies, especially without being in physical contact with them. It wouldn’t be as efficient as some other methods, in most cases. Still, the general idea of suffocating someone was intriguing, if a bit morbid. He would try to avoid thinking of too many similar ideas.
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William’s letter to his parents and brother was more difficult to write than usual. He wasn’t really sure what he was supposed to say. 

“The Academy was recently attacked by a baron, but we’re all fine and he’s dead.” 

That didn’t seem particularly likely to make them not worried. Finally, he settled for something technically true, but a bit more palatable.

“The headmistress of the academy here in Ducson recently came into a conflict with the local baron, who has now been removed from his position.”

That wasn’t too bad. He purposefully left out the battle and his personal involvement. If they looked into it, they might find out about the battle, but that was just the way things would be. If he said nothing at all about the conflict and they found out, they would only end up even more worried, though there was nothing to worry about. He hadn’t been in any serious danger of dying. At least… not since he had been determined to not be part of the Demon King.

-----

William found that he did have something he needed to deal with in relation to not dying. The black balls of goo in his soul would perhaps do that in a few dozen years. They seemed relatively safe and inert, but leaving something called “soul necrosis” alone didn’t seem optimal anyway. He would rather not find out how they would kill him, because he imagined it would involve the kind of death he’d never experienced yet, where he didn’t have memories after… or perhaps didn’t exist.

The only problem with destroying it was… everything. He couldn’t destroy it. Marek hadn’t provided any more advice on that subject. Perhaps he was waiting for William to try more options on his own, or didn’t care… or didn’t know. With his few words, it was hard to tell. Well, William wasn’t worried just yet.

Though he hadn’t finished the complete recovery of his soul, William found it was going fairly well. He felt fairly strong. William took his time to gather all the ki he could safely hold, then took to attacking one of the balls of soul necrosis. He’d tried various methods, but nothing worked particularly well. Of course, he couldn’t just punch it, since it was in his soul, but he did have soul attacks. However, wide area impact and piercing into its center both had no effect… except to distort the blob, even when done with all of his energy. That wasn’t the most efficient way to deform the blobs either. Still, William made serious efforts every few days, continuing until his ki wore down to almost nothing.

-----

Over the course of more than a year, William had still made no progress with destroying the soul necrosis. This was slightly worrying since there was a vague if likely quite real time limit on it, but there wasn’t much to be done. William at least made advancements in other areas. William passed the tests to become an official magus. While that didn’t particularly mean much, having once held the position of archmage, it was rather more meaningful in that it was approved by Lorelei herself, who had very high standards. 

He had expected her to leave, off to do whatever it was she did, or go looking for more fragments of the Demon King, but Lorelei was still around. Of course, unlike when William was a human, she wouldn’t be returning to her homelands to deal with problems because these were her homelands. This is where she went. As for chasing after the Demon King, when William asked about it he got a rather straightforward response.

“Where would I go, then? I have no information from my sources on any potential leads. I can’t even rely on Chris if I were to travel aimlessly, because now that you’re around I seriously doubt he would come with me.” Chris glowed in confirmation at that point.

“I could probably convince him to come with you,” William replied. “Not that I actually want you to go, but… it is rather important.” Chris also reluctantly glowed in confirmation at that. 

“Yes, I’m sure you could, but the first point still remains. Besides, it can wait. Destroying fragments of the Demon King sooner would be better, but it will take him some time to build up momentum no matter where and with what memories he ended up. More importantly, it would be better if you could deal with any future fragments instead of Marek. Because, once you can… You’ll be able to do so without harm to yourself. It’s a much more… sustainable situation than we previously found ourselves in.” She smiled, “For that, you need to be stronger, in more ways than one. I can’t help you with ki, but…”

-----

William found himself knocked back a dozen feet through the air. That wouldn’t have been a big deal if he had jumped back from the blow or cushioned it with ki, but he’d taken a direct hit. That kind of attack would have crushed his ribcage if he were a normal human, though he wasn’t a human anymore. It might have even still broken some ribs for a normal gevai, but he’d trained his body enough that his ribs merely threatened to break.

William understood how muscles worked, and training them to become stronger was quite natural, but training bones to be stronger… that wasn’t something he’d really considered before coming to this world. He knew that broken bones would grow back thicker around the break, which make them stronger, but it wasn’t the same thing. In this world, they could truly become stronger, without increasing in size. Though, some body training methods actually involved increasing size as well. Those interested in training their bodies usually started large, so it usually wasn’t much of a surprise when they got a bit larger. However, in humans, the changes in size were rather minimal. However, thinking back to the Demon King, he had been at least seven feet tall. According to Lorelei, given enough time, some gevai had grown to around nine feet. For the Demon King each new body had to be trained again so he merely reached whatever level intense training could reach before he decided to start, or perhaps continue, a war.

Lorelei obviously didn’t train in a technique that increased her in size, but it still wasn’t lacking in power. William rubbed his chest. It hurt, but it was nice to see the progress. While he could measure increase in muscle capacity from more progress in the admittedly gruelling training, other things were harder to measure. William was surprised to find out how much magic was involved in gevai’s body training techniques. He probably shouldn’t have been, since everyone had the potential to use magic, but he still was. Lorelei’s method relied heavily on magic, but only for those things that couldn't be trained in other ways. She had taken other methods and progressed them, but had been worried about making too many changes, as she could possibly ruin her body. Thus, the training still involved a lot of sweat- and yes, sometimes blood and tears. That was the same for William as well.
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                Lorelei grinned as she looked down at the instrument in her hand, “You know, microscopes are very nice. This will be very useful for advancing body training methods without… doing something stupid. If only I could watch what I was doing as I worked with the magic… but I don’t think I’d like to cut open my arm and leave it that way for a while. Plus, it would be… hard to concentrate on the magic.”

William shook his head, “I’ll pass on that idea. You might be able to do something with the bones of the recently deceased, though.”

Lorelei nodded. “That could work. I’d done some similar things before, but now I can get a better picture. Of course, a living subject would be best, but also completely impossible. The magic pretty much has to be done by the person themself, and finding someone who can handle having an open wound- possibly a large one- and also use magic well… would be quite difficult. If they’re that capable, they also wouldn’t be lacking a method to earn money, so payment wouldn’t likely sway their interests.”

“Well, on Earth we had ways to see inside people, but there’s none of the technology for that here, and even still it generally needed surgical cuts and often sedated patients, which still runs into the same problem.”

Lorelei shrugged. “I can wait. Besides, it’s probably best to finish getting rid of the Demon King first.”

William nodded. That was still something that needed to be done, but he couldn’t spend all of his time training. He had to relax sometimes, or at least rest his body.

-----

One good part of completely avoiding the use of ki during his body training exercises was that he could try things with ki afterwards. He had considered trying to use ki in the same way as magic to help temper his body, but since it was unstudied, and ki generally avoided less lasting effects in terms of physics, he wasn’t sure if it would be wise. Besides, he had more important things to do… like destroy the soul necrosis.

Having had no effect on them at their normal size, William had separated off smaller parts. So far, he’d still had no effect, but he still had more ideas… and was gaining back more of his strength as time went on. 

William thought about what skills he had with ki. Though he’d tried basically every attack he could think of, there was something else that had come to mind recently. Something dangerous, though it hadn’t been for him. Cultivating Rotational Soul Pressure beyond its limits would damage the spiritual sea of the cultivator. The same idea might be applied to the necrosis.

Of course, it couldn’t be exactly the same. Increasing the pressure from inside out would only result in scattering it apart, and if he really tried to do so across his spiritual sea, he knew he would destroy its very structure before he destroyed any of the necrosis. However, the idea of rotation and causing pressure remained.

Thus, William was sitting cross legged with sweat pouring down his body, straining himself to the limit. Inside, he was pressurizing all of his energy to crush and grind one tiny point. The rotational aspect seemed important, because it gave the ki some kind of momentum, and the grinding could help.

The ki swirled around, spiraling inward, and dashing itself against a small black orb, seemingly uselessly. Because the pressure was equal from all sides, the orb didn’t distort, but only trembled slightly. The energy swirling around it disappeared as its force was consumed, but with no apparent result. William was ready to give up with disappointment again, but was determined continue until the last.

Then, as he had less than a quarter of his ki left, the orb of soul necrosis collapsed. There was nowhere for it to collapse into, but it also took up space, yet did not. Thus, it was merely a startling sight for William, as a seemingly eternal black ball reduced in size until it was… not. As far as William could tell, it was as if it had never existed. Perhaps it had been converted into some kind of energy he couldn’t fathom, or been shunted into some dimension of which he was not aware, pushed into some space that was not his soul- like wherever souls were between living in bodies. Regardless, it was gone. Destroyed, for all William knew.

He didn’t have time to celebrate as his ki collapsed harshly into the center, sending a shockwave throughout his spiritual sea. He had to spend a few minutes stabilizing everything… but there was no real damage. William then took time to congratulate himself. He had succeeded! Certainly, it was only a very small part. William wasn’t sure how much, but certainly less than one part in ten thousand. Still, he’d done it. 

William had the strange thought that his spiritual sea now should suddenly have more space- not anything significant, but since the space was formerly being taken up and now wasn’t… he probably did. It wasn’t as if he could have noticed if the perimeter shrunk slightly, but he felt like that was not the case. Plus, he still had what had been there… memories. Fragments of memories. No, even that wasn’t right. At best, that bit totaled to small bits of parts of memories- a small portion of what he saw for an instant during some memory might become clearer or he might remember part of a smell that happened for an moment when he was a child. William couldn’t really say what they were, the effect was only more noticeable when he shifted around larger portions, covering and uncovering more significant pieces.

Still, he had made progress. He might actually need to be faster to finish within a few dozen years… but he would grow more proficient, and stronger, both through recovery of health and space in his spiritual sea. He would be fine. Probably. It certainly gave him reasons not to slack off.
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                “Who takes Baron Elmar’s position?” William asked Lorelei. He wasn't that familiar with how the nobility worked just yet, though he was learning.

“Well, if he had relatives suited to take over the position, it would be one of them. However, in this case, there are none of those. Thus, the lands and title will go to the Earl, who would then give them to a loyal subordinate. Unless someone comes up with some claim to the title here in the near future.”

“Just to be clear… how long is the near future?”

Lorelei shrugged. “Depends on how hasty the Earl is. He might want to give some people time to jockey for position, so… a few dozen years.”

“This is hard to get used to. Normally I’d expect my life to be more than a quarter over, barring something like a disease or accident or other form of especially early death.”

“You’ll most likely have to worry about those other forms. Don’t slack off in training. Your expectancy of a shorter lifespan might actually be an advantage there, because gevai generally take their time getting stronger- those who do at all, anyway.”

-----

“Ugh.” Lila- though William would still call her Headmistress Lorenz here in public- grunted. “The school…”

“What’s wrong with the school? I thought you were getting plenty of students. Sure, some of them won’t be the brightest but…”

“It’s not a problem with the quality. As long as they actually try to learn, it’s fine. Those who don’t, won’t show up. They could be making money- or just relaxing elsewhere if they’re lazy. No, we just have… too many now. We’re running out of room. Actually, we ran out of room a while ago, but then we got rid of the desks and had people stand. Then we had to move to bigger rooms, and now people can’t see the writing at the front. We already can’t give them any real practice with writing...”

“Oh. Hmm.” William frowned, “You could use a projector, I guess.”

“A what?”

“It’s a- I’ll show you.” William sketched the basic idea. There was a backlit writing surface, and the image went into a lens up above to be projected onto a screen. “You can use a white wall as a screen. Oh, I guess there’s a mirror involved up here somewhere? Otherwise the writing gets flipped.”

“Ooh, you’re full of all kinds of useful information. I like it.”

“Well, thanks. It would be expensive though. More lenses, and all that. Though, I suppose this one doesn’t need to be that great of quality? It just has to be good enough to see the images afterwards, it doesn’t matter if it’s a bit distorted. On the other hand, I’m not exactly sure how much that is. If the focal length is wrong, you’ll get blurred, useless images even with a good lens.”

“Yeah. I’m also worried that people aren’t going to be getting a good education though. There are just too many.”

“There’s not much that can be done about that. If they think they need to learn more… they can continue to come. Nothing is stopping them except free time, and we can’t do anything about that. There are probably so many people now because everyone wants to get educated at once. Basically none of these people had the chance before, right? However, once they’ve learned, you’ll have those who need more work to understand, as well as a few new people. Once it’s been established for a while, you’ll only really have to teach what new children come.” William shook his head, “If there were more people interested in giving out educations, it would be better as well. I’m sure some of them will teach each other, and perhaps their children.”

“That’s a good point. On the other hand, maybe some more nobles won’t like the poor being educated, and we’ll end up with more trouble.” Lila sighed.

“Even though everyone will probably make more money. They like having control. I wish there was something simple that could be done about it…”

-----

William hadn’t seen his family in almost a dozen years. Letters weren’t really sufficient to convey everything, but with the trip being around a month, going to visit yearly was impractical. Thus, he had been putting it off, because of various things happening. Now that he was done with attending classes regularly, he could have gone whenever he wanted. Until now, though, there hadn’t been a good excuse.

Now, he was going to be a big brother… again. He supposed he’d never stopped, but his parents were having another child. Though it had been almost two dozen years, that was a more normal timespan between children than the half dozen between him and Stefan.

William didn’t have much to pack. He actually had significantly more money now than he had come with, but didn’t particularly keep much in the way of material possessions. He had an office, but even what stuff belonged to him he wouldn’t need to take while traveling. Instead, he only took a small bundle of parchments should cover any writing needs, as well as clothes and a few other essentials.

Of course, he also took Chris, but along with being an object, he was also a person and a friend, so he didn’t count. Besides Chris, he had planned to travel alone… but Lorelei would be coming along as well. 

“If you find any fragments of the Demon King, it would be better to have someone with authority around to help with the complications after… dealing with them.”

“That’s true. It will be nice to have you along.” William grinned, “and not just because you come with one of those fancy carriages.” Lorelei had a carriage at least a nice as the one Lila had, though of course the Archmage should have something better than “merely” the headmistress of an Academy. It would help to shorten the journey, in both directions, and more importantly make it much more pleasant. Especially with someone to talk to instead of just walking along alone- and though Chris would have been around, he couldn’t really converse on the move, and wasn’t that talkative in general.
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                William found that travelling in the carriage continued to be much better than walking. “You know, on Earth, this trip could be accomplished in a single day with good roads. Or less, if we took a plane.”

“Ooh, that sounds nice. What about trains?”

“Hmm, about the single day still, if it’s a good train and doesn’t make many stops. There were some faster ones that could do this in… two to three hours, without stops. Most trains were much older, however.”

“Frightening. Eclea might be like that soon.”

“Well, it would take at least… well, I guess for some definitions of ‘soon’. It would be faster with more countries advancing technology in a useful way though.”

“That will take some time. For example, convincing the humans not to attack us- or the demon lords not to attack the humans- will be a large task. Of course, they’ll probably wait for the Demon King’s return, but in a few dozen years they’ll realize something has gone wrong. Hopefully not before that, because preferably we’ll have removed any more fragments so he can’t announce himself somehow.”

William nodded and looked out the window, “So, do you ever have problems with bandits here?”

Lorelei shook her head. “The territories near here are fairly well managed, but some others have more issues. Even so, they’re not that common. They never know when they’ll meet up with someone who’s spent a gross or two of years training themselves to fight. If the bandits can handle that, they could just go work for a demon lord- it’s a much cushier job. Of course, some of the guards end up no better than bandits in those territories. As a whole, the gevai aren’t really united unless it involves the Demon King. Then he usually goes and gets himself killed, and everything returns to normal.”

“Wonderful. I guess I’m lucky I ended up in one of the better territories…”

-----

As the carriage pulled up at his family’s home, William knew he would have some explaining to do. He was earlier than expected, though that wouldn’t really be a problem. He would have told them about his coming by carriage, but the letter probably wouldn’t have arrived until much after him. 

He stepped out of the carriage to see his father walking up with a confused face. “Father!” William waved.

“Ah, Josef! You’re early… and arrived in a fancy carriage.”

“Well, you wouldn’t expect a mage to walk, would you?” William grinned. He had been planning on walking. It wasn’t long before William’s obviously pregnant mother shuffled into sight, and Stefan scurried in from the fields. “The two of you look well.” William nodded toward Stefan, “You’ve grown taller.”

Stefan grinned, “That should be expected. You… feel different.”

“Really? It’s probably the robes.” The mana around William would certainly look different, and of course Chris would have a significant effect, even from within a leather case.

“Yes yes, my two boys are so manly now,” William’s mother said, “But who’s this?”

Lorelei had stepped out of the carriage. “This is-” the one and only Archmage of the gevai. William hadn’t really thought about what he would say. Fortunately, Lorelei took it into her own hands.

“I’m Lorelei Bannister. I studied magic together with your son Joseph at the Ducson Academy of Magic.”

That was good. Except for the name, it was technically true, though not in the way it might have seemed. She seemed to have understood his desire to keep things low key, though perhaps that was what she wanted as well.

William’s mother smiled. “Well! Our son didn’t tell us he would be bringing home a beautiful young woman, so this was unexpected. I’m Anselma, this is my husband Barend, and of course our other son Stefan.”

“A pleasure to meet you.” Lorelei smiled, though William knew she was probably cracking up internally at being called young. It was an interesting misconception that could happen among gevai. They likely just assumed she was a similar age to William himself, since they studied together.

There were many questions exchanged: how William’s studies had gone, though in more detail; did they think the baby was going to be a boy or a girl?; where Lorelei grew up, and many more. 

After some initial questions, Stefan was excited to show William around the farm. “You should see what I’ve learned with the notes you sent me.” First, they arrived at a series of small buildings, “We’ve expanded the cooler buildings. People can’t get enough of vegetables off-season. Even if we keep half of them, it’s never enough. That includes the other farms too- they always need more of these, but everyone still makes a profit. I actually spend most of my time installing and maintaining these now.” Stefan turned to Lorelei, “Lorelei, is it? Did you know my brother invented a magical formation that keeps food fresh for months? It’s amazing!”

Lorelei nodded. “Yes, word of this has reached the Academy in Ducson. It’s quite impressive.”

“There’s a smaller one over here that I set up. Things don’t keep for as long, but it can contain yoghurt and a few other foods that don’t do well in the regular coolers. Oh, and we’ve got one that freezes food! That way, it can stay good for a year or more! Though umm… the quality drops sharply after it’s frozen. It stays at that level after that though!”

“Hmm, yes, there are some issues with the water content when freezing, among other things,” Lorelei nodded, “It is still quite useful.”

“Aww man, you’ve seen a freezer? Okay, what else do we have…” Stefan continued on, passing by a small building.

“What do the enchantments on that one do?”

“Ah, that one…” Stefan rubbed the back of his head awkwardly, “... houses manure.”

Lorelei nodded, “I see. So those enchantments keep in the smell. Do they do anything about the chance of spontaneous fire?”

Stefan blinked. “Umm, yes actually. How did you know about that?”

“I know many things. Though I have not studied farming in depth, I know it is essential for everyone to survive, so I’ve picked up a few things here and there.”

The tour continued, and William found himself impressed with what Stefan had done. The letters had only mentioned that he constructed some more magical formations with some of the information William had sent. There were many good ideas, and though none of them were particularly complicated, they served exactly the purpose they needed to. William wondered if Stefan would eventually branch out into other areas besides just farming.
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                Anselma had not yet had the baby, but it would likely be within a few weeks. That left William with little to do but work on the farm. His family greatly appreciated it, because with Anselma resting, the farm was slightly behind on work. Everyone was rather surprised when Lorelei volunteered to help too, since she certainly didn’t have to. Though she was not familiar with most of the work, she was still a great help. She was both strong and talented in magic, so she was quite capable of all of the work once she new how.

William wasn’t at all surprised at her ability to do the work, but he was rather surprised at her willingness. She didn’t seem like a fan of such mundane work, but she did everything without complaint. Perhaps nobody would have asked if they knew she was the Archmage. Well, the carriage driver certainly knew, but he kept all of his thoughts to himself. William didn’t know him well, but Lorelei apparently trusted Dechen, which was good enough for him. He also helped around the farm, though his general lack of speech continued. There was the only occasional ‘of course’ or ‘right away’ that came out of his mouth.

-----

William was here to see his family, so of course he caught up with his father and brother as they worked out in the fields, or on the magical arrays. His only chances to really talk to his mother was during the evenings- or when he was taking a break.

During one such break, Anselma asked William a surprisingly straightforward question, “Are you and Lorelei lovers?”

“What?” William was surprised at the bluntness for a moment, before replying. “No, we are not.”

“Why not?”

“Huh?”

“Why not? She’s smart and hardworking. You’re not gonna find that combination everywhere. You have to snatch her up before someone else does.”

“I… hadn’t much thought about it. I don’t really know how she’d feel about the idea, either.” Of course, William also wasn’t sure how he would feel about it. She was certainly attractive enough, but there were also some issues. For one thing, she was many times older than him. While a significant age gap might not matter much, she was probably at least a dozen times as him. That might be an issue.

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about how she feels. There must be something there, because otherwise rich young ladies don’t go out to stay on a farm with a young man. I don’t want to dictate your life, but if you’re interested… it’s much harder to win a woman away from another man, and I’d bet she has many suitors.”

William didn’t know about all of that. At the very least, being here to help with Demon King related problems was a reasonable excuse. Perhaps there was something more to it, but it wasn’t easy for William to tell. As for other suitors… William imagined they had all been intimidated away a long time before. Still, once the thought got in his head, he couldn’t get it out. ‘Why not?’... There were a few reasons, but William couldn’t even decide if any of them were valid. On the other hand, he wasn’t really sure if he had those kinds of feelings for Lorelei.

-----

William had far too much time to think over the next few weeks, but fortunately a convenient distraction came up. His mother was going into labor. There was a lot of waiting, followed by moments of stress and panic, then more waiting.

Though William had lived several lives, he hadn’t been around many births. For at least one of Lila’s children, he had shown up only after it was over, so the only significant memories William had were of when Stefan was born. Those were relatively recent as things went, but he couldn’t say he was used to the birthing process. Even so, he still noticed something was wrong.

It was taking too long. Of course, sometimes that happened. William thought maybe he was losing track of time, or just exaggerating the problem in his mind. However, his father also looked worried. His mother… well, she was exhausted, and he couldn’t expect her expression to be pleasant anyway. William only really became worried when he saw a hint of concern on Lorelei’s face.

The first person to actually speak up was Barend, William’s father. “I think something is wrong. We need to go get a doctor.” They hadn’t already called a doctor because the town was so far away. William and Stefan had been delivered fine without, so they hadn’t been worried.

Lorelei shook her head, “It’s too late. Though, even if you had gone immediately, that would likely have still been true.”

The color drained from Barend’s face. This made him a pinkish color, which might have been amusing in any other situation, but William couldn’t find it humorous. “But-”

“It’s fine.” Lorelei waved her hand, “I’m a trained medical doctor. All I’m saying is it’s too late to go get one from town. Now, if all of you will get out of the room… I need to be free from distractions.”

Barend and Stefan looked at William for confirmation, and he nodded. “Don’t worry.” He didn’t actually know if she was trained as a doctor, but if she said it she was at least confident, and he could easily imagine her spending a couple dozen years trying to learn every useful skill.

“Everyone includes you too, William,” Lorelei said after the others had exited the room.

“I thought you might want my help.”

Lorelei sighed, “It wouldn’t be bad to have help, but…” She turned to Anselma and waved her hand, “Sleep.” Anselma’s exhausted form passed into unconsciousness, “As I was saying the medical procedure is slightly… disturbing. It would be best if you don’t watch.”

“Are you going to cut her open and take out the baby?”

Lorelei blinked. “Well… yes. It’s the only way. Please don’t stop me-”

“Why would I stop you? C-sections are pretty normal.”

“Is this… C-section the name from your world? Normally, people would call me a witch or something. While I don’t particularly mind that, if they stop me then it won’t do any good for the baby.”

“That’s right. With the proliferation of information… people became a bit more willing to accept different methods. If you’re actually sure whatever you plan to do is the best method, I trust you.”

“Alright then. I hope you don’t get squeamish around blood.”
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                William didn’t have any problem with blood, but he still found the whole scene rather disturbing. He’d been on battlefields, and there had almost been less blood there. It was rather frightening looking for just one person. As it turned out, it was very helpful to have William assisting Lorelei. They didn’t have all of the proper materials they needed, including an anesthetic. Thus, that was William’s job. He was the anesthetic… which was not a trivial task. Though they had some mild painkillers, William was given the task of preventing as much of the pain as he could from reaching her brain- and waking her up.

If it wasn’t for Lorelei’s description on how to do it, he would have had an even harder time. He could have blocked all of the electrical signals going back to the brain, which wouldn’t have been easy, but straightforward. However, that could convince the brain there was something very wrong with the body as well, which could have other issues. As it was, even with her unconscious and Chris directly touching the back of her neck, it was hard. 

Lorelei seemed to have it even harder than him. Somehow, she managed to keep the blood from flowing out excessively as she did what needed to be done. Having no proper tools, she used ki to cut. Though she said she wasn’t talented in that area, over time she had built up enough power to be useful. After that, there was a lot of blood… and then finally, inside everything, a little baby. They couldn’t stop there, however, as Anselma still needed to be stitched up. They didn’t have any fancy medical stitches, but they did what they could.

Finally, Lorelei collapsed into a sitting position on the floor. “Done. You can let them come in now. Though they might not like the idea, your family seems rational enough to accept that my methods were successful. Though, we don’t have to talk about that right now.” Then, she passed out, sitting leaning up against the wall.

William only felt a bit less exhausted than her, but still went to the door and let his father and brother in. “It’s alright to come in now. It’s… a bit messy, but everything went well.”

Barend couldn’t help but running over looking rather panicked, though he calmed down somewhat when he saw Anselma’s easy breathing. Stefan, meanwhile, couldn’t help but look at the smaller figure nearby- his new sibling, a little sister.

-----

About an hour later Dechen showed up, with a doctor in tow. William hadn’t realized, but Lorelei must have sent him to town at the first signs. Even so, it was still a journey of most of a day there and back, and the carriage wasn’t much faster than a wagon.

Though the services of the doctor weren’t needed anymore, they did have some much needed supplies- including stronger painkillers. William knew that the painkillers they had wouldn’t last long, and were only enough for his mother to partially function. 

While almost everyone was crowding around looking at the new baby, William saw Lorelei sitting in a room alone. “Don’t want to see the baby you helped deliver?”

Unlike her normal self, Lorelei only gave a halfhearted response. “Mmmn.” William wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but fortunately she continued to speak after a few moments. “I did, but what if I messed up? It had been so long since I did anything like that. I’m not sure if I did it properly…”

“Don’t worry, you did great. You’re good at everything you try.”

“Sure. I’m good. Even so, I still mess up. If I botch an experiment, I might ruin a batch of materials or destroy a room. That’s frustrating, but not really important. But what if I made a mistake here? What if she died? Either one of them. You can’t just buy more…”

“Everyone makes mistakes sometimes, and you didn’t even mess up this time. You did great.” William wasn’t sure what to say, but reassurance shouldn’t hurt.

“Archmages can’t make mistakes. They’re too important.”

“That’s ridiculous. I bet the various demon lords make mistakes all the time, and I know for sure the Demon King did.”

“It’s not the same. They usually have strong backings and powerful allies… or reincarnate.”

“Hey now, I know I’m still working on getting back up to par, but Lila’s pretty strong isn’t she? And there’s also your brother I guess.”

Lorelei blinked. “Marek hardly counts.” Then she shrugged, “Lila probably counts, but we really need the support of more people. As for you… well, unfortunately it’s hard to use the threat of you reincarnating as you are now.” Then she smiled and grinned, “Unless we could convince them you’re the Demon King? You have Chris after all, we could convince them you finally tamed him.” Then she shook her head, “Nah, that wouldn’t work. You’re not stupid enough.”

“Plus I don’t have many memories which would help there. There’s very little about the demon lords… Do you think any fragments of the Demon King are complete enough to do a good job?”

“Alone? Probably not. I would rather not give them a chance to work together, or try to combine though. That could be a real pain.”

“Could they actually combine?”

Lorelei shrugged, “I don’t know, maybe? What do you think?”

William frowned. “If any of them remember how to use the magical method to destroy souls… they could do that and absorb the others. They’d probably lose a bunch of memories that way, but it might work. After all, the souls were once one…”

“I doubt any of the fragments would be willing to be the one destroyed, but I suppose the stronger ones wouldn’t care. What do you think the chances that they know are?”

“Umm, probably unfortunately high. He used it over the course of many wars, right? There should be many parts of memory that are good enough to use it. I don’t know how many fragments there really are though, so maybe they won’t have enough.”

“I wouldn’t count on that.” Lorelei shook her head, “If nothing else, the Demon King is resilient. Even if there is just one that can, we’ll have a big problem on our hands. We just need to come up with a better method to find the fragments…”

William nodded. Although thinking about the troubles the Demon King would cause wasn’t particularly soothing, Lorelei actually looked more like her normal self now. That was good… right?
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                Sarah was tiny. It didn’t seem that she was particularly smaller than she should have been, but William was bigger than he had been before. That was what made her seem particularly tiny, even for being a baby. Regardless, she was a pretty cute little sister. Taking after her mother, she was nice shade of blue. 

Being who he was, William couldn’t help but wonder how gevai skin pigments worked. Humans only had one pigment, melanin. Not that it particularly mattered what it was called. The quantity of it determined how dark skin was. However, with gevai having such a range of different colors instead of just “brown” and “light brown” and “apparent lack of brown” there had to be multiple components. William wondered what the purpose was, but he supposed there didn’t have to be one. Any color would likely serve the purpose of blocking ultraviolet radiation from the sun. Beyond that, was it just to look pretty? On the other hand, it didn’t necessarily have to have a purpose.

-----

William didn’t stop magic training just because he received an official title and was no longer at the academy. He could definitely be better in practical use of magic. He wasn’t poor by any means, but each bit of practice helped with speed, or power, or accuracy. The more comfortable he was with using magic, the better it became. Plus, he could always use work on visualization of what he wanted magic to do. A number of more complicated techniques were completely useless without practice. Controlling multiple things was difficult. Separating different gases in the air was also significantly difficult, at least if he wanted a high level of purity. It was easy enough to gather the right parts to make an explosion for a fireball, but if he wanted pure nitrogen or oxygen or anything else, it was very difficult. The air wanted to mix together naturally, so he had to move what he wanted inward and hold it there, while also moving what he didn’t want away. Of course, since he couldn’t see it, he had to perform some tests to confirm he was actually doing more than making wind, and even those tests might have seemed successful because he was confirming his bias. He would need a laboratory setting to really get more. William experimented with other types of magic as well. He had a ‘new’ idea, but hadn’t gotten it to work yet.

When he returned from training one day, Lorelei had a few comments. “How did you get burned?”

William looked down at his hands and arms. It was hard to tell he was burned, with his skin already being quite dark, but it certainly didn’t look right upon closer observation. Still, it wasn’t a real issue. “Well, I was testing some things. It didn’t work like I wanted.”

“You should be careful when playing with fire.”

“I am. Though, this wasn’t fire.”

“Hmm, is that so? I don’t recall you having any of the sorts of materials that can cause burns in other manners…”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t mess with radiation. At least, not radioactive materials…” William shook his head, “It’s just sunburn, basically.”

“Really?” Lorelei raised her eyebrow, “You, getting sunburned? And just on your hands, no less.”

William shrugged, “That’s just how it is.” Then he frowned, “Do gevai who spend a lot of time in the sun get skin diseases?”

“Umm… some of them, I suppose. I hadn’t really looked into it.”

William frowned again, “I should wear gloves. I already should have, I suppose.”

“Dragonhide is quite fire resistant. Especially from fire dragons, but it’s all tough. Doesn’t make good gloves though.”

“I’ll figure something out.”

-----

William and Lorelei stayed with William’s family for a few months. That was more than enough time for Anselma to recover, and for them to catch up on everything.

“So, what do you do now, William?” his mother asked, “You’re an official mage, but what do they do?”

“There are a few options. I could be a court mage, but that wouldn’t really suit me, if there are even any such positions open. However, I feel that a position as a researcher suits me much better.” He would also be searching for and hopefully destroying fragments of the Demon King, though that wouldn’t necessarily be short term. On the other hand, if they waited too long…

“With the way some people act, you’d think they already knew everything about everything.”

“Ha, not by a long shot. Some people do think they know everything, but that’s what keeps them from learning. In some ways, we’re falling behind Eclea, and their researchers die of old age.” William avoided saying it was due to the Demon King and the lord’s stupid policies and traditions, but he certainly thought about it. 

William and Lorelei said goodbye to everyone. William couldn’t help but wish he had time to stay and see Sarah grow up, or at least learn to talk… but he couldn’t afford to spend the years required to do so. Not that he was limited by time… except if he failed to remove all of the soul necrosis in time. A few years wouldn’t be too much in terms of lifespan, but he wasn’t able to do what he needed with magic, and also wasn’t making any progress on methods to track down the Demon King. Perhaps a few years there wouldn’t make any difference, but maybe it would make all the difference in the world. The Demon King was known to be hasty when he had power, but before he’d become strong he’d taken his time. A few months to see his new sister was more than he would have taken as a human anyway.

On the trip back, William and Lorelei discussed more about how they would find the Demon King. Obviously, they couldn’t count on just coincidentally being near him. The few fragments Lorelei had already found were narrowed down through divination magic, but that was tenuous at best. Though it could confirm that the Demon King still existed, finding pieces of him wasn’t so easy. Over 90% of the probably locations had been false- or he had moved on by the time Lorelei arrived. Unfortunately, without him trying to declare himself, there was no way to tell. Since Marek couldn’t destroy the fragments of the Demon King in quick succession, it hadn’t mattered that a handful of years had passed in between events, but William would soon be recovered enough to do it himself- and without issue either. After all, William had destroyed the Demon King before, and with the fragments being weaker, he wouldn’t even need a fifth of his strength to do so- though more was safer. 

Then again, Chris was stronger as well- he hadn’t just sat around doing nothing. Unlike before he knew how to cultivate, Chris took advantage of all of the time he had available. He didn’t grow bored of doing nothing, and fortunately that translated over into cultivating as well. William couldn’t say his growth was fast, but with diligent work over more than a gross of years he made progress. Considering he didn’t have anything like a traditional body, and his soul wasn’t exactly in a regular form either, it was good that he could do it at all. William wasn’t exactly sure how strong he could be considered on his own, but Chris could be counted as at least the strength of a cultivator who had passed the third major breakthrough, plus a seemingly invulnerable body… and minus useful features like limbs.
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                “Hmm…”

“Hmm…”

“Hmm…”

Lila, Lorelei, and William all sat around making perturbed noises. Finally, Lorelei spoke real words, “Divination is yielding even less satisfactory than normal results. Namely, nothing. I could get more from random intuition. This could be a sign that the Demon King will appear nowhere of importance for some time, or not at all, or… just as failures. It was nice when I just had to rely on the diviners who wait for him to return like something sacred. It gave me a dozen or two years to prepare. Now, I suppose he might be too weak.”

William nodded, “Would it help if I did it? I do have some connection to the Demon King, after all.”

“It might,” Lorelei said cautiously, “or it might cause significant bias in your predictions, to the point of meaninglessness.”

Lila finally commented on the situation, “Okay but what if… what if we’re not finding any sign because there are no more fragments? We might have gotten them all.”

William shook his head, “There are definitely significantly more than two… or three fragments. Because of the unusual nature of their existence, they probably kept some memories, at least for this life. After that, I don’t know…”

“Anyway, there should be quite a number left.” Lorelei nodded seriously.

“No I get that, but we’ve kind of been forgetting something. I was a human. William was a human… a few times. Sure, he’s the Demon King and has always been reincarnated as a gevai, but… given the circumstances, it might be different. If it’s a completely random probability of where each piece reincarnates, we should expect… most of them to be humans now.”

“Oh, hmm…” Lorelei nodded again.

William frowned. “That… is very bad.”

“Is it?” Lila frowned, “I mean, couldn’t reincarnating as a human make him less intent on wiping them out? He could have a change of heart, or at least part of him.”

“No.” Lorelei flatly stated.

“As someone who has some of his memories… Not a chance.” William shook his head. “Instead, he would use it as an opportunity to kill as many humans as he could, and wiping them out completely would be in his best interests so he completes his goal, and then he can kill himself and reincarnate as a gevai for sure.”

“Is he really that bad? Sorry, I never met him…” Lila frowned, “But it could happen, right?”

Lorelei shrugged, “Almost anything can happen. I would not count on it, but there is a small probability that a fragment will end up with no hatred towards humans.”

William shook his head, “He might also decide to become a pacifist, but I think I won’t bet on either of those things.”

“Right.” Lila acknowledged, “Then, I guess we know where to look?”

-----

William heard the sound of something glass breaking as he approached the lab. He hurried his steps so that he could help if something was wrong. Inside, he found just Lorelei, “Everything fine?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. Fine.”

William looked around and found the offending glass. It was some kind of beaker, probably. It was hard to tell in its current form of shattered pieces of glass over near a wall. “Did you throw that against the wall?”

Lorelei shrugged, “Yeah, so?”

“Why?”

Lorelei shrugged again.

William closed his eyes to think for a moment, then opened them again. “Were you mad that Lila thought of something before you?”

Immediately after that, another empty beaker came flying at William’s face. Before it could touch him, it shattered into a number of pieces against his ki defenses. “Whoa, what was that? What if glass got in my eye?”

“I highly doubt that you wouldn’t dodge that or block it with ki. Beyond that, your eyes probably can’t be damaged by glass shards at this point.” Lorelei blinked, “I suppose if they had, I would have healed them, or in the worst case, gotten you some new ones.”

“Right, but… why? Did I say something wrong?”

“There are some things you shouldn’t say, even if they are correct.”

“Well, sorry, but it probably needed to be said. I didn’t take you as the type to get mad at someone for being right.”

“I’m not mad at Lila for being right. I’m mad at myself for not figuring it out first. I can’t believe I ignored half of the continent and most of the population because of some assumptions.”

“So did I.”

“Yeah, but you’ve only been part of this for a few years now, and you likely inherited our assumptions.” She shook her head, “I’ve had a few dozen years since I discovered the Demon King was coming back, and fragmented. I could have done so much more… Now, we already have a handful of leads.”

“And what could you have done? How many more fragments could Marek really have destroyed in that time? One? Maybe two?”

“Well… maybe, yeah.” She sighed, “I wish there were more people I could trust to do that, but Marek is it. Lila, well… you know how resistant she was to trying cultivation. I… don’t have the talent for it myself.”

“What about Chris? He knows Shattering the Soul.”

“Well…” she looked over at Chris, “No offense to you, but you’re not really strong enough to do it on your own,” her eyes shifted back to William, “Besides, do you know how long it took me to convince him to come with me at all? He was just going to wait near that lake until you showed up. He only came with me once I convinced him you were dead and not coming back, though I’m sure hearing about the Demon King’s fragments helped too.” Chris glowed red for a moment. “Yes, I know he came back, but there was no way I could have predicted that after him being in the epicenter of a soul explosion that created a lake.” Lorelei shook her head, “You’re quite full of surprises, you know.”

William shrugged, “I surprised myself there.”

Lorelei grinned, “Still, a few dozen years of training and you turned the Demon King into little bits and survived. That’s pretty impressive.”

“I also had an army with me to help defeat him, and I died.”

“Fine, fine, whatever. Don’t forget, he died too. You can’t say you didn’t come out on top in that area. After all, your soul didn’t get exploded into many pieces. Plus, Marek says he thinks you will fully recover, given time.”

“I’m glad for his confidence.” William wasn’t sure of that, but his destruction of the soul necrosis had sped up somewhat. Perhaps he might not have to see what happened if it lingered too long. It would be a shame to die to that, especially when he had the chance to live a good and long life.
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                William saw Lorelei looking over some documents and frowning. She scrunched her face even more, “Hmm.”

“What is it?”

“The results from the new divinations about the Demon King. Within the next dozen years, there is a decent probability of the Demon King appearing in either Liaoyang, Ostana, or both. The numbers could be biased by some assumptions, but it’s definitely not something that should be ignored.”

“What about Eclea and Ustil?”

“In those countries… there were no results. That means it’s very unlikely he will appear, except… divinations regarding those two countries aren’t easy.”

“It’s probably the massive anti-demon barriers.”

“Oh, certainly. Unfortunately, I have no idea if they would help keep out the soul or part a soul of a former demon. Regardless, we could not enter either of those countries, so we wouldn’t be able to do anything in the near future in any case. That leaves Liaoyang and Ostana. Something could happen within a dozen years… or next year, or a few dozen years away, or never,” Lorelei shrugged, “There isn’t much that can be done about when or if something happens. The most we can do is go and observe what is happening, to feel out the Demon King. He isn’t known for being subtle, but of course there are plenty of stupid and powerful humans as well. As for what to do when we find him, well… that depends on the situation. Optimally, of course, he’d offer himself up to be destroyed by you somewhere nobody was watching. Practically, killing him might be accomplishable, but avoiding any repercussions afterwards is the bigger issue. That comes with a high probability of at least one of us getting our identity as a gevai- a demon- revealed. That can cause all sorts of trouble- a war, us dying, quite a number of things really. If other fragments of the Demon King find out, they might know that someone is after them, if they can realize the other was one of them, of course.”

“Sounds like a real issue. It would be easy to get in over our heads.”

“Exactly. That’s why Lila isn’t coming. She’d do something crazy. And you…” Lorelei sighed, “At least you’d have pondered over most of the consequences first. Besides, if you act I’m sure you’ll actually destroy the fragment. Lila could kill one, but that might not have the results we want. On the other hand, if you die, things will get… complicated.”

“In what way?”

“Well, currently you’re the main plan for destroying the rest of the fragments. Without you, we have to get them to Marek, and to be honest he doesn’t have that many more in him. If you die, you won’t be back for a long time… or even worse, you might not keep your memories. Three times says something, but… well, it’s not a guarantee. Besides, I’d rather not get anyone I like killed, whether or not they can come back later. So, unless you have a very good opportunity, don’t act, and we can just report back here… occasionally.”

“I see. From the way you said that, you plan to split up?”

“Yes. We’ll get the best news having one person travelling around each country… and I can’t go to Liaoyang anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Why not?” Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “I’d stick out like a sore thumb. Even going to Ostana is a risk, since they might have stepped up their game enough to notice my disguise magic. In Liaoyang, I feel like a demon. I don’t have the skill to hide my cultivation and its obvious origins. You, on the other hand… you have the ability to hide it if you need to, and so far you’re pretty much completely full of nice, human cultivation methods.”

“Hmm, that’s true. There are only a few issues… As long as the knights haven’t degraded significantly, they should have passed on some cultivation techniques. They could detect you.”

“Oh, you’re right. Still, it is easier to just avoid knights than basically the entire country. I will be careful though.”

“Well, there was that, but also… wouldn’t the Demon King reek of demonic cultivation methods? When I saw him, he absolutely radiated such feelings. I imagine people would still be able to notice even just a portion of that from the time he was small.”

Lorelei frowned, “That is indeed a problem. However, it is not impossible for him to learn to conceal it. I don’t think he had, and he certainly never tried to, but it could happen. Well, people could have also forgotten what it feels like. After all, no one is alive from the previous war, it’s possible nobody alive has even seen one of us in Liaoyang.”

“Oh, right. I forget how much things might change, since I skip the intervening time… Though, many things change less than I would like them to.”

“People will always cling onto the worst, and resist the best. It happens to humans and gevai alike. Probably dwarves and elves too, if they’re still alive.”

“... Did we consider the Demon King being reborn among them?”

Profanity filled the air for a time, before Lorelei finally calmed down. “Right. He could be… if they’re around, they probably have a decent population. Unfortunately, we know nothing about if they’re even alive, and if they are, all we know is they’re across the sea. With that, divination magic would be like throwing rocks into a pond and hoping it would predict the luxuries market. Pointless and a waste of energy, with any predictions being worse than pure speculation.” She sighed, “So, if any fragments have ended up… elsewhere… there is nothing that can be done about it right now. At the very least, we must first deal with the likely candidates here.”

“Right. So, when should we leave?”

“Hmm, you could go at any time, but it’s probably best to write to your family and prepare them for you being gone for some time. I should sort out my business here so that I can go without too many worries. Things should be pretty much settled in a year. Of course, you will also need to plan a route… It might be easiest to travel through Ostana with me. After that, we’ll split up.”

            

    
        Chapter 304

    
    
    
    
                William found it surprising how quickly a year passed. Was it being around people who didn’t consider that a long time, or was it just his own self adjusting to having lived many years? As with many things, it was probably a bit of both, but he still felt that years had seemed longer in his previous life, not too long ago. On the other hand, he would soon be older than when he was Yu Hui’Lam- less than a dozen years. He hadn’t lived a particularly long life his third time.

Regardless, time passed quickly. He always had things to do. When one was trying to learn all about magic, it led to wanting and needing to learn about… everything. Needless to say, everything was quite extensive. It encompassed physics, chemistry, biology… depending on what one needed to do with magic, looking at the world from these different perspectives provided different results. Though William had something approaching a doctorate level of understanding of these subjects, he knew there was always more to learn. Leaving out there were some things he had ideas about from his time on Earth that were basically unknown in this world, Earth wasn’t at the pinnacle of knowledge either. William knew he was lacking some understandings that would have been expected from someone with a doctorate on Earth, but he had a broad understanding of many things… and having actually manipulated some of the forces involved with magic was in a category of its own.

William would have been content to stay at the academy studying- or even going out to study in new places- but with the possibility of the Demon King returning and gaining power, he couldn’t. After all, the Demon King was responsible for the destruction of much knowledge and understanding, even when that wasn’t his goal. In addition, while William wouldn’t consider himself a saint, he was not content to just let wrongs continue, and there wasn’t much he could think of more wrong than trying to wipe out an entire species- or several of them. Except perhaps destroying the souls of most or all of those same species- though it appeared that souls weren’t restricted to just one of them. Plus, the Demon King might have a personal vendetta against William now, if he knew he was alive and had been the one to destroy him. He might not know or understand that, but William was his enemy regardless. William couldn’t just count on the possibility that the Demon King’s fragments would fail at all of their endeavors and die, then lose their memories in the normal process of reincarnation.

-----

William sat in front of Lila. “So, today I brought you here to-”

“Bwaaah!” Lila fell over backwards, her chair clattering to the floor. “What was that for?” She glared at William.

“As I was saying, I brought you here to test your ki training. I’d say it’s acceptable.”

“You could have warned me.”

William raised an eyebrow, “If I warned you, you’d raise all your defenses. That wasn’t the point. At least now you stayed conscious, which shows you’ve been training diligently.”

“That’s right! My soul defenses are pretty strong now!” Lila grinned.

“So, now that we’ve done that, it’s time for you to raise all of your defenses, and I can get a bit serious.”

“Huh?” Lila’s eyes widened, “That wasn’t serious?”

“Of course not. Do you think you can passively defend against my dozens of years of training with just a few years of effort? Now, get ready.” William watched while Lila prepared herself. It wasn’t the fastest process- she would need to work on that. Still, at least it was smooth, and her defenses seemed decent. William visualized them as a castle. When he felt that she was finished, he started sending attacks to batter against her. Though they were attacks, he would stop before actually causing any damage to her soul. At first, she withstood all of his attacks without issue. After a few tests to actually feel her strength, however, he grew a bit more serious. After every subsequent strike he saw her defenses tremble, but they still held up. If he gathered even more power, he knew he could shatter them, but that would be rather dangerous. He could cause damage just by breaking the defenses, and he might not be able to withdraw his attack afterwards. If he was wrong in the amount of strength required, it could be disastrous. He nodded. “Not bad. Your defenses are quite improved.”

Lila grinned, “I told you!”

“Still, they can be stronger. Also… though they are strong, they lack a certain finesse. There are small gaps in your defenses, and that means the right people can just…”

“Just what?” Lila tilted her head inquisitively.

“Do this.” William grinned, and Lila fell over unconscious. Then he shook his head. “She’s going to be so mad when she wakes up. Still, that will guarantee she works on fixing that issue.”

-----

In his personal cultivation, William was still somewhat concerned about the soul necrosis. He was continuing to remove it, but if it became dangerous near the beginning of the window that Marek had estimated, it could be a problem. William wasn’t sure if the estimate at all included the time it had already been around either which had been… at least a couple dozen years, but probably much longer. Still, he was removing it at a steady pace, and coming close to returning his cultivation to full power, minus the space still taken up by the necrosis.

Still, William had already started considering how he would continue after it was removed. Rotational Soul Pressure had hit a limit in his previous life, and though it may slightly continue afterwards, he would need another method to truly continue growing in power after that. He had magic now, but it never hurt to have more personal power, especially when mana could be controlled by someone else or removed from the situation. Though his soul was basically recovered, Marek told him it was best not to cultivate to increase his strength until he had removed all of the soul necrosis. Otherwise, it could mix into his soul permanently, and cause irrecoverable wounds or death. Even the soul necrosis was already considered almost irrecoverable- most people would not be able to do anything about it. However, since William’s cultivation was based around the soul, he was more capable of dealing with problems therein. William was glad for that, because he really liked being alive. It was hard to appreciate that unless you had experienced near death- or actual death. Or, in William’s case, the near destruction of his soul. Though that wasn’t exactly the Demon King’s fault, he did try to destroy William’s soul just before William destroyed his. William supposed it didn’t matter much in the end- he was going to destroy the fragments of the Demon King regardless of any personal grudge. In fact, he was just about to set off on a journey with that very purpose- though there weren’t any guaranteed results.
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                William wished that the carriage could travel all the way to Ostana, but sadly that wasn’t possible. Even if there were roads all the way to the border, all of the locations a carriage could cross through should be defended. William wondered if they actually were, or if they were neglecting that. There hadn’t been any real conflicts with demons since the time of the current generation’s grandparents’ grandparents’ grandparents. A half-dozen generations would have passed without anyone remembering in such conflicts. Most people wouldn’t even know the name of any family members who had been alive them. It was strange, skipping through that much of history… and yet so little changed.

Regardless of whether the border was defended, roads didn’t usually get within a hundred miles of the border, and thus they parted ways with Dechen and the carriage there. From then on, they had to walk. They carried simple tents and other similar supplies, as well as climbing gear- such as it was- and coins. William realized that at least one thing had changed- the face on the coins was different, at least somewhat. There were only so many details that went into such faces, so they all ended up looking similar. The new coins meant Lorelei had acquired them recently- which meant that the humans and gevai weren’t entirely without contact. Apparently, smuggling was profitable enough for the risk. Just like the blueprints for the train, except coins were probably much easier to get.

William and Lorelei didn’t pass directly by the lake, but he thought it was better that way. He didn’t want to see a reminder that he almost erased himself for results that were less than what he wanted. Not that he thought he could have done better, but it wasn’t the kind of place he wanted to visit. He also didn’t want to think about the others that were there, and what happened to their souls. There had been many good people there.

For most of the journey, there wasn’t much to speak about. The terrain was rolling plains, which were both almost featureless and also mostly lifeless. Then they came upon rocky hills, but there was only so much geology to discuss when it didn’t change. “Is there anything I should know about the pass up ahead?” William asked.

Lorelei shrugged, “I can’t say for certain. They change frequently. We may have to do more climbing, or less. There might be rocs, or wyverns, or something else.”

“The mountain passes change frequently?”

“Well, not too frequently, but I haven’t been through this area in… a while. Since you last saw me in Ostana.”

“Ah, right.” Certainly, over that kind of time period, mountain passes could change.

“Anyway, my sources say that there is still some kind of pass near here, which is good enough. It could still be rather troublesome to navigate. That’s one of several reasons our tents are small and light.”

William nodded. Both of them could certainly carry a lot more weight without issue, but too much bulk could get in the way, and past a certain point the weight would still be troublesome when climbing or walking along narrow paths.

Along the way, William practiced using the disguise pendant he was given. While he could do a decent job of concealing what he looked like on his own, it was hard to maintain magic without continuing chanting. With the assistance of an object, that issue was overcome, and it had less fluctuations around for people to see. Not that any but wizards or potential wizards could see anything- and even then only if they were looking. Among gevai, however, they had to choose not to see mana, so these were merely useless trinkets. That didn’t mean they were without value, just that they weren’t produced much. Unfortunately, the magical guise was delicate, so too much manipulation of mana, especially by the user, could cause the disguise to fail. Of course, the physical body didn’t change locations either, so William would have to be careful with how he moved his head. The magical guise kept the rest of his body the same size- merely recoloring his skin to something more believable. He’d chosen a medium brown, since it was easier with his already dark skin. That would likely make people believe he was from Eclea or Ustil, but that was a benefit in some ways. If he really needed to, he could change how the disguise looked, but that was a slow process. Though the energy involved in manipulating that much light wasn’t too significant, it was complex. William wondered how Lila had managed it without a tool when entering the gevai lands… on the other hand, she’d been caught. Probably because of the mana, though.

William had only heard about the passes before, and had never bothered trying to go through them. Upon having a few pointed out to him from a distance, he could see why very few demons had ever come through. At best, the passes were slightly lower points in the mountains. They were heading towards one that might have somewhat of an actual path the whole way, but even so there would definitely be climbing involved. Travelling with armor would be pretty much impossible. As it was, they had to travel along something that could barely be called a mountain trail. Then, it fell away to nothing.

“From here, we’ll have to climb. Our goal should be… that outcropping there,” Lorelei pointed to it. “Since there isn’t anything in the way of real handholds and footholds here, we can do a bit of work with magic, but not too much. Optimally, we would remove a few bits and pieces into the rock face. Otherwise, it may not hold our weight. It might work for normal humans, but with our gear… well, we’re quite a bit heavier anyway. If we use too much magic, we might attract some undesirable things with the noise or the mana fluctuations. Needless to say, this isn’t the optimal place to fight, so it would be best to avoid that.” William nodded.
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                William knew that professional climbers could hold onto only the tiniest protrusions with just their fingertips, and do many other amazing feats. Not that he thought there were any professional climbers in this world- at the very least, they would be climbing to reach something specific and obtain it. Though, there might be a few talented hobbyists. Regardless, William wasn’t trained to climb, and he found it rather difficult. Unlike climbing trees where a climber could grab onto branches or push off of opposing sides, there wasn’t anything like that for climbing rock faces. Instead, it was just one surface. Even with small handholds and footholds that went an inch or two into the rock, it was difficult to get used to. 

Perhaps if he hadn’t been practicing over a large drop that went down hundreds of feet- though not straight down- it might have been easier to get used to. As it was, he had to be very careful not to mess up. After all, a fall like that could kill him. At least… it could kill normal humans. William had to wonder if it could kill him. Humans survived some falls of impressive heights, though not usually onto rocky terrain. His body was much tougher, but he wasn’t sure if that would help enough. He could likely still sustain a concussion from his brain rattling around inside his skull, or enough of them to kill him… either way, he wasn’t going to try it.

Getting to the first outcropping took a bit longer than perhaps it would have for Lorelei alone, but it happened without incident. William thought he could have perhaps jumped the few dozen feet required, but that was considering flat terrain with ample room to get a running start. Even without that, it might have been possible, but with such consequences for overshooting or undershooting, he wouldn’t want to attempt it. At least, he would practice that kind of thing first.

Lorelei looked around. “From here, we’ll head up at an angle. We should be able to get to the top of the ridge, and walk along that for a while. You wait here while I figure out the path. If I fall somehow…” Lorelei shrugged, “Catch me or something.”

“We have rope.” William had no doubt he could catch her in normal circumstances, but once she was out of arm’s reach… well, that was much more difficult. Not that he expected her to fall anyway, but the rope was a security measure. William made sure his footing was secure and slowly let out the rope. Lorelei was more practiced, and she took her time to create new handholds and footholds as she moved along, so it was quite unlikely for her to actually fall. It was no problem for her to hold on and use magic at the same time. Even so, she tried to work with the way the rock face went, to avoid having to flatten or significantly change any area. They hadn’t yet seen any magical beasts, but using too much magic could draw their attention.

Unfortunately, that was also true of merely being in the area. Lorelei continued to create a good route, but that took time. She was halfway to the top of the ridge within fifteen minutes, but then a cry rang out in the sky. William hadn’t seen one before, and he didn’t recognize the cry, but when he turned toward the sound he could immediately tell it was a roc- akin to a giant eagle.

Lorelei was still climbing, and thus not in a good place to do much of anything. Though William had no doubt she could use magic, she wouldn’t be able to turn to look in the right direction easily. She also wouldn’t be able to maneuver in that position. The roc was heading directly toward them, so there was no chance that it hadn’t already noticed them. It was still far away, and though William’s eyes weren’t spectacular at that distance, he had no doubt the roc could see them, if eagle eyes meant anything. That meant they would have to fight- or he would have to.

William quickly considered the spells in his head. He could use a lightning bolt- that would have enough range, but he would have to shoot it past Lorelei and she wasn’t in the most stable position. He supposed he could have it curve away, but the thunder could still cause problems, including a reasonable chance of attracting other magical beasts in the area. A fireball couldn’t easily reach the eagle where it was, and if it was closer it could attack Lorelei and the shockwave might be a problem. William could create a sheet of fire, but that was also not easy enough to do at range. If he had no other options, he could still try any of those, but he had something he thought would be better first. Something with decent range and no shockwaves or sound. If that failed, he would have to quickly do something else, but he would try it.

“Chris. We’re going to do that new spell we’ve been practicing.” Chris quickly glowed in acknowledgement. William started chanting. He would be gathering a large amount of mana, but that wouldn’t cause any more disturbance than the combat would anyway, so it couldn’t be helped. As the mana gathered, it turned into light around Chris, and flowed into him. However, instead of glowing, Chris actually turned dark- and the area around him grew dim. William held Chris out in front of him, looking down the length. Normally, such a gesture was meaningless as magic could fire in basically any direction from a wizard or staff. However, in this case it was necessary. He continued to chant, gathering more magic as the roc approached. Then, William shifted Chris slightly, every so slightly changing his orientation, until he found the perfect spot. Then there was a screech of pain from the roc… and it turned away. William frowned. As it turned to fly away, he knew he wouldn’t be able to cast another spell at it… but it also didn’t seem like it was immediately going to return. He kept watch on it just to make sure, until it disappeared behind the next peak over.
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                “What was that spell?” Lorelei called down toward William, “Explain it!”

“I will, but first, shouldn’t you get to the top of the ridge? Something else might come if we’re too slow.”

“Ah… yes.” Lorelei went back to her climbing. She seemed to have already planned out the last part of the route, as she quickly made the last part of the path and climbed up it. Then, she stood on top of the ridge and braced the rope, while William quickly went up the handholds. Making them took much more time than actually traversing them once they were done. As soon as William’s feet were on top of the ridge, Lorelei clapped her hands together, her expression eager. “Now, tell me. What was that spell? It looked like… a light spell. But… that doesn’t seem right. I didn’t see any light… or anything, and then the roc flew away.”

“No, you’re right. It was light.”

“But how? Light doesn’t hurt things.”

“Doesn’t it though? You know about sunburns. This is… actually only tangentially related. As for why you couldn’t see it… tell me how eyeballs work.”

Lorelei sighed. “So, we’re doing it like this are we? Fine. Eyes take in light reflected off of outside objects and form an image out of it. In addition-”

“That’s enough- the important part. So, what would cause you not to be able to see something?”

“It could be transparent, like air… or the light could flow around it. Is there any point in doing that to a spell though? It would take a lot of energy?” Lorelei muttered to herself.

“Actually-”

 “No, don’t say anything. You said it was a light spell? Is that… it?”

William nodded.

Lorelei frowned. “In that case, you have light, but then you bend the light around it to…? No, that doesn’t make any sense.” She started pacing around, almost forgetting she was on the top of a narrow ridge. “But I couldn’t see it which means… the light wasn’t going toward my eyes. But it also didn’t seem to light up anything else, so it wasn’t going in another direction. Except… toward the roc. So, you shone a large amount of light directly into its eyes, and scared it away?” Lorelei shrugged. “That doesn’t seem… quite right, but it’s what I have.”

“It is very close. However, I doubt light in its eye would scare it away. You’re right though, I did make the light go in one direction. There’s just one little detail you glossed over. What happens to light that isn’t reflected off of objects?”

“It’s absorbed into them… as heat, essentially. Ohhh… I thought you gathered a rather significant amount of light. So, I imagine it’s blind in that eye now?”

William shrugged, “It wasn’t close enough to see clearly. I certainly tried to get it in an eye. If not, it should have gotten scorched anyway. I suppose the eye is most likely, or it wouldn’t have backed off.”

“Is this an idea you got because of Earth?”

“Exactly. This is known as a laser. Umm, I didn’t study them closely, so it’s taken a while to get something like it. Basically, though, you use mirrors and lenses and light, and concentrate all of the light into a directional beam. That makes a significant amount of energy in one direction, instead of just generally going all over.”

“Yet you don’t have a mirror or a lens…” Lorelei looked over at Chris, “Or do you?”

“Well, I don’t have a mirror, but Chris acts as the lens… and crystal, and stuff. Umm, actually it would be a lot more powerful if I knew how to do it right. I’m not sure if I’m inserting the light in the right way, as well as having other problems. Well, at least I’m no longer scattering it all over and what come out is a coherent beam of light. I’m definitely wasting energy, which means I can’t sustain it for very long right now.”

“Fascinating. You should have told me about it sooner. I-” she looked up at the sound of another cry. “Well, I suppose we should talk later. Now that I’m not hanging off of a cliff, I’ll take care of this.”

William turned to see the roc had returned- probably. There were two now, which made William think that the previous one brought a mate, though he couldn’t be sure until they got closer and he could see if one was wounded. William nodded toward Lorelei. If both of them tried to use magic in close proximity at the same time, they would only have trouble, so it was best for just one of them to use magic. Though the ridge wasn’t wide, it was much better than hanging off of a cliff face, and William thought he could do something with Chris and ki, if the rocs got close enough to claw them. He’d rather not, but he’d have to if it came to that.

As Lorelei chanted, he saw it was some kind of fire spell… or something else involving manipulation of the gases around. That was because he could see the mana being used to do something with the air in front of them. Then the mana seemed to be pushing the air, and William felt a breeze. It soon reached a distance William couldn’t reliably control magic at, before finally igniting into a fireball just before reaching the rocs. When they collided, the rocs suddenly tumbled down as if they had been hit by a force from above, though William saw nothing that could have caused that. They seemed to have been singed some from the flames, but soon righted themselves, crying out in what seemed to be fury. However, now they had to regain height as they charged toward William and Lorelei, instead of diving from above.

Lorelei immediately followed up with another spell, this time lightning. The rocs were quite close when she finished, and they cried out as the lightning struck. William saw that they couldn’t control their flight once again, and started crashing toward the cliff face below them. Lorelei reached a hand out and grabbed William’s shoulder. “Steady yourself!”

William didn’t think he was particularly unsteady, but when Lorelei crouched down and used ki to somewhat anchor herself to the ground, William did the same. As soon as he did, he felt a huge gust of air flow over the two of them, and then some shaking as the rocs crashed into the cliff face. Then, Lorelei slowly stood up. “Rocs can’t fly, you see. They’re far too big, and too heavy.” Lorelei grinned.

William nodded. “Right. That’s why they’re magical beasts. They have to use magic to push themselves through the air. I didn’t think the air currents would continue so far after they stopped controlling them.”

Lorelei nodded. “It’s easy to forget about. Much of the time they don’t even have to catch prey in their claws, and merely knock it off a cliff as they fly by, and then eat it on the ground below. Of course, they have to eat a significant amount to maintain their size, so it is fortunate their numbers are few. This is probably the only pair in this section of the mountain, and if this is their territory we are less likely to run into any further trouble. Still, keep your guard up.”
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                As predicted, most of the rest of the passage through the mountains was uneventful. If they had taken the time to search for the easiest passage, they might have avoided any trouble at all. However, though it was somewhat dangerous, they hadn’t found themselves in true peril. Of course, the easiest way would have been to go through any of the large passes which were fortified. However, William didn’t want to bet on the magical defenses there not being able to detect them. He also didn’t want to go there and see that they neglected keeping them running, because that would be depressing. Either way, it was best not to go near humans and cause a possible incident. Past the border, there would be less scrutiny, especially if they avoided any places rich enough to get wards installed.

They were just here to gather information, so it was best they avoided anything risky. It was entirely possible that the Demon King wasn’t even in Ostana or Liaoyang at all. That chance of nothing actually bugged William, but they had nothing better to go on. It was also too important to just ignore. At least William didn’t have to worry about a limited lifespan… as long as he managed to take care of the soul necrosis, and that could be done anywhere.

The northern parts of Ostana looked much as William remembered them, with forests and fields after they came out of the mountains and hills. It was odd to think that last time he was near here, it was likely that none of these trees were around. Not that there weren’t trees that lived that long, but these weren’t the right types.

As William and Lorelei travelled, they kept up hooded cloaks. Having their disguises active all the time was not the best idea, but they also weren’t going to risk people seeing different colored skin and possibly horns from a distance. As they got close enough to regular civilization, they disguised themselves whenever they were passing by people on the road, not that many were travelling up toward the north- mostly only a few soldiers or trappers. 

William missed having a carriage, but he found that Lorelei’s walking pace was very quick, and he didn’t have trouble keeping up. It was still nice to be able to just sit and talk or perhaps cultivate, but that wasn’t possible while walking. Still, William made sure to use his ki as it recovered naturally or when they stopped for a rest, as the soul necrosis was still a problem. 

William found it strange, but he knew it had to be destroyed. He just wasn’t entirely sure where it came from. He was worried that it was formerly parts of his soul, and though that might have been somewhat true, he didn’t feel any gaps in his memories so far. In addition, ‘underneath’ each part was some more of his own memories, so any bits that were missing could be attributed to normal forgetfulness or that. That left the greater probability that it was not formed from pieces of soul at all… or that it was mostly composed of the soul of others. The latter was actually William’s dominant theory. That made him think he was incredibly lucky to get by with his soul being as it was. Certainly, critically wounded, but not irreparably so. “Chris, do you remember much about the destruction of the Demon King? Specifically, the explosion and aftermath.”

William only asked when they could stop for the evening, so it would be easiest for Chris to communicate by writing in the dirt. “Not that much. Well, everything was bright and explody. I got thrown through the air and ended up very far from the center. Then, everyone was dead and it was very painful and sad.”

“Oh. Sorry to bring up bad memories. You said it was painful? Can you feel pain.? Or was it just...”

“I can. That was the first time I was injured, so I didn’t know I could.”

“You were injured? But you look fine…”

“Well, I got better. I had cracks and stuff, but nothing broke off. After a while of absorbing mana, I got better. Umm, a very long time, but I don’t remember how long. I was mostly recovered before Lorelei found me, so less than a gross of years I guess?”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I actually thought I might get destroyed with the Demon King and you. Instead, I got injured, then I got better. Plus, you lived through that, which made me happy even though I was sad for a long time.”

“I’m still glad you chose to work with me, but I still don’t know why.”

“I liked you. Maybe it was just good timing, because I was thinking maybe I should do something when you first showed up, but I liked the way you talked to me instead of just trying to control me.”

“To be honest, I didn’t even know you could understand words at first. So, I was just lucky there.” William shrugged. Without Chris, he didn’t think his second life would have gone nearly so well. He wondered how that would have affected everything afterwards, but he didn’t like the idea.

“Still, some people before got the idea that I could understand words, but they treated me like I was stupid. I am stupid, but that still wasn’t nice.”

“You’re not stupid. It’s just hard for you to think quickly, probably because you don’t have… well, a brain.”

“I’m a little stupid. I’ve never really thought of anything new or exciting. You do that… and Lorelei does as well. Lila… does that and gets blown up. More than normal.”

“But you’ve been a big help with figuring out how to do a laser better. I didn’t even describe them that well at first...”

“Hmm, I think maybe I’m better at that since I’m a giant crystal? We’ve already spent years…”

“People spent quite a long time on making them work to begin with… and to be honest we started with only a bad memory of how they work, and were missing some of the critical underlying information. I think we’ve been doing pretty good, and most of the advances in usefulness were yours.”

“Hmm… well thanks! Either way, shooting lasers is pretty fun. It’s like… *brrrrr*” Chris made an exaggerated trembling and a slight hum, then slammed against the ground. “You know, except with a laser instead of hitting stuff. I never thought light would be so dangerous.”

“Everything is dangerous, with enough of it.” William frowned, “Speaking of dangerous, I have some cleanup to do in my soul still.” William sat down to meditate. Step by step, he would clear out his soul. Then, he would only have to worry about the Demon King, even though he shouldn’t have been a problem anymore if things had gone right.
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                They passed through various town and villages on the way to Canta, but William didn’t recognize any of them. They might have been new, or he might just not have remembered them. He honestly couldn’t say he remembered any of the names of the ones he had passed through before, though there were a few that were obviously new. He supposed that most structures from when he first came to this world would most definitely be new, even if the cities might still exist. After all, it had been almost three gross of years since he was born as William Stevenson. 

When they approached Canta, William could actually point out specific differences. For one thing, the city stretched much further. Coming in from the north, that made him acutely aware of the low quality of the buildings on that side. He wouldn’t quite call them slums, but he couldn’t say they were much better. It did make sense, though. To the north, there wasn’t really any travel. All trade and most of the traffic came from the west, south, and east- anywhere but north. The money flowed through those areas of the city, and thus the land there became more valuable. Therefore, the cheaper housing would be elsewhere. Even so, the other parts of the city seemed larger as well. 

William couldn’t exactly compare how much larger, because the skyline was different. The wizard’s tower was gone. At least, it wasn’t in the place he was accustomed to it. There were indeed other towers, but he didn’t know if any of them belonged to wizards. Many of them were likely just trying to save on land space, or look impressive to the surroundings. “Do you know the status of the Wizard’s guild?”

Lorelei thought for a few moments. “Hmm, it hasn’t changed much. Though, they did merge with the knights… shortly after the Demon King’s death.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, it will be clear once you see it yourself. We just have to talk to the guards at the gate to the city proper first.”

It was easy enough to get past the guards. They were merely there to make sure no wanted criminals could just enter the city, and to collect taxes from merchants. They weren’t there to stop demons in disguise from entering their cities, though William thought that was perhaps the most important thing they could do. Not that he planned to give them any advice.

William and Lorelei soon enough arrived at their first destination. The sign read “The Royal Academy of Magical and Martial Arts”. They did indeed have a tower in there, and it was quite sturdy looking. William didn’t see any large windows on the top floors, or at least not from his current angle. “So, the royal family took control of the wizards? That’s probably for the best, as long as they have maintained their integrity.” William closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He felt out with his mind- or more accurately with his ki. Then, he nodded. “At the very least, there’s competent people there. They managed to keep up the practice of ki, and some of the people in there are no pushovers. On a related note, you probably shouldn’t spend too much time near here.”

Lorelei shook her head, “It’s not like I’m going to flaunt my ki at them, unlike some people.”

William grinned, “Hey now, do you think I’m that careless? Do you think you would have noticed anything if you hadn’t been watching me?”

“Hmm. Probably not.”

“That’s right! While I can’t claim to have been the absolute best in soul techniques in my previous life, I was near the top. Now, I’m almost recovered. If there was anyone who could sense me… well, we’d both have to leave this city, but it would have been dangerous for you to stay here anyway.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Lorelei turned and continued down the street, “I suppose we should find a place to stay. I have to start building up new contacts here, and you have to continue on into Liaoyang. It would be better to get some rest and wash off all this dirt first though.”

-----

In the end, William spent a few days in Canta. He was pleased to find that the Cyril family was still around, though he didn’t know any of them anymore, and couldn’t even guarantee they would be the same. Still, it made him happy. Another thing he hadn’t exactly been expecting was that the Dragonfoe lineage continued. He’d known that Knight-Commander Tyler had no children, but apparently there had been a brother or cousin- it wasn’t clear exactly. He couldn’t blame the general public for that, because he hadn’t even known his great grandparents, in any life. In fact, he didn’t even know his grandparents in this life… what had happened to them? There hadn’t been any stories told to him about them either. Regardless, he couldn’t ask about that right now. William wondered if Lila would want to see her descendants. He couldn’t say for sure that she hadn’t, because she’d found him as Yu Hui’Lam, though he hadn’t known it at the time. Not that he thought Lila would actually want to be involved with her descendant’s lives. After all, besides the fact that she was a demon now, none of them had known her, or even anyone she knew. That was true even in his previous life, and now they were so far removed that they were basically strangers. Lila didn’t even technically share any genetics with them now.

William also toured around the city and found that there were some public schools. Even though they were called that, they did still require a fee to learn in, but such fees were relatively much cheaper than they had been. William wondered what things were like in Eclea- they had been very focused on education. Unfortunately, he couldn’t even step foot in the country without problems, so he had to go with what he could hear. All he could gather was that they did have state-sponsored education, and though it was supposed to be high quality, it was hard to really know without seeing it. Other than that, most of the news about Eclea was that they had all kinds of strange magical things. 

William did notice one significant change that spoke of progress. Along the main streets there were lamps. That was not a new idea, but the point was that they were magical lamps to light the streets at night. William found that they were not as good as what he expected streetlights to be… but they were adequate enough. Still, it showed that Ostana was producing more useful magical works… or that the city of Canta was wealthy enough to purchase such from Eclea. Either one was good, but hopefully it was the first one. William liked the quality of life being better for people.
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                William hadn’t really thought about how long the time commitment of his current goal was. It would be years, minimum, to dozens of years. That meant it could be basically as long as any of his lives except the first. That was an intimidating thought. Though Lorelei had come and gone before, since they were waiting and searching for the Demon King it wouldn’t make sense to leave. At the very least, they needed to be close enough to react to any news. 

Even so, there wasn’t much to say when leaving. “I’ll miss you.” William didn’t know why he admitted that, but he felt he had to say it.

Lorelei grinned, “I’ll miss you too. We’ll meet again… well, I would say soon, but I suppose it won’t feel like it for you. But hey, maybe the Demon King will show up early, and we can destroy him and spend the rest of the time celebrating.”

William laughed, “That would be nice.”

-----

The trip to Domaro was relatively quick. After all, there were a number of caravans going in that direction, and the roads were good. Even so, it was still a trip of about two weeks. What surprised William most was how many cities were along the way. Several small towns had turned into prosperous cities, and there were a few whose name William didn’t even vaguely recognize.

What surprised William the most, though, was when he got to Domaro. The city itself was much the same, though the walls had grown outward some. The city itself also spilled beyond even the extended walls. However, beyond the city was… nothing. Specifically, William couldn’t see the Endless Forest. William found someone to ask about it.

“What tiny country town are you from? Domaro hasn’t been on the border of the Endless Forest in generations. They started really cutting the forest back to make the roads safer… and even get room for a few towns.”

William couldn’t find out exactly how extensive the deforestation efforts were, but from the fact that he couldn’t see the forest it was significant. Of course, this was only one city on a very large border, but from here he could see a half dozen miles to the north and south. All he saw were farms, or empty fields.

Because of the change in the situation, border checks weren’t performed near Domaro anymore. That was fine with William, because he didn’t have anything to serve as a passport or form of identification. He planned to get something in Liaoyang, if necessary, but it would be better to pass through the forest without going through any official border. By now, the borders should have some way to check for illusions or demons… right? William wasn’t sure, but he would rather not bet on poor security- or even lack of a wizards who happened to be looking for magic close enough. 

When William got close enough to the border, he left the main roads. He learned that they would still be watchtowers along the border of the forest, but they were mainly there to warn when magical beasts left the forest or if soldiers were coming. One single person going into the forest… well, they wouldn’t send anybody after him. Perhaps they might send warnings along to road to watch for him there, but if he never returned to the road, at least not in Ostana, there wasn’t much they could do. As long as he didn’t travel too close to the road, he wouldn’t be bothered… by people, anyway.

When William finally saw the forest, got a better understanding of what was going on. Mostly, it was cut back on the edges of the road, though as a whole it likely formed a wedge shape going into the forest. Thus, they cut down the trees with the least travel distance to the rest of Ostana, and based on the various wagons he’d seen, sold them elsewhere in Ostana. Perhaps they even traded some with other countries, if there were rare woods. William heard that there were soldiers protecting both the roads and the loggers, which seemed necessary when dealing with monster-infested woods. It seemed like a dangerous profession, but since he was about to travel through the forest alone, he supposed he couldn’t say much.

William passed between two scout towers, though since he could barely see them on the horizon, they likely didn’t see him, unless they happened to look at the right time. Then, he was in the forest. It wasn’t a problem not to get lost. The trees weren’t so dense as to block out the sun, among other methods of navigation, and William just had to travel west. He actually had a compass, though it wouldn’t work in certain areas due. In addition to normal magnetic interference, mana could cause something similar. William also wasn’t sure how close magnetic north was to the north pole, but he knew he was quite a distance away from either, so it wouldn’t matter much.

Though William was confident in travelling through the Endless Forest, he still proceeded with caution. There were quite a number of dangerous magical beasts, and though he could defeat most of them in single combat, they wouldn’t necessarily give him that luxury. However, he could sense things from far enough away to avoid most of them if he used his ki senses, or even his hearing. At night, he found whatever the safest kind of shelter he could, and trusted in Chris to wake him up if anything was coming. William didn’t want to exhaust himself in dangerous territory, so he would have to go a few weeks without working on the soul necrosis much. William didn’t think it should be an issue… but he knew if he got lazy about it, it could sneak up on him.

William actually travelled more than half of the distance without incident, but about a week into the forest, he heard the sound of combat. With it were people’s voices. He wasn’t sure why anyone would be this deep in the forest, except perhaps for the same reason as him. Regardless, he would go look… he didn’t have to involve himself if things looked bad.
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                Ahead of William was about a half-dozen people, a giant snake, and a number of fallen trees. It was easy to imagine what had caused that, as he saw the snake moving through the trees. It was quite agile, but occasionally it wrapped around one or two of them as it tried to encircle the humans it was fighting. For their part, the humans seemed to be guiding it to do so on purpose, as they tried to avoid being encircled themselves.

The snake was almost unbelievably huge, except of course William could see it with his eyes and it was definitely real. It was hard to estimate its length with it being twisted around as it was, but it was more than two feet in diameter, not that it was truly a circle. This made it a gigantic snake… and maybe even more than twice as thick as the largest ones on Earth. That would make its total size much more than twice as big. Would it be four times? William supposed he probably shouldn’t think about that in the middle of a combat scene, even though he currently wasn’t directly involved.

Looking at the humans, they should be warriors from Liaoyang. Their physical features were right, and William could feel their ki. Even so, they didn’t seem to be winning. They seemed to all have passed the second or third major breakthrough, though William didn’t have time to do an in-depth analysis of their power. Regardless, they seemed to be running out of energy. Looking at the trail of destroyed trees, this combat had gone on for some time. Though he saw a few wounds on the snake, there were also some on the haggard faces of the warriors. 

Their relatively small amount of injury meant that, so far, they had avoided its attacks. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have looked the same. This wasn’t a venomous type of snake, but a constrictor. If it caught them, it would squeeze their bones and organs into a paste, and William didn’t doubt that in the slightest. He knew it would squeeze his bones into paste, and he was a gevai. William thought he should probably do something before that happened… or someone was crushed under its weight.

His first instinct was to use magic. He could do that now, and he very much liked magic. He loved it, in fact. However, there was a problem with that. Regardless of whether his spell could hit just the snake as it slithered around and none of the warriors… it would also cause his disguise to fail. He didn’t think these warriors would look kindly upon a demon appearing, even if he helped them out of a dangerous situation. 

Thus, he moved closer, gathering ki for whatever he needed to do. He would probably be noticed soon, but he wasn’t exactly trying to hide. Then, the moment came. After the snake toppled a few more trees, it sprang forward and knocked over one of the warriors who was not fast enough to dodge completely. Then, it coiled around him. It was really only a little bit more than two coils and the man’s body was completely hidden from sight. 

At this point, everyone acted. The snake was briefly still, and all of those warriors who could struck with sword and spear. Meanwhile, the snake crushed, and the man who was coiled expended all of his ki to prevent that. William saw at least one spear penetrate into the beast, but it wouldn’t be enough to kill it immediately. He was already moving and pulled Chris off his back… though Chris was still in a leather case. 

It only took William a second to cross the gap between him and the snake, though he knew that it might already have been too long for the warrior. He struck with Chris like a spear, not because it would cause more damage, but because it would reach more quickly. He wasn’t planning to bludgeon the snake to death anyway. It had been some time since William had actually used them, but William had still kept up practice with his soul techniques. As Chris struck, energy flowed out from him, piercing through whatever defenses the snake had. Then, all of its tension was gone as it collapsed.

It was rather anticlimactic, but the snake’s scales didn’t block his power nearly as well as the forest dragon he’d fought before had. In the end, it was merely just a very large snake. Deadly, but with certain weaknesses. As the snake fell, it uncoiled enough that they could see the warrior in the middle. William could feel that his ki had run out… but it had lasted up until the last moment. However, he didn’t seem to be in a good state.

One of the warriors helped the unconscious man out of his position, while another- a woman- turned toward William, cupping her hands in greeting. “Thank you se- elder, for your help.” Even though she said that, she and the other warriors looked rather nervous.

“Ah, it is… no problem.” William took a moment to get his mind into the right language. He was glad he had already changed his disguise to that of a somewhat older man with features that would make him fit into Liaoyang. It would be more strange to find someone from Ostana in this part of the forest. “I was just passing through.”

“This one is Na Sun. May I know elder’s name?”

“I am… Yu Hui’Lam.” William hadn’t really prepared for that, so he used his real name, or at least… one of them. It was just a name after all, and anyone who had remembered him would be long dead. On the other hand, if many people remembered him for some reason, the name might be more common. Outside of the Yu Clan and the Order, though, he didn’t expect many to remember him.

“Na Sun greets Elder Yu. I do not mean to be rude, but the six of us are here to hunt magical beasts, and we hope you would let us keep this snake’s magic core.”

“I have no intention to take anything. That said, you won’t find a core in that snake’s body.” William shrugged, “It’s not a magical beast. Just a big snake.”
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                “What?” Na Sun looked shocked, “Not a magical beast?”

William shook his head, “It’s just a… very large snake. Perhaps magic was involved with its growth, but regardless, if it does not use magic, it cannot have a magic core.” Not all magical beasts would have one of those either, but things like dragons always did. That was their ‘dragon’s heart’. Magic cores were just special gems that some magical beasts formed.

“Then all this…” she looked over at her injured companion. From what William could tell, his arms were broken… and probably a number of ribs. On the other hand, his ribcage was still ribcage shaped, which indicated his organs were probably mostly fine. That spoke something to his fortitude, even though the constrictor had only been crushing him for a few moments.

William shrugged again, but less significantly this time. He had to remember that his disguise was rather fragile with movements. “Its scales still have some value, or perhaps other things.” William was getting back into the right speech patterns for the language of Liaoyang, but he could tell it had changed slightly. Some of the words Na Sun used were just a bit different.

“Umm, do you have any relation to the Yu clan in the eastern territories?”

“No. Or at least, my parents were certainly not part of the clan.” That was true, as long as he used his current parents. Based on what she had said, the Yu clan still existed. William was slightly happy to hear that, but he only had real attachment to a few members of the clan anyway.

“Oh.” She sounded slightly disappointed, “I was hoping you might. The Yu clan is one of the few that practice the magical arts… and I was hoping healing magic could help my friend.”

William shook his head, “Sorry.” He was sorry, too, because he could use healing magic. He’d put in significantly more practice after his father was injured, so he wouldn’t have to do so much improvising if he needed it again. There was still a horrible criss-cross scar on his chest, but he didn’t seem to mind. Even so, William went to look at the injured man. Ki senses were the best here, because he could actually see internal injuries. That said, this man wasn’t too badly off. Broken ribs, broken arms, but very little other problems. He would probably recover given time, and proper treatment. It didn’t even need to be magic. “Though I can’t use magic, it doesn’t seem he needs any. I could help put his bones straight, if you don’t mind…” Getting permission to use ki on someone was very important. Beyond just looking… actually doing anything inside or to someone could be quite dangerous. They nodded, and then William started. There were several popping sounds as the broken ends of bones slid into space, and the man groaned in pain… but it was short. However, after that, his bones were all properly lined up, though still broken. The arms were already splinted, but it was obvious the person who did it didn’t know that the bones should have been set first. Just stopping them from moving around wasn’t enough. However, that was the one area ki was definitely better than magic. It could easily move bones around, while magic had a relatively harder time… especially if they couldn’t use ki senses to guide the internal movements. As for promoting healing, magic was better for activating the right cells, or other details. At least, as far as William had seen.

“Thank you very much, elder.”

“You are welcome. It was not too much trouble. I think he should heal up just fine… but I would still take him to see a doctor.” At the very least, they would be able to help with any further problems caused by moving him out of the forest.

-----

After that, William left the group of warriors behind. They shouldn’t be in significant danger, as there weren’t too many such dangerous creatures… at least not in one area. Perhaps even deeper into the forest, away from the well-travelled roads… and new foresting operations. Among other things, the trees grew taller and stronger in the deep forest… just like everything else seemed to. That was what William had heard anyway, but he had no interest in going somewhere so dangerous for no reason. Even getting combat experience there wasn’t a great plan, because the more probable result was death or serious injury.

What William found the most interesting was that there were people from Liaoyang hunting magical beasts for magic cores. It had been done some in the past, but generally it was not worth the risk. As gems, they were lackluster… and if it needed to be traded to Ostana to get used, it would likely not make much profit. After all, they hunted magical beasts there to provide them for their own wizards. Now, though, apparently there were people who used magic in Liaoyang, even though it had been looked down on before. Perhaps they had realized how practically useful it was.

It wasn’t much of a surprise that the Yu clan was involved. His sister Yu Li had learned magic, and it was entirely possible she had brought that knowledge back to the clan with her. She hadn’t been at the battle with the Demon King… so after the war, it was a good possibility. After that, it wouldn’t be strange for others to try to learn magic, if it proved effective. Though splitting the effort between training magic and ki could be a problem for growth, there was only so much energy one could expend toward ki in a day. Meanwhile, magic used an external source, which mean it could be used when one was out of ki. Besides, they had different effective ranges. William obviously thought they worked together quite well, though he hadn’t actually been in many battles where he could use magic… at least not himself. Chris had always been able to, but that wasn’t just the same. Regardless, magic being at least somewhat accepted in Liaoyang was a large, obvious change. He wondered what small things he might miss.
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                Before William reached the edge of the forest, he took some time to brush up on his stealth techniques. Perhaps he should have done so before entering the forest, but it was more important not to be seen leaving. If they actually noticed him and sent people to look for him, it would be a pain. He couldn’t afford to run into any trouble near the beginning of his stay, because it could be quite long. William wasn’t sure if it would be better for the Demon King to appear early and cause the stay to be shorter, or if it would be better for him to not have a fragment here at all. 

Regardless, getting seen would do him no good. Once he was inside Liaoyang, he could get some form of identification, at least something that would work for people casually inspecting him. Different regions had different laws, but for general travel anything to indicate he belonged to some sect or business or even just had a residence would do. Though the eastern regions controlled the border with Ostana, they were not excessive with their taxes. While many people might have felt that way, most of the funds were necessary to help prevent magical beasts from casually walking out of the forest and into villages and towns. Of course, the rest of the money certainly went into people’s pockets, but that was where all money went eventually. Regardless, various taxes and fees for crossing the border couldn’t be too excessive, or other regions or powerful merchant organizations might band together to do something.

William concentrated, and hid his aura, as well as his person. Chris confirmed it was working, and did similar for himself. Of course, he was usually hiding his aura. William hadn’t thought about it much, but as staff that could cultivate ki was more than odd. Chris had long since learned to hide it, and never stopped, except sometimes in battle. However, most of the time it was more casual. Only when he expected people did he put more effort into it, which could really pass scrutiny. Of course, if someone got Chris into their hands… he would probably hit them in the face, but assuming he didn’t, they would be able to learn he had ki abilities, assuming they possessed some themselves.

Though it was daytime and thus a bit less optimal for sneaking, William still left the forest. There were some pros and cons to that. At night, people would be looking harder for stealth, but it would also be harder to spot them. During the day, it was easier to spot people… which meant there would usually be less ki involved. After all, they mostly searching for magical beasts or large animals, most of which weren’t subtle. The most dangerous ones were usually big and obvious, while the more stealthy ones usually remained in the cover of the forest anyway.

William passed between two towers that served the same purpose as those in Ostana, but with completely different architectural design. Still, in the end it still lifted someone up from the ground so they could see further. Everything else was fluff except whatever method they used to communicate that they found something. Likely a signal fire, but he supposed they might have some other method. He wasn’t going to go ask.

Once he was inside the border, William realized he didn’t have any specific goal. He was here to search for the Demon King’s fragments, which meant he would have to travel around and gather information about what was happening. The Demon King usually made big scenes. Even so, that wasn’t anything specific. So the first thing William did was stop by the Yu clan. At least, the buildings that he knew about. The area they controlled and their buildings had indeed expanded, but William couldn’t see much more than that. If what he had heard was true, he didn’t want to get too close. If they practiced magic… they were some of the few in this country that could notice his disguise easily. Though William didn’t have any ill intentions, he doubted they would treat a demon that was also technically a spy well.

For the same reason, William avoided any of the places he knew that had belonged to the Order. Perhaps they might not exist anymore, having killed the Demon King… but whether they were certain of that fact or not was a different matter. William had been certain… but he had also been wrong.

William found a temporary place to stay, and proceeded to get some identification. If he had any sort of real background, it wouldn’t be hard to get something legitimate, but it was a bit more difficult precisely because he would rather his background remain unknown. Fortunately, Lorelei had given him some tips. In the end, it involved significantly fewer actual dark alleyways than he had imagined, and within a relatively small number of days found himself walking out of a shop with a token that proclaimed him to be a member of a mercenary company he wasn’t sure existed. 

Even though William had brought a significant amount of money with him, that money wasn’t designed to last for several dozen years. Hopefully, he would not need to spend so long, but William did need to secure a source and profession regardless. A man who had money without no discernable way to earn it who went around asking questions was not a figure people would trust. At best, he would seem to be in shady business. 

William started with gathering the latest news in the eastern regions of Liaoyang. There wasn’t anything spectacular, but William at least learned who some of the more influential clans were in the region. The Yu clan seemed to have grown in influence in the area, but they were certainly not the sole power. 

After the basics, William decided he should make a tour of all of Liaoyang. The easiest way to do that was as guards for merchants. While travelling between the various cities was mostly safe and therefore not great pay, it was a way for William to go from place to place without reducing his funds. If he was willing to work for even worse pay, William knew even merchants who didn’t really need more guards might take him along. Well, first it would depend on what he could find.
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                William didn’t want to be too picky, so he took the first decent job available. Most travel would be west to the rest of Liaoyang, though some flowed toward Ostana, and an even smaller portion toward Ustil. William signed on for a trip with the Eagle Crest Merchant Association. Their reputation was good enough, and the pay was decent enough. The trip would get him to another city with more money instead of less, so it was everything William cared about.

He didn’t have a specific goal in mind besides visiting various cities and gathering the news. If he got near the Demon King, he should feel him. At least, that was the assumption. Perhaps Chris would and he wouldn’t, but he’d already had a faint connection to the Demon King before, and now that he had some of his soul it should be more significant. William supposed it would have been better to have Chris with Lorelei because of that, but Chris wanted to stay with William and couldn’t be convinced otherwise. Trying to force him to do something else wouldn’t work, and William didn’t want to force him anyway.

William quickly found himself on his way to Xianchun with a number of unfamiliar people. Not that he knew anyone in this country anymore, but these people were especially new. There were a few other guards, some obviously older and more experienced, and some younger and new. William himself was taken as an experience but not especially talented veteran. After all, he was older, but didn’t feel strong. That was just a consequence of cultivating Rotational Soul Pressure, he wouldn’t exude any of the normal feeling of passing major breakthroughs. Of course, his actual cultivation level was only secret if nobody looked too close. If they did, they would either be able to tell his true strength, or if he was hiding it realize he was strong enough to conceal his strength from them.

The merchants were carrying a number of different things, but among them were magic items. William wasn’t sure what they were, but he knew they weren’t very powerful. He could just look at the boxes they were in and see… very little. Which was the whole point. They barely affected the mana in the area at all. That said, they were still worth more here in Liaoyang where there was less history of having easy access to such items. That said, there wasn’t much difference in which valuable items were being carried, and that was also why they had a good number of guards.

William briefly considered they had something even more valuable concealed inside some kind of magical formation, but he would also notice the fluctuations from that. The could have had something inside a material that blocked the transfer of mana, but then the box itself might be more valuable than the item, depending on the exact materials. Since they made this trip several times per year, William doubted that there was anything particularly special this time.

The trip to Xianchun was quite uneventful. Not that there should have been any events, because if bandits were allowed to rampage around in a territory, no one would trade with their cities. That didn’t mean they didn’t exist, but their numbers couldn’t be too high, and most trips would be safe. As for magical beasts, they were even less likely in most places, because they didn’t live where people did- either they stayed away from people or they would be exterminated. It wasn’t like they were traveling through unpopulated or sparsely populated territory- unlike most of Ustil. Liaoyang was a truly populated country, and as long as nobody tried to travel off the roads, there shouldn’t be any issues.

William didn’t learn anything about the Demon King in Xianchun, but was pleased to see a number of places using magic lights. That indicated that magic was cheaper and more accessible, and William hoped it would increase the quality of life for more people. It was certainly better to use a magic lamp than an oil burning one. Perhaps William was hoping too much for an increase in technology level to benefit everyone, but he still wanted to believe it. He also saw schools, and while they weren’t necessarily open to everyone, from the number and size they had to be educating a good portion of the population. More than when he had been in Liaoyang before, but one city didn’t mean all of Liaoyang was better, especially since they cities and counties weren’t all united… unless threatened by another country such as Ostana or the demons.

William took the time to consider that the lands of the gevai didn’t have a good name. To the humans, it was demon territory or if they were being nice “the northern lands”. To the gevai, though there were cities and counties, the country as a whole was just called the land of the gevai. He supposed that could be a name, and it was often written as such- The Land of the Gevai. However, it didn’t feel quite right. Not that William had any say in naming the country.

The Eagle Crest Merchant Association caravan he had travelled with stayed in Xianchun for some time, and William finished his information gathering not long before they were ready to leave. Thus, he signed up for another leg of the journey with them, as he was interested in getting to better know some of the acquaintances he had made there. More than that, staying with the same group for some time would help his reputation for loyalty somewhat. 

Like this, several months past, and William found himself in a familiar city, though it was not exactly the same. He had travelled across the whole of Liaoyang, to find himself in the city of Qinshan. He had fond memories of this place, but with them were some sour ones about decisions made in uncertainty. He didn’t really want to be here, but he knew he needed to face it at some point.
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                Qinshan. A peaceful fishing city… though of course they had other products as well. William had spent several years in Qinshan, in his previous life. Most of his memories had been fond, but the end of his stay had been unpleasant. He had tried not to think about it too much afterwards, but he couldn’t help it.

During his stay, he had made friends with Zhu Fang of the Zhu clan. That had been all it was, but William accidentally found out it pertained to his mission in Qinshan. He had been sent to look for any clans that were traitors working with the demons, and he discovered that Zhu Fang and the rest of the clan practiced a demonic cultivation technique. That wasn’t conclusive evidence that they were working with the demons, but William felt it was significant enough to report to the Order. The Order agreed that the risk was too high… and thus the Zhu clan had been destroyed.

William still didn’t know what the truth was. Logic said he had made the right choice. There was a reasonable enough chance that they had been traitors, and if that was the case they would have caused inestimably large damage to the war effort. Though Zhu Fang had been his friend, he couldn’t say they were close enough to know his true heart. That said, they had been friends, and William didn’t like making that decision because of cold logic. It was hard thinking about what might have been. William didn’t think he would change his decision, but he regretted that he had to make the decision at all. 

His feet eventually brought him to the location of the Zhu clan. At least, where he thought their property had been. The buildings nearby had changed some, but he shouldn’t be too far off. As far as he could tell, the former entrance to their grounds was now a teahouse. He went inside and ordered some tea. Perhaps it would help him calm his thoughts. “Excuse me, what do you know about the Zhu clan?” he asked the waiter. 

The waiter shook his head, “There is no clan by that name in Qinshan. As for the nearby cities, I don’t know.”

William sighed internally. Certainly, it was long enough to forget about a small country, let alone a single clan in a city. He somewhat hoped they would at least know about the land they built their teahouse on, but it could have been another building before, and passed through various hands… Or perhaps nobody even cared enough to remember or pass it on. It could have been just that server, but William didn’t think so. 

William stretched out his senses. He felt the building, the walls, floors, ceilings, chairs… even the foundation and dirt below. Of course, there were the people too. Even so, he didn’t feel anything that felt like the Zhu clan. They were gone, and had been gone for nearly a dozen generations. Yet, he still didn’t know the truth.

Perhaps nobody knew the truth. According to Lorelei, the Demon King didn’t keep much in the way of records, and those that could be accessed were in his castle. All that remained there at this point were some loyal guards. Lorelei could have gotten access to the records, but William didn’t want to ask because it wasn’t important enough. It mattered to him, but he doubted the records would be there anyway. All of the work of recruiting traitors was handled by the Demon King’s subordinates anyway. Perhaps the people who knew had died in the last war, and perhaps not. There were so many possibilities it made William’s head spin… but it was still hard to let go of it. Sometimes, living many lives wasn’t as great as it seemed.

-----

William frowned. In the last few weeks, the soul necrosis had felt… different. That was all he could say about it, except it felt worse, and more dangerous. That meant Marek had been incorrect with his timing, or hadn’t considered that William had had it since he was born… and before. Or, perhaps it would just slowly grow more dangerous. He hadn’t asked for enough detail, and regretted it. It was stupid, really. He had been overconfident in being able to handle it.

As he destroyed a piece, it lost its feeling of danger. That meant it wasn’t too late yet, but it was progressing more toward an irrecoverable point. It didn’t seem like dozens of years away, and certainly wasn’t a gross. What could he do about it? William estimated he had removed perhaps one dozenth of the total soul necrosis over years of effort. Even if he got faster, twice or three times as fast… and spent all his time recovering and using his ki… it wouldn’t be enough. He needed help, but who could help him? Even if someone could, would he trust them to root around in his soul? 

William thought about it. He would trust Lorelei. If she knew what she was doing, he would even trust Lila. However, neither of them were here or able to help. Marek… they had similar goals, so he could be trusted on that point, at least. However, William doubted Marek could do anything even if he were around. He had barely been holding himself together, and he didn’t have the energy to devote to helping others. Someone like Han Xinya, with that level of skill… that was what he needed. However, he couldn’t trust them. There was Chris but… actually, Chris could help. He just wasn’t enough. Still, he could trust Chris, and he was here and able to help, if only a small bit.

Beyond that, he would have to deal with it himself. Even if he found someone else who could help, he wasn’t sure whether they would, or if he would want to let them. He needed a solution, but it wouldn’t be so easy to find one. It wasn’t like some sort of miraculous method would just drop out of the air like… magic…
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                William hadn’t been sure about how magic worked on the soul. He’d tried some things to replicate what he had done with ki, but he hadn’t been sure at the results. Then, he’d moved on to other areas of study. It had only been later that he ‘remembered’ the Demon King’s method for destroying the soul. That was obviously not what he wanted, but the feelings that went with it, the ideas… those were important. Unfortunately, the Demon King was stupid. Perhaps that wasn’t fair, but William didn’t like him at all and he wasn’t the logical type. Thus, his thoughts were just feeling with no background for why it worked. Not that he expected measurements of the energy in a soul, but… actually, William expected that. He just didn’t have any of it.

So, William experimented… carefully. First, he locked himself in a room at the inn he was staying at. Since he would be performing magic, he couldn’t afford anyone seeing who he really was. Then, he took a small amount of mana, and tried to see if it would even interact with his soul… at all. He brought the mana up against his soul, and he felt his ki defenses unconsciously reject it. The second time he let it through. With his perception inside his soul, he saw the motes of mana, but it was indistinct enough he wasn’t sure if it was his imagination. He had only looked inside his soul from the perspective of cultivating ki and healing damage to his soul. However, he knew mana was somewhat connected, and magic could definitely do something with it, or the Demon King couldn’t destroy souls. 

He failed to get the mana to do anything useful the second time, but the third time he brought it to a small bit of soul necrosis. He tried to get the same feeling of destroying a soul as the Demon King had, but there were no results. The Demon King used large amounts of mana, so perhaps there was a minimum threshold, or it didn’t work at a smaller scale… or he just did it wrong. He tried many times, but he was always cautious with how much mana he used. He didn’t want to injure his own soul more trying to fix it. 

Several days passed, with him taking breaks to eat and sleep, before he finally got real results. The technique that finally seemed to work was almost like unraveling a piece of cloth. Though the soul necrosis wasn’t made of threads, he could continuously pull parts away, and as they were separated and thin, he could annihilate them with the mana. The parts turned into the small sparkles that looked like mana, but were instead bits of destroyed soul. This was different from when he destroyed the Soul Necrosis with ki, but that involved more brute force. He tried with ki again, and discovered that it would also result in the smaller sparkles, but he usually ended up destroying them as well. That cost him extra energy… and by avoiding that his efficiency using ki rose, as well as having a way to destroy soul necrosis with mana. 

William spent most of his days for the next month sitting cross legged on the floor, with Chris sitting across his legs. He drew mana, with the help of Chris, from far around, unraveling one little piece after another. However, after some time of this, the mana in the local area was depleted and he had to wait for it to return. He could move around to other parts of the city, but he couldn’t leave himself vulnerable in public… and especially not looking like he did. He also couldn’t afford to buy rooms at multiple inns, and if anyone noticed it would seem quite strange. 

Though his progress was much quicker, it wasn’t as if he was annihilating soul necrosis left and right. At the end, he estimated that his progress in a day through the combined efforts of magic and ki resulted in a reduction of about one part in a great gross. It would still take several years to remove all of it… but that was much accelerated, and also made him less worried. He wasn’t sure about how fast the soul necrosis would become more dangerous, but over the course of a month it had only slowly worsened from the time he first noticed the change.

-----

William couldn’t go out immediately after using magic to destroy soul necrosis, so he usually saved his ki for afterwards. Once he had used as much ki as he was comfortable with, he would leave his room for meals, and by that time enough mana would have returned to the area for his disguise to function. William considered what he would do in the future. There was still much of Liaoyang to go through, and he still wanted to accomplish his goal here. The caravan from the Eagle Crest Merchant association he had been travelling on had long moved on, so William considered what options he had to continue. Staying in Qinshan as a fisherman for a short time could work, because news flowed in from the port, but he knew he still had to personally travel around the country to have a better chance of encountering the Demon King. 

The divinations gave a good chance of the Demon King showing up within a few dozen years. That didn’t mean he would. A fragment, or more than one, might show up in Liaoyang, Ostana, both… or possibly neither. That was the worst part about divination magic. When it worked at all, it usually just indicated what might happen… and that was based on various assumptions of the one using the magic. That was part of the reason William had never tried it himself. If he was uncertain about it, it would probably just not work, or have completely useless results. Regardless of whether these particular divinations were any better, they were the only leads they had, and Lorelei trusted them enough to act.
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                While travelling, William found it problematic that he couldn’t use magic to help destroy the soul necrosis. While most people would not notice the mana, he couldn’t rule it out that there were people who could. More importantly, if someone merely looked where he was, they would see him undisguised. That would cause all sorts of problems, including people trying to kill him.

William would have done the same in the past, but it irked him now. He couldn’t really blame them, because he’d been, at minimum, quite suspicious of demons. Even when the humans and demons weren’t killing each other, they were effectively at war. Even though the humans believed the Demon King was dead, it didn’t mean they would be at peace. For one thing, even without the Demon King, there were plenty of demon lords who would be happy to go to war with the humans… and the other way around. William didn’t want that, but he wasn’t in a place to stop it either.

That reminded William of his weak position in the political spectrum. What was he, son of farmers, a mage that worked with the Archmage? It meant something, but not that much. Certainly, Lorelei had a significant amount of influence, but he didn’t have any himself. He would have to work on that… later, of course. There wasn’t much he could do about that while in Liaoyang.

-----

The caravan William was with was travelling along the coast. They carried goods too heavy or too bulky to go by ship. This meant that they weren’t that high in value either, or a ship would have reluctantly carried them anyway. From William’s perspective, that was even better. Lower value goods meant lower pay as a guard, but also less danger. He wasn’t particularly worried about any danger he might encounter, but he would prefer not to fight at all. Even if he didn’t use magic, his disguise might not keep up as well during combat, at least there could be some small flaws. 

They had travelled about half of the route without incident, when they ran into the most implacable of foes. A rockslide. A cliff near the road had partially collapsed, covering the road for hundreds of feet. For those walking, it would be an inconvenience, but for the wagons… it was impossible. They couldn’t cross the debris, and if they went off road there was a good chance the wheels would sink into the soft ground and get stuck.

The caravan didn’t have much equipment to clear the debris, and with what they had it would probably take several days- and it wasn’t their job anyway. They would report the blockage once they reached a city, and those responsible would come out to clear the road- they liked taxes flowing easily, after all. That didn’t do them any good immediately, however.

William thought he could clear the debris in a few hours or less with magic, but he obviously wasn’t going to. The martial artists with the group wouldn’t be of much help in that aspect, as though they were decently fit, they weren’t built the same as those used to heavy labor. Ki would do little good lifting or breaking the rocks, and it would be quickly exhausted, assuming the guards would deign to do such work. Thus, the caravan took the remaining option. They moved back up the road for about half a day to where there was a fork, and took the other branch.

The other road wasn’t quite as good, and it was a bit longer and less safe. Still, it would get them where they needed to go more quickly than trying to clear out the road. One thing that the new road did have was a view of the ocean. William appreciated it, and wished they would stop at one of the pebble beaches, but of course this wasn’t a pleasure trip but a merchant caravan. Nobody would be stopping for leisure activities, not that swimming was high on the list for that anyway.

It wasn’t just that people couldn’t swim- though many never learned. It was unfortunate, but the increased dangers of this world included the sea- and the sea was none to safe even back on Earth. For the most part beaches on Earth were safe, with the dangers of sharks usually being blown out of proportion. Some jellyfish were much more dangerous, but they didn’t appear as threatening so people didn’t think about it… or didn’t see them at all.

Other than that, beaches mostly had minor annoyances. It was the deep oceans that were the problem. William was disappointed to find out that was not the case here. Not just in this world, but also on the particular beaches they were passing within sight of. William was the first to notice it, as he was idly feeling for anything with his senses. He noticed something alive… and shortly after big. At first, he thought it was hiding under a rock, but then he realized it was the rock.

Well, it wasn’t really a rock. It was a giant crab, though not of the hermit crab variety. Thus, it didn’t actually have a rock or any such thing on it, and was merely the same grey as surrounding rocks. Unfortunately, it was right next to the road, and William doubted it would react well to a large number of people and horses passing within claw’s reach. William pointed it out before they got close, and the caravan stopped.

The five other guards and William convened to discuss how they would fight it. That was the only real option, and it was unfortunately their job. It was dangerous… but not outside of what they were being paid. William considered that it was a pain to keep secrets, because he might be able to do something with magic… or crack its shell with Chris. Chris’ shell cracking abilities would be significantly hampered by his leather case, however. Finally, they figured out a formation where four people would attack the joints of the back legs, while two would watch the front claws and try to keep its attention. William found himself in one of the front places, but as long as he dodged carefully, he would be fine. If he didn’t… well, he would probably survive. If the crab stood up it would be ‘only’ human height, and of course several times wider than that with its legspan. Besides, William wasn’t going to sit there and let it crush him, and if it grabbed him he was confident he could hit it with a soul attack, as it would be immobile relative to him. He wasn’t planning on that, because it sounded painful.
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                William didn’t want to risk his life on a trivial fight, but that was the nature of any fight. After all, in a normal fight he could get stabbed in the eye… though he wasn’t actually sure that would be a problem anymore. At least, if he used ki and his enemy did not, he would probably be able to avoid anything actually penetrating into his brain… unless it was a thin weapon. Otherwise, the bones in his skull were strong enough to stop it, even though his eyeball probably wouldn’t be. However, that wouldn’t happen so easily unless he were distracted during battle. Like he was now. Except, William found that he seemed to be able to dwell on any number of pointless topics in battle without it really affecting his ability.

William dodged back from a claw. It was still better to focus on the battle. This was a giant crab after all. Its main body was almost half a dozen feet wide, and its legs stretched further than that to each side. Actually, though it was big, it wasn’t that dangerous. If you could see the claw coming, it wasn’t a problem. Much of the danger would be if he was taken by surprise. William supposed crabs weren’t really a terrifying predator, and even if they were bigger that didn’t change. The point being, it was slow and not really made for a straightforward fight, especially not many-on-one.

Unfortunately, those attacking the legs hadn’t yet broken through the shell, and it was moving enough that they couldn’t accurately target the joints. William thought he could have, but he wasn’t fulfilling that role, so he had to deal with what he got. What he got was claws snapping at him over and over. He couldn’t attack them, because they would be even stronger than the rest. The joint… was inside the most dangerous part of the claws, and it wouldn’t be simple to reach behind. So, William just continued to dodge. The other warrior who was stuck at the front with him seemed to be having a rougher time of it, so William occasionally swung toward the crab’s eyes to make it pull back a bit. 

Then, the crab started making a loud rumbling sound. It was a strange sound, and William wasn’t sure how it made it… but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the other effects that came with it. Mana was moving toward it, which represented a number of problems. William actively concentrated on his disguise, because otherwise he would probably lose it… and him using some of the mana would help detract from whatever the crab was doing. He wanted to warn people, but he didn’t know what to say… and he could see the eyes were focused on him. Unfortunately, William couldn’t tell what type of magic it was doing- only that it involved something internal to the crab. Because he couldn’t tell, William just gathered more ki, and prepared to dodge or block or whatever he needed to do. William wished he had studied aquatic magical beasts more, because surely it would be known what giant crabs did.

Not that it took him long to find out. Because he was watching carefully with his ki senses, William managed to dodge fast enough. However, he still felt his ki defenses being ripped through and felt like hammers were impacting his side even though he dodge out of the way as quickly as possible. What the crab used was a high pressure water jet. That was a mostly impractical type of magic in most cases, because it required so much energy to get the water to a high pressure and speed. However, the giant crab seemed to have a little tube that surely connected to something internal that allowed it to happen. Regardless, the water only briefly touched William, but it still left a wound on his side that would at least be a horrible bruise, and tore open his robes. Behind him, the water jet impacted into the ground, leaving a groove several inches deep from several yards away.

Fortunately, the water jet only fired for a few brief moments, but if William had actually taken a direct hit… that would have been enough. Just after that dangerous moment, William heard a loud crack, and could tell that one of those in the back finally got a good hit in. Before there was time to celebrate, the crab lifted itself up high. Normally it kept its torso close to the ground, but now it was standing up at almost its full height. Then, it almost threw itself at William.

William had found his brain was still idly dwelling on strange topics as he had fought. He couldn’t help it. Thoughts like, “How much bigger is this crab than a normal one?” and “Don’t crabs have one big and one small claw?” and other such things. The answer to the first thing was five, but of course the real answer was really one hundred and twenty-five. Times bigger, that was. William wasn’t a crab expert, but this crab had two big claws… which was probably all wrong. They took up so much space and actually seemed pretty useless. Could it even pick up food with them? Well, William supposed it if was eating whole humans it could. Right now, though, the most important question William had answered was “how heavy is it?” The answer was… not more than a couple tons. Of course, that was still quite a big number.

However, because he had that answer, instead of dodging away from the crab as it tried to fall on top of him, William actually stepped forward. He gathered all of his ki and swung Chris up from below, using all of that power and all of his muscle strength from his training… and from just being a gevai. There was a loud thud as the staff and crab collided, and then the crab landed on its back nearly a dozen feet away.
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                William found that he was buried up to his shins in the ground. That was the consequences of his soles having a small surface area compared to how much force had been applied… specifically that of a giant crab weighing a couple tons falling on him… or the greater force with which he had knocked it back. Not that he was stuck. He merely lifted his feet and went with the other warriors to attack the soft underbelly of the giant crab.

Relatively soft, anyway. Fortunately, the crab couldn’t right itself- at least not while surrounded- and since it couldn’t do much more than flail, it was easy for someone to break its underbelly. Once its shell was cracked open, it was trivial to kill it. 

One of the warrior’s commented to William, “That was a rather impressive feat, to flip it over like that.”

William nodded in acknowledgement, “I was somewhat assisted by my body training technique.” Of course, he wouldn’t say how much of that was actually body training, but ki hadn’t been as big of a part of that as he hoped they assumed. “That thing was a magical beast. There should be a core somewhere… near its mouth, I think.”

Fortunately, that distracted everyone. William didn’t want people asking too many questions. It was already a problem if they scrutinized him closely. After all, he still technically had horns, so if someone used their ki senses to probe him… he would reject that. It was considered extremely rude to probe too much… though of course if you were subtle enough perhaps people couldn’t tell you were looking. Telling people’s cultivation levels usually relied on the energy they emitted, passively or actively. William was confident he could stop any casual inspections, and probably even if people tried to do more. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have even come to Liaoyang.

The rest of the trip went smoothly, though William noticed he got a lot more glances and casual probes. He could imagine what people were thinking. Why did someone strong like him sign up for this sort of guard duty? The merchants themselves knew what he was being paid, and he could have gotten much more working for someone who needed and could afford someone better. 

That made William think about something though. He was strong now. Not just his muscles, though they hadn’t been stronger. In his second life, he had been situationally strong, but really Lila had much more power behind her. The demon lord they had defeated hadn’t been that strong in the grand scheme of things. His half-effective body training and using Chris for magic were adequate, but not good. In his third life, he had fought the Demon King. Not alone, but he had destroyed him. He had gained mastery over ki to a level he had never expected to reach, though he supposed he hadn’t expected it to exist at all. He felt he had gained significant personal strength by that time. Now, he was a gevai. He had a stronger body… could use magic himself… and he was almost a strong in ki as he had been before.

It made him wonder why gevai hadn’t taken over the world. Not that he was advocating for that, like the Demon King. He just wondered how a group that seemed naturally superior hadn’t come out in a more dominant position. Had it just been poor leadership from the Demon King? Was it the lower birthrates? That seemed like it might have mattered, but with basically unlimited lifespans, the bigger limits would be how many resources were available. If they took time to grow the population, they could have achieved a better ratio of gevai to humans, even with a lower birth rate. So, was it just poor planning?

William considered a number of things. First, though gevai could have basically limited lifespans, most of them didn’t. They still got old and died between one and two gross of years, on average. Perhaps that was a factor as well. Perhaps it was the culture… or maybe there was something else to it. Certainly, the poor leadership had been stupid. From what he knew, they drafted more people than the gevai could properly give up for any of their wars, and with a lower population to begin with, they didn’t have enough time to recover. There had to be something more to it, but William didn’t know what.

-----

William spent several years wandering through Liaoyang, but felt no traces of the Demon King. Either he had learned to conceal himself or… he wasn’t in or near any city. He might not even have been in the country at all. He could be coming around later… or he might not at all. It wasn’t clear. William couldn’t do much about it but keep his eyes and ears open for any news.

Of course, he still trained. Magic wasn’t something he could train on the road, which also slowed down his body training. Even so, he stopped in many big cities for a month or more. As for ki training… he was stuck until he could finish removing the last of the soul necrosis. However, that goal was actually within sight. He had been making good progress, and thought that perhaps eleven parts in twelve were removed. There was only one slight problem. Perhaps because Marek didn’t know the whole situation, he was wrong on the timeframe for the danger it presented. It had begun to more rapidly mutate into a dangerous form. William found that destroying the soul necrosis even caused damage to the surrounding soul and through that, his physical body. Leaving it behind would definitely be worse, because it would become more dangerous and likely cause damage on its own. Once he realized this, he ceased travelling and prepared to remove the last of it, once and for all. The Demon King would have to wait. Hopefully, he wouldn’t do anything in the next several months… Though William thought the probability of anything happening in that specific time frame was low.
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                William found himself with just one piece of soul necrosis left. One, out of thousands, probably tens of thousands. However, though it was so small as to barely be noticeable, this part was much more intimidating than the others. Maybe it was that it had been around longest and had the most time to fester, but the one immediately before it had been merely unpleasant. William thought it might have always had this strange vileness he now felt radiating from it, but he couldn’t sense it before. 

Regardless, he made sure to fully prepare. It would be a shame to come this far only to mess up at the last moment. He was already placing wards on the rooms he stayed in to keep people from noticing him, and while they were simple due to being nonpermanent they would keep out casual intrusion. More importantly, they would keep people not looking for something from noticing in the first place. William also made sure to gather all of the ki he could muster. He couldn’t imagine needing his entire spiritual sea’s worth of ki just for one little speck… but that was no reason to be careless about it.

After he was ready, William started the process of destroying the last piece. It was immediately obvious there was something different. Once he surrounded it to attack with ki, it reacted. Before, while the soul necrosis had caused trouble when being destroyed, it had never actually done anything. However, this speck moved. More importantly, it attacked. William felt like it was a knife dragging along the inside of his soul, cutting it open.

William quickly responded with more force. He gathered his ki and increased the pressure on the last piece of soul necrosis. It was hard to grind it to nothing with it moving around, though his efforts slowed it significantly. William quickly involved magic as well, because he could sense the vile little speck was significantly more powerful than it had appeared. As he attacked it, it continued its counterattack. Everywhere it went, it left behind a trail of damage. Though it was small, it moved quickly and erratically, causing a significant amount of harm. As the mana reached it, William felt it try to resist, and resist it did, at least compared to the other passive pieces of soul necrosis. It only slowly unraveled, and as it grew smaller, it seemed to be more dense, as each bit was more tiring than the last. However, it was still only a tiny speck, and its power was limited. William finally saw the last wisp of it erased, and he could feel the difference. His whole soul was now free of soul necrosis. A part of it was damaged, but he could recover that, and even that small portion wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been two dozen years earlier.

William assessed his condition. He hadn’t expended even a quarter of his ki… but if there had been two or more pieces with a similar strength to the final bit, he wasn’t confident with his chances. Likewise, if he had been slower in eradicating them, he thought they would have grown stronger. If he was attacked when unprepared or tired, it could have been devastating if there were more of them. Fortunately, there weren’t.

For the first time in his current life, William found himself with a healthy soul… minus the bit of damage he had just taken. However, he could repair that. He had already started, in fact. The most important part was that the black goop, the soul necrosis, was gone completely. Then, once he finished recovering, his soul would actually be whole for the first time in… dozens of years of memory, and nearly two gross years of actual time.

Then, after that, he could cultivate. Not just to recover his former strength, but to increase it. Rotational Soul Pressure had already reached its limit, and though Han Xinya had mentioned that it would be able to continue to be effective somewhat after that as time passed, it wouldn’t be enough. He would need something else.

William knew a number of cultivation techniques, but hadn’t practiced most of them. The most important thing, though, was finding something that was right for him. Elemental affinities were important, but William… didn’t have any. Except, he didn’t know that, did he? That was tested on the basis of magical potential, but he’d been completely been unable to do magic before. Since becoming able to do magic… he hadn’t bothered with a test. However, in practice he had felt no real difference between different sorts of magical tasks. There was nothing he was particularly skilled at. Not that he wasn’t skilled, but nothing came more easily than anything else. At least, nothing that fit in the box of traditional elements.

However, not all affinities came in the way of traditional elements. They had to be felt out through practice, though perhaps there was a way to test for them that had not yet been perfected. Among martial artists, some were adept at generating pure force behind their attacks- using ki in the form of kinetic energy. While this could be considered as having “stronger” ki, when used in other ways they would find it was normal or even weaker. Not everything fit into elemental boxes.

There was only one thing William found about himself that actually seemed significant. Though people had been surprised at how smart he was as a child, that of course was going off of prior knowledge. He hadn’t been particularly impressed by his learning speed in any category. Except in areas related to the soul. Perhaps he had been lucky to pick up the right ki techniques when he had first started truly cultivating, but he thought he was drawn to them for a good reason. Even using magic to affect the soul was relatively easy, and soul techniques were supposed to be some of the most difficult to learn. Perhaps it came from having a strong soul instead of some sort of natural talent, but regardless he learned quickly and people were impressed. There was no reason not to play to his strengths.

Apart from Rotational Soul Pressure, he only knew a few cultivation techniques related to the soul. He had learned the one Marek told him for the sake of Lila, but he agreed that the technique was simple… and that he didn’t need a simple one. It was good for Lila to practice, because she could work at it and grow stronger without any particular need for talent, but it wouldn’t be optimal for William. He could do something more. Han Xinya had gone over at least the basics of some other techniques with him, but William didn’t like any of them. If it was some other subject, rejecting them just because they didn’t feel like would be incorrect… but in terms of ki cultivation, that was perfectly reasonable. 

William thought about learning more, and picking from among them. That could work, and Marek would likely accommodate him. However, he hadn’t volunteered any such methods. Perhaps there was a reason behind it, or perhaps not. Even if there was no reason behind it, William still found one. He knew enough about what he wanted that he could judge whether something was suited for him. In that case, why could he not create one on his own? It wasn’t a crazy idea- after all, every cultivation technique was created by someone at some point, and it wasn’t like William lacked experience. The only question was what it would be… and if his ideas would even work as he envisioned them. Either way, he had to try.
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                What did William want or need from ki cultivation? That was the most important question. It could provide a boost to his melee combat capabilities… but it was less significant now that he was advancing so well in body training. More importantly, Chris already augmented attacks with his own ki. It was so natural William sometimes forgot, but it wasn’t an insignificant portion of his strength either- even discounting the fact that Chris allowed him to block attacks he shouldn’t have been able to. William wasn’t lacking utility or range either, magic covered that. Certainly, there were cases where he couldn’t use magic, but ki dropped off in efficiency over distance more quickly than magic did. If he was really worried, he could get a bow. Perhaps he should have a bow. He made a mental note to consider that.

What else did he use ki for? Senses, certainly. It was quite useful in that manner, usually letting him pick people out even if he wouldn’t have been able to see them with his eyes. Certainly, he could use magic to see around corners if he wanted, but that required him to know someone was there and took more active effort than with ki. He barely even needed to concentrate to spread out his senses, and he would actually pick some things up without even trying. 

Senses were good, but sould attacks- and defenses- were another important part of what he did with ki. He could use magic for those as well, but the preparation time was more significant. Especially for defenses, this was important. He also would take some time before his skills in magic for those purposes could match, even if he only trained magic for that purpose and stopped training his ki any further.

William considered what he would need to accomplish what he wanted. For perception, his ki needed to be able to extend far, but it would also be best if it were subtle. In the case of hidden foes, if he knew they were there but they thought they were hidden, he would gain the advantage. A subtle quality could also allow him to gather his ki for an attack without being noticed as easily. Of course, the ki couldn’t be insubstantial, it still had to have some sort of power for soul attacks… but something not easily noticed could slip through the cracks of defenses in someone’s soul.

Upon considering it, William thought the idea sounded like something an assassin would want. Even so, it was the set of abilities he wanted, so there was nothing to do about it. It wasn’t like he was going to go around just killing people, but it would be nice if he could sometimes incapacitate people without them knowing it was him. More importantly, it would help his current circumstances somewhat if he could conceal things about himself without it seeming like that. Such as the horns. Nobody had tried to pry that much yet, but they might eventually, and he would rather them think they saw everything there was then have to overpower them.

So then, what form would this ki take? Form was merely a visual representation, but still important. It would also help him plan a cultivation technique that would support the creation and storage of something with the attributes he wanted, though there would be some experimentation over what actually worked.

What spread out and concealed vision? Smoke and fog came to mind first. Yet, even though they could be subtle, they were also extremely noticeable. He thought about a mirage in a desert. Most commonly one would see light reflecting off the water of an oasis, that was really just sand. Depending on how desperate and dehydrated the subject, there could be much more, but those were actual hallucinations and not a mirage. At least in those cases, it wasn’t immediately known that what they saw was not the truth. While confusing the senses was good, it wasn’t exactly reliable. People in good personal conditions were less susceptible, and while he could use a soul attack to make his opponent’s consciousness bleary, if they were careless or weak enough to allow that he could just knock them out with the same amount of effort. 

William took a deep breath. Then, he slowly let it back out. A grin formed on his face. That was it. Air. Nobody noticed the air they breathed. Of course, something as unfocused as the air itself was also almost powerless. Still, it was the medium that smoke and fog stayed in, and differences in heat in the air were responsible for mirages. Still, air was invisible, barely tangible, but still quite real and capable of holding things that concealed. It was a good basis, though whether William could actually create a cultivation technique using that idea and what he wanted… that was a different question.

-----

William had travelled everywhere in Liaoyang but had still not found any signs of the Demon King. However, it had only been a half-dozen years. It was too early to say that he would not show up, however, as the divination had indicated a good probability within a few dozen years. That meant it could be some time yet. He and Lorelei were in contact through communication disks, but the only news from her end had been “nothing”.

At this point, William needed to establish more contacts. He was becoming known enough as a wandering mercenary, but that didn’t mean anyone would give him information. Those who would have the information he wanted were the Order of the Watchful Sentry, but there were obvious reasons William would avoid them, assuming they were even still around. Thus, he decided to work on his connections with the various merchants organizations he knew. He would look for more permanent positions with one of them, though getting too deep in would get more scrutiny on him. Thus, he would aim for being a reliable and competent guard or something to that effect. He just wanted to make sure he could keep traveling, because that was how he could keep up with any new information. Plus, he enjoyed traveling. 
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                William gained a reputation for being an expert on magical beasts. This was partly because of his ability to combat them more easily because he could see mana. However, he did have prior knowledge of many types, and intentionally sought out more information. Some of it he had to go gather on his own. On Earth, a properly prepared expedition into a jungle to study animals- even poisonous or otherwise dangerous ones- had no great guarantee of survival for those who couldn’t fight. This included most people interested in research. Not all of them, of course, but that meant most research was done on dead magical beasts. In Liaoyang, they had only recently started to accept actual magic and wizards as a culture, and so many of the magical beasts abilities were only known from what could be seen normally.

Taking the giant crab as an example, though there was knowledge that it shot a dangerous line of water, even those who knew about it would have stopped there. Perhaps they might have taken record of the sounds it made before that, as an indication that people should dodge. The research might have even contained the special chamber and orifice it shot out of, but the details about the water being highly pressurized weren’t known. That is, people knew the water was fast and dangerous, but not exactly why. From the perspective of combating them, it made little difference to know the specifics, but from a scientific standpoint it was important.

William couldn’t help but want to study magical beasts… and now that he had time and strength, he was going to do so. The only real problem was that they used magic… and if they were strong enough or numerous enough that could disrupt his disguise. William thought about various options. The biggest issue was his horns, so he thought about a helmet where he could disguise his own horns… however, horns were highly impractical on a helmet, and they would have caused some strange looks, if not outright suspicion. A hood was no good, because his horns would be plainly obvious bumps, at best. Thus, he tried to spend most of his efforts advising about magical beasts. Occasionally, he would go hunt down some that had drawn near to cities, as he didn’t have to worry about unexpected encounter unlike if he entered the Endless Forest or other uncivilized zones.

-----

William scanned the plains for his prey. He didn’t see anything other than flat ground. Not that he expected much else. His current quarry was very difficult to track. That was unusual for something the size of a few horses, but it happened. Even flying creatures were sometimes easier to track, as they might leave a trail of feces behind, though mostly one would hope for a clear day in that case.

-----

Hidden from view, something watched for its prey. It was alone and clearly visible. It tromped across the ground like an elephant, though it was smaller. Still, it seemed just as noisy. It would only make a mouthful for each of the hunters, but it was alone. That was good enough. They waited for it to pass overhead, before springing their ambush.

-----

The ground under William’s feet buckled, and he almost stumbled a step back. Then, the ground rose up, and out of it came a giant maw, snapping closed around… nothing. William hopped off of the head of the creature that had come out, looking like some sort of strange dinosaur. It was as tall as a horse, but much more filled out. It had armored plates all down its back, and especially covering its massive head which was shaped almost like a torpedo.

This was a land shark, though they shared very little with sharks besides the fact that they had numerous teeth. However, William supposed that they way it could nearly swim through the ground was sharklike enough. As it came out of the ground, William struck out with his staff. That was another reason it was best to fight magical beasts alone. He could use Chris without any of the nonsense of him being covered in a leather case.

Some of William’s ki that he had been gathering streamed out of him and into the land shark. Though its armor was extremely tough, there were gaps where the plates overlapped. They were more than big enough for his attack to penetrate, and the land shark he attacked immediately collapsed. Though they were big and intimidating, land sharks were not too dangerous if you could deal with their armored plates.

The ground rumbled beneath William, and he moved again. That was another weakness that land sharks had. When they were close to the surface they couldn’t help but make noise. There was not only the sound of them clawing at the dirt but also the rumble they created to assist their movement with magic. Without magic, there was no way something so bulky could burrow through the ground, especially not at any significant speed. They popped up one after another, and William took them out in the same manner.

After several were defeated, the rest either grew impatient or changed tactics, and four all came out of the ground around William and surrounded him. Then he had to dodge and weave as they threw themselves at him while at the same time counterattacking. One went down, but as a result William was struck in the chest. He flew backwards half a dozen feet… but that brought him just outside their encirclement. As for injuries… he would at most be a bit bruised. As far as threats went, land sharks were most dangerous if one allowed themself to be swallowed. However, once on the surface they didn’t even have the right head shape to bite someone, and as long as he moved with them William knew would not be struck too hard. Well, he supposed if he was a human who hadn’t engaged in any body training he would have at the very least a set of broken ribs… but the current him was in no danger.

He finished the rest off, one attack at a time. The ringing sounds of staff versus armored plates rang out three more times. The very last land shark had been attempting to burrow back under the ground, but it took precious moments to get started that it didn’t have. Thus, it died with its nose pressed into the dirt.

William sighed. There had been far too many of them. How would he even bring them somewhere useful? Sure, he could carry or drag one, but he couldn’t even get a grip on two of them at the same time. He would have to do some research in the field.

William looked down as his movement caused a strange tinkling sound. What could that be? He reached into his robes and pulled out the source of the sound. There were a number of metal fragments and William sighed as he saw them. They were the pieces of the communication disks he had. Now that they were broken, they had would have lost their connections to the other disks. He fiddled with them just to make sure, but no longer saw any traces of magic, nor felt the resistance that would be expected of them absorbing energy as normal. He should have put them… anywhere else… but he couldn’t have expected to get hit there, and he wanted them with him in case there was an important message. He could think of better places to put them now that they were broken… but it was already too late.
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                William considered whether he should return to Ostana or the northern lands. After all, he had lost communication with Lorelei and Lila. However, if he left there would be months where he wasn’t in Liaoyang, and as time passed each moment was more likely to have an appearance by the Demon King, at least until the end of the timeframe. The plans said he would be responsible for himself if contact was lost, so he knew he shouldn’t.

After some time of thinking, William realized part of the reason he wanted to go back was for himself. That is, he wanted to have contact with Lorelei and Lila… not because of any emergencies, but because they were his friends. In the current Liaoyang he only had acquaintances, but nobody who really knew him… and he couldn’t have more than that. Meanwhile, Lila and Lorelei were friends who stretched across multiple lifelines. Though, William wasn’t exactly sure if he was friends with Lorelei in his second life. At least from his perspective, he hadn’t trusted her yet.

-----

William’s cultivation technique was progressing nicely. He was beginning to get a solid understanding of what he wanted. His basic ideas worked, but the implementation required experimentation. Finally, it had progressed to the point where he was ready to solidify the first layer, and breakthrough to whatever the next would be. That would be up to him.

Some simpler techniques merely built up their store of ki until the limit was reached, then forced even more power. This could cause a breakthrough to the next level… or severe injury. It depended on various factors such as the stability of the ki, but the most important thing was that a proper technique would have a far lower chance of anything going wrong. However, other techniques didn’t force the transition, but instead underwent a qualitative change. This was usually the case when the desired form of energy couldn’t be formed at the first level. Transforming techniques were not without risks themselves, as mistakes could still happen during the transition from one form to the other, especially when developing a new cultivtation technique.

There were also exceptions, such as Rotational Soul Pressure. Such techniques had no levels, but there were limits they couldn’t surpass. However, since most of those limits weren’t significant, not many people trained in them, and they couldn’t be a main cultivation technique. William had been somewhat of an exception with Rotational Soul Pressure, but he had still reached his limit eventually. 

William’s technique would be the transforming type. He couldn’t do all he imagined at the first layer, even with the support of significant ki reserves. He could jump levels to be closer to what he wanted but William wanted to create a cultivation technique with a solid foundation- one he could teach to others if he was so inclined. Besides, he could think of uses for the energy in different states, and it would not be easy to transfer between them in a battle.

William started transforming all of his energy into a state like water. Previously, he had transformed some of his ki, but now he was changing all of it. However, the new state was merely like water. It would not be wet… merely fluid. This would lessen its ability to have a physical impact unless contained somehow, but it would be better at absorbing distributed shocks. In a short time of a few days, William was done. It was actually a rather quick process, not really worthy of the title of a major breakthrough… but William supposed anyone with five dozen years of cultivation experience would not have too much trouble with it either.

After that, he started on the second level. That would take much longer, but he could begin the process. He began transforming some of the liquid into vapor. This form was even less useful for direct confrontations, but its ethereal form was perfect for slipping through enemy defenses. Although it had the appearance of water, William’s technique was based on energies from the soul and not water itself. Thus, it could still be used for soul attacks, though the vapor was still not good at direct confrontations. However, it could slip through vulnerable points in defenses and cause damage directly to unprotected areas.

On the other side, William also transformed some of the liquid into a solid, icelike form. Unlike a real solid, of course, it was still formed of ki. It was still energy, and he could control it as he wished, within the limits of its properties. Thus, he could form an “armor” of “ice” over himself. This was much the same as what he did with ki before, except each part of it was stronger for the amount of energy. The drawback was that he could not easily move it, and thus he could not concentrate it to block an attack at a specific point. That was why he had the other forms still. In truth, with his body strength he didn’t need it very much, but this way he could devote only a portion of his ki to have the same total usefulness in blocking or striking with extra kinetic energy. This left him with the other portions of his energy to do more subtle things. The only problem William had was he wasn’t sure what the proper ratios should be. How much would he need of each form? That was only something he could determine with practice.

William tested his abilities and found that in normal circumstances it was merely an academic question. He could knock out warriors who had completed the first or even second major breakthroughs in any cultivation technique he found, and many at the third level. Only those who had stronger souls or trained their defenses in those areas were the exception… and they were still very rare. William understood that it was difficult and usually unnecessary but even so it felt like a huge oversight. On the other hand, it did make things easier for him. Almost nobody even noticed the momentary lapses of consciousness, and more importantly nobody ever traced them to William.
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                William was reconsidering what he might do with magic. There were certain methods that were not efficient uses of energy, but that varied greatly by a number of factors. First was number of opponents. A lightning bolt concentrated a large amount of energy on one area, possibly a few to a dozen people if much effort was taken to chain it, and if they were otherwise undefended. A fireball naturally covered more area, but unless people were tightly clumped could only fare a little better in total damage caused. The effectiveness dropped off rapidly with distance from the center.

The solutions generally took more control. One could launch more fireballs at various points, taking out key targets and scorching those around them, but generally it would not be enough sustained heat to damage significantly armored opponents, or those with strong ki. Lightning bolts were more able to pierce through defenses, but the right ones could also completely counter them.

Of course, there was much more that could be done with magic… but that didn’t mean there was always a way to use it in combat. Fireballs could be created- there was always air around. Likewise, lightning was just difference in electrical charge, and everything had electrical charge. Other types of magic were less useful. For example, air magic. Simply manipulating the air to make wind did little good. In certain situations it was extremely valuable, such as making a volley of arrows fall short. However, creating enough force to actually affect an individual or soldiers was impractical. Even if they got very upset about their hair flapping in the wind, it was no danger to their life. It couldn’t even knock someone prone. Likewise, earth magic was hard to use. Creating a wall for temporary defense could be useful, but using it to attack wasn’t really possible. It required too much energy to move any significant amount of dirt or rock. Its main usefulness came in creating ramps up fortifications, where it didn’t have to have any force behind it. William supposed it could also be used to collapse such fortifications as well, by pulling out structural pieces, but only if nobody took the effort to put wards on their walls. Ostana had done so at their main fort even in his time as Archmage, so it would only be those unfamiliar with magic who would be vulnerable to that.

Living bodies had significant resistance to magic acting directly upon them, otherwise it could have devastating effects. It would only take a small amount of force to cut a spinal cord, for example. That would require precision targeting and thus wouldn’t work in a large scale battle anyway, but if done to an enemy commander it would still be significant. William was glad that it wasn’t so easy to do… mostly because he didn’t want that to happen to him.

There were other tactics that could be used in single or group combat, but new options opened up depending on the total power involved. The Demon King didn’t make a very elegant example of it, but he threw out massive fireballs capable of defeating dozens of people at once. Depending on the effect wanted, that level of power could do many things. It could create a small earthquake… More useful for cracking a buildings foundations than in pitched combat where soldiers could just stand back up. William considered merely the shockwave part of such a fireball… but without the fire, it would actually take much more energy. Fireballs were actually fairly efficient, merely being the transfer of air and a spark to release much more energy, though some energy was used for containment and directing the damage.

William considered the various possibilities. While he wasn’t sure exactly how he compared to the Demon King as he fought him, he was quite powerful, especially with Chris involved. He could do some more interesting things… though thinking about them beforehand would be important. If a large spell failed on a battlefield, it would be disastrous.

-----

More years passed. William was starting to get used to time passing and nothing happening. Certainly, things still happened… but nothing important. Even so, he wasn’t completely used to it. He had been in Liaoyang for at most a dozen years, but there were still more of those to go before he should leave. Clans fought, people grew older, and time passed… but in the end, things stayed mostly the same. At least, in Liaoyang.

Then word came. A lush oasis appeared in the middle of Ustil. Most of the stories couldn’t agree on the details at first, but it was enough for William to know… Jeim had appeared. Not that it had ever been missing… but most people didn’t know how to get there… couldn’t get there. People argued about the significance of this. Some thought Ustil suddenly changed overnight, others argued that they had been hiding their true wealth. William knew it was more of the second, but instead of wealth, it was more… their only good land in the whole country. 

He also knew it meant that their wards had failed. It could have been from age, but it could also have been from sabotage. On the other hand… perhaps they had decided it was time to reveal Jeim to the rest of the world. He couldn’t understand why that would be, but it was possible. Unfortunately, no statements had been made, or at least none that had travelled far into Liaoyang, so he merely had to speculate.

William actually considered going there to look… but decided against it. There was no saying that they didn’t somehow keep the part of the barrier that kept out demons. It would be a pain to deal with, and William still had business in Liaoyang. It might just take some time.

Still, Jeim being revealed was a big occasion. It had been that way for… nearly a great gross of years. Perhaps a bit more or less, but in that area. While large changes in the world could be good, William didn’t think it would be… at least not in the short run. Maybe he was just becoming an old grumpy man who didn’t like change, the same as everyone else.
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                The news finally came. William had expected a war… a political coup… or some other kind of big event. He hadn’t expected something so obvious or direct though. The news came that a demon had appeared in Liaoyang. Specifically, the city of Xudong… east and south of where William currently was.

Everyone was up in arms, literally. If there was one things humans agreed on, it was that killing demons was good. William would have agreed with them before. Now… actually, he was planning to destroy- redestroy?- the fragment’s soul, so he supposed they still agreed at the moment. 

William didn’t bother with travelling with a caravan, and just rode a horse. A magical beast was more expensive… and less reliable. William thought that wyvern riders were crazy, but perhaps they just trained them for much longer. William thought about that a lot on the ride to the next closest city, because he had nothing else to do.

There, he found out the demon had moved. It was good that he had to stop in the city anyway, because otherwise he might have continued on toward the wrong destination. Being closer to the news, there was more clarity to the information. There were a number of things that indicated the demon might not be the Demon King. Firstly, casualties were low- injuries and deaths combined. The numbers weren’t clear on any of those, but in cases involving the Demon King, anything less than a gross or perhaps even a whole town or two was low. The real numbers were probably somewhere around dozens. The fact that the demon seemed to be running around not leading an army was another clue, though William supposed the Demon King might act alone. The last was that some of the reports indicated that the demon was female.

William wasn’t sure if reincarnation could or would change sexes. There shouldn’t be any reason he couldn’t, because it changed everything else about genetics. However, he had always remained male, and the Demon King had always been so as well. The others who had reincarnated had also stayed the same sex as far as William knew. On the other hand, he didn’t actually have a huge pool of results, and since the Demon King often wore full body armor, descriptions wouldn’t mean much. He seemed the type to hide it if he became a she. 

Regardless of whether it was the Demon King or not… the most likely candidates all seemed like reasons William should go see the demon to find out. He just hoped he could get there at the proper time… not too late, but not exhausted.

-----

Lorelei ran along the road. This was why she hadn’t come to Liaoyang in the first place. It was far too easy to get found out, which led to all kinds of annoyances. It didn’t help that she’d been unlucky enough to come across some members of the Order of the Watchful Sentry shortly after entering Liaoyang. They were a major pain to deal with. They’d also killed her horse, which was another unpleasant thing.

She grumbled at William. That was probably his fault. The humans had been pretty complacent before he showed up. Sure, the Demon King might have not been destroyed without all of the seeds of alertness he’d sown, but couldn’t they have disbanded after the Demon King was destroyed? A good portion of humanity believed he had been, but this group was rather stubborn. They also had many members, which made evading their searches a pain. Thus, she spent a rather large amount of time running.

In fact, this whole thing was definitely William’s fault. He had gone and gotten his communication disks destroyed. He might be dead, too. If he was dead, Lorelei was going to be even more annoyed, because that would mean she was wasting her time coming here to find him. If he died, it would throw off all of their plans. She would probably have to go into hiding, and just let the Demon King take over the world, because she had no interest in getting herself killed trying to stop him. Marek might not even have it in him to destroy even one more fragment… and there were surely more than that. Then William would come back, and he’d have a huge mess to clean up.

On the other hand… if he met with the Demon King, perhaps his soul had been destroyed. If that was the case… he wouldn’t come back, and that would be the worst case scenario. She didn’t think that could happen… but if it did, she would have to build him a grave somewhere so she could cuss at it and tell him how stupid he was. She’d never really had the chance to tell him he was stupid before… but she doubted it would make her feel better if she did.

Behind Lorelei was a small army. It only numbered perhaps a gross, but in terms of combat potential it was much ahead of what one would expect. After all, those were the people who could at least somewhat keep up with her, which meant they weren’t just run-of-the mill people. Lorelei thought she might have to give up and go run into a danger zone… and then return without William. Maybe he would get the idea anyway.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure if she could get there. She had tremendous endurance, but hadn’t had much opportunity to rest in the last several weeks. Though she avoided sprinting or any excessive movements most of that time, a hustle could quickly add up. She might just get caught. That was what she got for being impatient. Usually she was better about it, but it only took one mistake…

Then she felt it. Normally, magic was something that was seen. Mana flowed around like little motes of light. However, in certain circumstances, it could be felt. This was the feeling of all of the mana in the area being controlled at once. It flowed to one point, like a great whirlpool of energy. This was the level of power possessed by the Demon King.
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                Lorelei continued toward the whirlpool of magic in front of her. Having recognized the Demon King, it would do her no good to run. Plus, the army after her seemed like good enough reason to continue forward. If she was included as the target of the great magic… she would deal with it at that time. Which would be… less than a minute away.

She kept running, even after the mana finished gathering. Then it flowed toward her. She couldn’t help but flinch as it flowed past her, even though if released at that point it would just scatter and create no effects. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw it take form. Wind magic. Useless… except at such large energy levels. With it forming like that it made… a miniature tornado. Perhaps it was better to call it a twister or vortex, but regardless the idea was the same. A high volume of air spinning in a circle rapidly. 

She couldn’t look back long, but soon heard the effects. There was a lot of yelling and screaming behind her. At that level of force, it could be deadly… but mostly to normal people. Those inside were martial artists, and had the benefit of ki defenses and training. They wouldn’t likely die from the fall it would create, so they only had to worry about the debris flying around… which was still a problem, but most of the debris was other martial artists. Some of them would probably even manage to stay on the ground, if they recognized what was going on in time. 

Unfortunately, Lorelei ran out of time to think about people flying about and crashing into each other, as she had to come up with something to say to the Demon King. He hadn’t tried to kill her, which was a good sign, so perhaps he didn’t know what she had done. As long as she acted like nothing was wrong…

Finally, his figure came into sight. Well, there was always the easy start. “Greetings, o’ mighty… William?”

-----

William grinned at Lorelei, “Well hi. Fancy meeting you here. Need a horse?” He looked next to him. “I’ve only got one, but you look like you need a chance to sit down.” She didn’t argue, but merely climbed on, and they started moving. “The people following you will probably sort themselves out soon, so we need to get going. There’s uh… no more mana around here.”

“Yes.” Lorelei blinked, and looked down at William jogging along next to her, “That was… quite powerful magic.”

“Chris is a pretty dang good staff. Plus I got part of the magical ability of the Demon King and… also part of a bunch of people he absorbed.”

“Even so, that was equivalent to the Demon King… without you having all of his potential.”

“Again, Chris,” William shrugged, “Besides, you said the Demon King was stupid and bad at magic control. I practice.”

“And you’re not stupid.” Lorelei nodded, “I hadn’t realized quite how much that power was wasted on the Demon King.”

“So, why are you here?”

“Because of you, obviously! Who told you to go get your communication disks broken?”

“Well, yeah, obviously. But why are you here? What happened that you had to come look for me?”

“Oh… Well. We need to head back. There’s a lot of ruckus to deal with… among other things, the lords are realizing the Demon King hasn’t returned yet. I need to be there… and if we want you to have any kind of position in the future, you do as well. As for the Demon King fragments here… we just have to hope that they fall on the probabilities where they don’t show up.”

-----

“They’re coming,” William stated flatly.

“Still? What a pain.” Lorelei looked back the way they had come. “Shouldn’t they have given up by now?”

“I wouldn’t expect them to give up after just a little bit of being tossed around in the air.”

“You call that a little bit?”

“They’re still alive aren’t they? Most of them didn’t even break many bones.” William concentrated for a moment, “Half of them are still in good enough condition to keep chasing us. That says something.”

“That we need faster horses?”

“...Yes.” William looked down at the horse Lorelei was riding. Over short distances they could outpace most humans- even martial artists or knights- but their endurance couldn’t last forever. It didn’t help that these horses weren’t bred to handle gevai. Gevai had stronger physical bodies than humans, but that made them heavier. William and Lorelei trained their bodies, and that made them even heavier, though not quite as much as William might have expected. Regardless, even quality horses would have trouble after some time. The only benefit they provided was that William and Lorelei didn’t have to use their own energy to move, especially in Lorelei’s case because she needed to rest. “What I meant was that they are quite tough. I’ll have to use something else to take them down for a while. Then as long as we avoid cities, we should be able to leave just fine…”

“Don’t do anything crazy. They still outnumber you.”

“Relax. I know another twister won’t be enough anyway. I’ll do something else.”

“...You could do that again?”

“Sure, I could. There’s more mana here.”

“Aren’t you get exhausted?”
 “Should I be?” William shook his head, “One more time wouldn’t be a problem, but I have something better.”

“Oh? I’ll be glad to see it. Is it the... laser... again?”

“That’s only good for a few people at best.” William looked around, “Think we can make it to that valley? Between those two hills there? I’d rather not have anyone try to sneak around.”

“Mmm… how far are they?”

“Not that far… we’ll probably have to push the horse, but we shouldn’t need it after that.”

“As long as you’re confident in your plan. Either way, I’ve gotten a bit of rest, so I should be able to handle myself if it doesn’t work.”

“It will work. It involves very simple principles.” William frowned. “They’re getting too close. I feel bad for the horse but… time to speed up.”
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                “Commander Xu, the demons have ceased fleeing. They stopped in a small valley up ahead. It appears as if the horse has been run ragged.”

“Hm… very good.” Xu Zhelan nodded his head, “We will stop here for a moment to compose ourselves. Last time we were not prepared for another. Keep watch on them.” The subordinate nodded, then returned to where the forest thinned.

“What is the plan, senior?” one of the other martial artists asked. He wasn’t a member of the Order, but a great asset nonetheless.

“The strategy for fighting any mage is the same. They must not be given time to finish their spellcasting. Likewise, we must avoid close formations. Last time we were close to catching the tiring demon witch, and we let down our guards. There is no cover near them, so we’ll have to be speedy.”

“Since there is no cover, couldn’t we use archer? Some have bows…”

“Bows? Against demons? I suppose if you want to reveal how close we are…” Xu Zhelan shook his head, “At this distance they will do no good. The power of ki falls off too quickly. They will be useful at perhaps half this range… But they can be used to interrupt their spellcasting before we finish the approach.”

After a few minutes they had finalized the assault plan and everyone had stabilized their ki, to be as optimum as they could for the battle. They couldn’t take long enough to truly rest, because then the demons could do so as well, but it would do them no good to rush in disarrayed. Besides, Xu Zhelan felt it was best to be cautious. There was something that made him feel uneasy… besides the fact that the men had been tossed about like rags previously. However, he thought that should have been they very limits of power that could be displayed, and it couldn’t be done again. At the very least, their approach pattern would prevent more than a few getting trapped like that.

When they reached the edge of the forest, there was no shout for a charge, but everyone did so. After all, a yell would only further alert their enemies, though they were bound to be watching out for them. Still, a second or part of a second could matter in a battle. The demons were only perhaps six dozen yards away. It would still take the fastest sprinters over a dozen seconds to get there, but the slowest would still be well under two dozen seconds.

As soon as he stepped out of the trees, Xu Zhelan looked directly into the eyes of the male demon. Even at that distance he could see him. Xu Zhelan had good eyesight, but somehow when looking into those eyes it was amplified. The eyes stared back at him, and he knew they had no surprise on their side. Still, they had a solid plan.

Xu Zhelan saw the black skinned demon’s lips start moving, then a moment later the sound reached his ears. He had no idea what it was, but the voice travelled throughout the area. The start of some foul chant or curse, no doubt. However, he knew that magic was also limited by distance, and at this distance it shouldn’t be too much of a threat to their group. He couldn’t help but feel something was off. What was it? The other demon was behind him, standing almost back to back with him. Maybe his senses were telling him to watch out for more? An ambush?

In a few more seconds, they archers were within range. Their arrows would be able to hold enough ki to cause damage at that distance. The arrows flew true, but the male demon didn’t even dodge. He merely swept his staff, knocking them all away. Xu Zhelan sensed the ki that widened the stroke enough to actually hit all the arrows- that should have taken some concentration… but the chant continued.

A cold feeling crept over him, even though his body should have been becoming warm from the exertion of the sprint. As for the others… he couldn’t tell. His eyes were still locked. His peripheral vision merely indicated that the formation was holding up. They were spread out, almost in a semicircle. Nothing that could affect them all would have any significant force behind it. Nothing was wrong… it was merely that the arrows were less effective than optimal. 

The archers continued to move forward. Their subsequent shots required a larger response, but it still didn’t interrupt the demon’s spellcasting, or cause him to move. That was unfortunate, but at least he would run out of ki soon. After all, his cultivation wasn’t that high. It was merely… The second major breakthrough? Fourth? Third? All of these feelings came to him as he stretched out his senses. Perhaps it was confusion from so many others around, but he felt three sources… for only two demons. Regardless, the demon in front should have been the weakest in ki. Not that it meant he wasn’t a threat, but at least that part of him should be exhausted soon.

One more volley of arrows. This time… Xu Zhelan was sure the response was from something that had passed the fourth major breakthrough of some cultivation technique. The energy ripple were undeniable. The chanting continued… but Xu Zhelan himself was only a dozen yards away, and it would only take him a single second to get into melee range. He readied his spear to impale the demon.

Then his eyes finally managed to tear away from the male demon. The demon witch had her hands up, covering her ears. Her staff merely lay on the ground. Was she not going to do anything? Was she so scared? That couldn’t be right. Maybe that was the cause of the feeling. However, before he could decide what to do, he couldn’t see. No, he couldn’t hear either. He could feel, and that was how he knew he was on the ground. He clutched at his head. There had been a flash? And an explosion? He had to get up!

It only took him a moment before his eyes recovered enough to see, at least a little bit. He hadn’t been without defenses, after all, even if he hadn’t expected the flash. He took a quick glance around to make sure the others were recovering fast enough… and found that none of them were moving. His eyes flicked back to the black skinned demon. He could only barely see him, but thought he saw an outstretched hand. Perhaps he was saying something, as his lips moved, but Xu Zhelan couldn’t make it out. Then he noticed. It was cold. It was like he had been plunged in an icy lake. He hadn’t noticed right away because of the blindness. But it was also because… the feeling had been there all along, from before they had left the forest. Then it was as if the outstretched hand pushed him under the freezing lake… and he didn’t see or hear anything… only blackness.
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                “Don’t touch my archmage.” William said, as he focused his ki on the only enemy tough enough to resist in a state of confusion. Then the man fell unconscious. William hadn’t killed any of them, not because he particularly felt merciful, but simply because he couldn’t. In a way, it was only a little bit harder to kill someone with a soul attack than to drop them unconscious, but over so many… he didn’t have any spare energy. He considered finishing them off, but decided against it. They were only defending their country. Perhaps he might have killed some of them, and if they died they died… but he didn’t need to do more at the moment. Hopefully any survivors would warn off more pursuers instead of encouraging them.

“What was that?” Lorelei turned around, “I can’t really hear very well right now, so I missed what you said. Plus, I’m not… as fluent in the language of Liaoyang.”

William shook his head. “Nothing important.” He breathed out slowly, then took a deep breath, “We should get going. We can find somewhere they won’t look to camp, and avoid getting near any more towns.” William held a hand to his head and closed his eyes, “If there are more pursuers I won’t be of much use, besides hitting them with Chris anyway.”

“When you said you could use such magic again… I thought you meant more than once.”

William shook his head. “I did. I could. Just… not at the same time as ki. Fortunately, I was just using the magic to disrupt them. Chris took care of the defense, too, which saved me.”

Chris glowed in acknowledgement.

-----

William sighed, “I hate walking.”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “I don’t recall you being too fond of horseback either?”

“Fine. I hate travelling.” William narrowed his eyes, “Know any passes in those mountains?”

“Are you kidding? I spent most of my life avoiding coming into Liaoyang.”

“Ah… yeah. So, how many of them did you take out before I found you?”

“Many. Just… not all at the same time.”

“Yeah, you’re not the brute force type. I guess I am, now.” William frowned, “I guess I’ve been that way since I obtained power of my own.”

“Is disrupting people and then taking advantage of that moment brute force?” Lorelei tilted her head. “It doesn’t seem that way.”

“There were other ways to solve that problem. I could have hidden us, for example. I just didn’t think about that at the time.”

Lorelei shrugged, “They could have found us even if we were invisible.”

William shook his head, “Oh, I doubt it. Only one guy even noticed what I was doing, and just barely.”

“You can really do that? I would have expected more to at least notice…”

“Well, before that would have been true. Right now though, you didn’t even notice.”

William could sense Lorelei reaching out with ki. Then she frowned, “What happened to you? I can’t even tell you’re right there in front of me.”

“Sure you can. I just don’t feel like you’d expect.”

Lorelei closed her eyes for a few moments, then nodded. “It’s like some sort of… mist? Is that a new cultivation technique?”

“That’s right. I made it myself.”

“You’re recovered?”

“Completely. The other option would be me being dead right now.”

Lorelei made a face, “You’re so casual about that.”

“Only because I survived. It would have been… much worse than being dead.”

Lorelei shook her head, “Your speed of growth is annoying. The only thing I still have on you is my years of experience.”

“Don’t be too upset about it. How are you going to beat dozens of people in magic anyway?”

“Hmph. I tried your laser thing… I can’t do it at all.”

“Oh. Well, yeah. You need Chris. Or maybe another crystal staff, if there were any. The crystal is a required physical medium. I bet you could make a stationary laser, though.”

“Ah, the crystal doesn’t just amplify the magic?”

“It does, but once it become a laser, it’s actually not even magic anymore. All of the energy goes into creating the laser, then I let it out of my control.”

“Hmm, that makes sense. If only there were more such staffs… Tch.” Lorelei shook her head, “It’s not a good idea to try to make more though. It probably wouldn’t work so well, and messing around with souls like that is… not the best idea.”

“You could make one out of actual crystal though, then magically enchant it. That might even be better.”

“And where would I find a crystal that large?”

“You could make one. It would take a long time, but I spent some time modifying the crystalline structures of various materials. You could use that to connect a number of masses together and shape them as you want. You’d pick up the process pretty quickly.”

“Okay. How does that work?”

“Well, see, atoms have certain bonds...”

-----

Lorelei sat at the fire they had made for the night, and looked back the way they had come. “We should have lost them by now. They probably have returned to the city to get hounds or something once they realized they lost sight of us, but since we’ve scattered our scent using magic, they won’t be able to do anything. Even if they had good wizards, the mana disturbances wouldn’t last that long, so they couldn’t track us that way. Now we just have to continue avoiding cities until we reach the border.”

William nodded. They had made the fire because they needed it to cook the deer they had killed. Magic wouldn’t cook anything evenly, and was only useful for burning things… or it would take just as long as a campfire but require continual concentration. They made sure that the glow from the fire wouldn’t travel far, and the smoke wouldn’t be visible at night. “The mountains aren’t too far away. We should get there mid morning tomorrow… I guess we just head for the lower part there, and hope there’s a pass… or at least something like it.”

“Yes. I’d rather avoid any climbing if we can. Especially since we don’t know what might live around here.”

“What is the chance that there aren’t any magical beasts in this section?”

“Pretty slim. People have driven them out of most other areas, and the mountains are one of the few places they can stay. Unless they just happen to have died or migrated recently, I would count on there being something. It might not bother us, though.”

William thought that would be nice… but doubted they would both find a real pass and also not run into any territorial magical beasts. If he had to choose, he’d take the easy road and a fight.
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                William frowned at the cave in front of him. The two of them had happened to stumble across this particular cave while heading into the mountains. “If this cave leads to the other side of the mountain, it would save a lot of trouble…”

“Or it could be a horrible deathtrap.” Lorelei started counting issues on her fingers. “Fire magic will reduce the usable air down there, causing us to suffocate. That and other types of magic could cause a cave collapse, trapping or crushing us. Of course, there are also many dangerous creatures that love to live in caves.”

William nodded, “We might also get lost, and the cave might not even have any other exits, and if it does the chance that they come out of the other side of the mountain…”

“Pretty slim,” Lorelei shrugged.

“It’s too bad. The shelter would be nice. Plus… the temperature would be somewhat normalized instead of…”

“Too damn cold.” Lorelei shook her head, “Freezing. Capable of turning extremities into icicles.” 

They weren’t exactly prepared for a trip through the mountains. Lorelei had lost most of her supplies, left behind in an inn when she had been discovered and had to flee. William had his tent and bedroll with him, but there was only the one. They also didn’t have any cold weather clothes. Their robes were warm enough- at least they wouldn’t die. It didn’t stop it from being cold and it would get colder as they went up higher into the mountains.

-----

William woke up facing Lorelei. He was pretty sure he hadn’t gone to sleep facing in that direction… but that wasn’t really what he thought about. His first thought was how warm and close she was. That wasn’t really a surprise, as the bedroll didn’t have that much extra room. He hadn’t really thought about her being warm before… but anyone would have been pretty much the same. The only truly surprising thing was her face. It was so relaxed and peaceful, instead of wrinkled in concentration thinking about something. It was also beautiful… and William’s instincts told him to kiss it.

He didn’t, though. The night before he was just going to sleep in the tent, with Lorelei in the bedroll. However, she suggested it would be more efficient if they both slept in the same bedroll to share body heat. William knew she meant exactly what she said. She was that kind of person. It wasn’t an offer of anything else. William had been tired enough that it had been easy not to think about anything additional… but now he couldn’t help it.

William hadn’t been sure if he wanted to be something other than friends with Lorelei. From a biological standpoint, he had been attracted to her… but that was the case for many other women. As for becoming lovers or getting married… he had little more than passing thoughts with others. For most of the time they’d known each other, it was the same for her as well. Certainly, he enjoyed spending time with her. She was smart, and curious, thirsting for knowledge. He liked those things about her, but hadn’t really considered more. After all, he would soon die… and a long relationship of any sort had been impossible. Their races were enemies, after all. Then… he died again. His lifespan was even shorter… but he came to know her more. Then, he was reborn as a gevai. Suddenly it had become a real possibility, one he hadn’t really stopped thinking about since seeing her again. 

He continued to stare at her face, and thought about kissing her. He decided not to. He was afraid of the rejection that might follow. They would have to remain with each other at least for the remainder of the journey, and they had things they still would need to be allies to accomplish. Perhaps she would simply not be interested, and that would be that. However, when he thought about it, William decided that cowardice was not a good enough reason. He wasn’t going to just leave things as they were. 

He still didn’t kiss her, however. This time, it was for good reasons. She was still unconscious. He hadn’t asked if he could kiss her, and she hadn’t particularly indicated that she was interested. William thought he had seen some signs, but he could have been misinterpreting them. With her… it wasn’t the right way.

Suddenly, her eyes snapped open. Her face went from relaxed to alert and almost neutral in almost an instant. “Good morning.”

“You wake up quickly.”

“Only when people are staring at me.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s not a problem. That’s just how it works.” She slid her way out of the bedroll. William couldn’t help but enjoy the feeling as her toned body passed his. “Well? Are you getting up? There’s nothing to gain from sleeping in here.”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

-----

William wanted to wait for the perfect moment to broach the subject. Perhaps when they returned to Ducson or… William didn’t know what time would be good. Except… since he was thinking of it, perhaps it was the best time. “What do you think of me, Lorelei?”

She turned to look at him. “You’re an excellent wizard. Smart, determined. A strange phenomenon that reincarnated with all your memories. Also… terrifyingly skilled in ki, especially where it concerns the soul. Should I go on?”

William shook his head, “No, that’s sufficient.” William avoided frowning. Normally she was better at reading between the lines. Had he gotten so used to hiding his intentions that she hadn’t noticed? It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to guess. The easiest way with her would be to be direct. “Let me rephrase. I’m interested in becoming lovers- with you- what do you think?”

Lorelei’s face went blank, and her eyes unfocused. Then she closed her eyes. William knew she only did this when thinking seriously about something. He was glad she was so serious about it… but as the time dragged on, William grew nervous. Had she never really considered it before? Or… was she merely trying to think of a way to let him down easily. Finally, her eyes snapped open again. “I don’t accept casual commitments.”

Was that a rejection? No, her eyes indicated she was waiting for an answer. “Of course. I’m serious about this.”

She nodded, then grabbed his chin, locking eyes with him. “Then, I would like to add one more thing I left off the list. Handsome.” She grinned in a way William had never seen before, mischievous and almost… goofy.

He was going to respond by telling her she was beautiful. That seemed like a good move, but it was hard to talk with his lips pressed against hers.
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                William found he no longer had any complaints about it being cold at night. Surprisingly, though, he found he wanted a bigger bedroll. It was just too small for two people… and it restricted them to a few sleeping positions. None of them were particularly comfortable, at least not for long.

Waking up in the morning was less awkward. At least when he woke up he could enjoy Lorelei’s warmth. Though, it still remained slightly awkward. This morning, he kissed her to wake her up. Her eyes still snapped open, but then his kiss was returned.

William had never considered himself an expert kisser, and he was significantly out of practice, but there was a whole new challenge he hadn’t really anticipated. Horns made things especially awkward. Careless motion would cause a collision of horns, if lucky, and horns and someone’s head if unlucky. This shed some light on William’s parents. He had avoided spending too much time around them kissing, but had noticed that one of them always had their head angled significantly. That introduced a different sort of awkwardness… but one less likely to end up with someone losing an eye.

-----

The journey through the mountains was easy. Though the path was narrow and contained quite a bit of up and down hill, even with occasional climbing, it was still easy. Perhaps a larger group or one carrying large amounts of supplies would have issue, but for a pair in great physical condition, it was almost trivial. There hadn’t even been any magical beasts, though there was nothing worthwhile for them to come out to defend either besides rocks and dirt. William stared at a cave. “Do you know how to tan a hide?”

Lorelei nodded, “Of course I do. However, if you’re asking if I can do so here… I don’t have most of the required materials, and magic is not an acceptable substitute.”

“Too bad. There’s a bear in that cave, hibernating.”

“A bear? Not a dire bear or anything?”

William shook his head, “Seems to be a regular bear.”

“We should be reaching the end of the mountains then. I must say, this has been the most pleasant trip through the mountains I have taken.”

“Having taken just one other… I would still have to agree.”

-----

In most ways, William found his relationship with Lorelei wasn’t any different. Perhaps it was because it had been only a few days, but as William thought about it, he realized it should stay mostly the same. After all, he liked her the way she was, and she felt the same way about him. Lorelei wasn’t the type to hang all over someone either, so there weren’t very many changes that outside observers would see. William knew he was grinning more, and he thought he saw more sly smiles on Lorelei’s face.

“Should I call you something else now?”

Lorelei looked over at him, “You brought this up before. Why would it change now?”

“Well because…”

“We’re lovers? Names are just names. I’ve already long grown used to used to it. Most people just call me Archmage, if they’re being pleasant, or various obscenities if they are not. The only one who still calls me my birth name is my brother or stuffy old nobles.”

“What about your friends?”

“I don’t have any friends. They’re all dead.”

“Hmm. Sorry to bring it up.”

Lorelei shrugged, “It happens. I’ll probably make new friends. Well, I suppose Lila might count. And you.” She turned toward him and her face grew serious. “You’re not allowed to die, alright? Not just because you’re the only one who can definitely destroy the Demon King’s fragments. I will be very upset if you let yourself die, and I’ll never let you hear the end of it.”

“But if I die-”

“Don’t start. You’ll reincarnate. That’s pretty much guaranteed at this point.” She glared at him, “And you wouldn’t be stupid enough to get your soul destroyed, would you?”

William grinned sheepishly, “Of course not.”

“Good. I bring this up because you’ll probably be in danger soon. The nobles are getting antsy, and that means trouble for all gevai. I suppose you could run and hide and do nothing, but it is much better to gain some sort of status. Besides the title of “mage”. In addition to that, I doubt “Archmage’s Lover” will get you anywhere. You’ll have to show you can handle yourself. I know you can, but others won’t. Though they make many stupid decisions, the nobles are all competent in some manner… and always including some level of combat prowess.”

William nodded, “That reminds me. I had a thought. I’ve been growing stronger… too quickly. Not that I’m complaining… but gevai are supposed to grow stronger at a measured pace, correct?”

“Well, normally, yes. However, you have a large amount of experience and good resources and teachers… and bits of other souls including the Demon King’s.”

“There’s more. I feel… not smarter exactly, but like my brain runs faster. My body is very strong, and I can tell that has nothing to do with the soul thing…”

“Except it makes you better at magic. It’s normal. The Demon King experienced rapid growth as well.”

“Fine, then what about my brother? He is… far too intelligent. He learned how to make magical formations from me at around six, with no prior foundation. By the time he was a dozen years old, he could work as a professional.”

“So you’re brother’s a genius,” Lorelei shrugged, “It happens.”

“Fine, but… Lila is not suited for ki cultivation.”

“Well, yeah.”

“Before my communication disk broke, she mentioned breaking through the third level of the technique from Marek. It’s simple, but not that simple, and it hasn’t been long enough.”

“So, it’s something about reincarnated people?”

“As far as I could tell, my brother had no prior memories. He was a normal baby. Maybe I’m just seeing things though. How about your training? How is it going?”

“Slowly. I occasionally make leaps forward, but other than that my progress has been very steady.”

“Alright. When is the last time you seriously trained… say… ki cultivation? You haven’t really progressed since I was Yu Hui’Lam, at least.”

Lorelei frowned, “I know, that’s my weak point. Why bring it up?”

“But seriously, when? Because you seem like you’re about ready to make a breakthrough.”

“What?” Lorelei frowned and concentrated, “So it seems. It had been a while. Umm… maybe… since that time, actually.”

“Are you seriously telling me you haven’t really trained in ki in almost a gross and a half worth of years?”

“Ah… maybe.”

William sighed.
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                Lorelei’s eyes suddenly widened, “Wait when did you look at my cultivation? Was it while I was sleeping?”

William raised an eyebrow, “Would I do anything to you in your sleep?”

“Yes.”

William coughed, “Right, well… it was just now.”

“But I didn’t feel anyth-” Then Lorelei shivered. “You were hiding all of that energy? I didn’t even notice until you mentioned it.”

“That’s the point.”

“Right. Umm… perhaps I really should work on that breakthrough.”

William nodded, “It’s a very helpful step.” William looked around the rolling hills, “I don’t think anything will show up. Now’s a good enough time. If anything does show up, I’ll protect you.”

“Can’t we wait till we get to a city?”

William raised an eyebrow, “You sound almost like Lila.”

“Ugh. Never say that again.”

“Sorry, sorry.” William waved his hand, “But seriously, I think it would be good to do it sooner.”

“Alright.” Lorelei nodded, “Since you’re the expert…”

-----

Lorelei’s breakthrough went smoothly, though William kept a close watch on both the surroundings and her. If something went wrong with her breakthrough… William wasn’t sure if he could have done anything, but it might have been possible. It was better if he didn’t, though, and she succeeded herself. William didn’t know the technique, but he could feel it was probably designed by Marek for her. It had such familiar traces.

After she completed the breakthrough, she continued training through the evening, the whole night, and even into the morning. After she passed her most vulnerable state, William joined her, leaving Chris on watch… though nothing happened.

“You were right,” Lorelei nodded.

“Well, thanks. It was a good time for you, I didn’t want you to miss it.”

“Well, there was that but… training was easier. I made somewhat significant advances. Magic and body training have been going slowly, but I already have significant attainments in those…” Lorelei’s face went blank, remembering the past. “It’s strange. When could this have started?”

William shook his head, but Chris actually wrote something, “After the Demon King’s death.”

“Ah…” Lorelei inhaled through her teeth, “That’s not likely to be a coincidence. Was it immediately afterwards or…”

Chris spun around in his version of a shrug. “It might have been a few days… or weeks or years. I don’t remember. I was just sitting there sad for a while. Then I decided I had nothing better to do but train, and it was faster. I broke through to the fourth level before you showed up.” Before anyone could say anything, Chris continued, “I know that’s not strictly fast… but I improved so slowly between William as… William and as Yu Hui’Lam. It wasn’t just that I didn’t know what I was doing either. It definitely sped up after that point.”

“Hmm, we’ll need to talk to Lila about this. Though… Chris experiencing it too is interesting.”

“Why is that?” William asked.

“If it was a phenomenon related to gevai, well, he’s human isn’t he?”

“He was human. I was human too, you know?”

Lorelei frowned, “And Lila too.”

“Maybe you were as well, and just don’t remember it. That wasn’t my point though. My point is now Lila and I are gevai… and Chris got fused with a lot of them, including a tiny bit of the Demon King.”

Chris scribbled excitedly on the ground, “Oh yeah there were a ton of them in the room and then there weren’t.”

“Right. Well, it’s certainly strange.” Lorelei frowned, “We’ll have to look into it. Though, getting back to my notes might help. As far as priorities go… that’s not at the top of the list right now. Thus the coming to get you and ruining the whole thing where we were looking for the Demon King in Lioayang and Ostana.”

William nodded, “Right.”

-----

Upon leaving the mountains, William and Lorelei found themselves in rolling hills and plains. The area within a hundred or so miles of the mountains and thus the border with human lands was largely unpopulated. The only thing that inhabited those lands were animals and magical beasts. However, such magical beasts were not a threat unless they felt threatened, and Lorelei knew the signs to avoid the territory of the more aggressive ones. The pair proceeded north until they ran into known roads, from which they directly travelled to the nearest city, and then to Ducson. 

They immediately went to find Lila. Once they had settled in her office, Lorelei opened up the conversation. “So, what’s so important that we had to come back early?”

Lila frowned slightly, “As I mentioned in my message, the lords seem to have realized that the Demon King has not yet appeared as he should have. Some of them are willing to wait longer, but some of the regional lords are planning to convene for a council to discuss the matter.”

Lorelei nodded, “That is indeed important. When is it?’

“Well, it’s still probably a year or two away, you know how slow they are at organizing such things… but I couldn’t tell how long it would take you to get back. Especially since William lost his contact disks.” She turned to glare at William.

He shrugged, “I wasn’t expecting to be hit directly where I was carrying them, but if I didn’t have them with me I could miss a message…”

“Tch. You sure cause a lot of trouble for someone who’s supposed to be calm and rational. Anyway, about the council… we weren’t invited. In fact, we weren’t even officially informed. Abiel Thorsten, the new lord of this region, informed me. Perhaps because he doesn’t have a strong backing and wants to get in my good graces… but I’ll take what I can get.”

Lorelei frowned, “Not even the Archmage received an invitation? They can’t really reject me if I show up, but unfortunately there isn’t much I can do to anyone, given my status. Of course, I’ll have to find a way to keep them off the trail long enough… for whatever we plan to do, besides destroying the rest of the Demon King.”
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                William wasn’t much of a morning person traditionally, but he had come to enjoy them more recently. On one particular morning, he passed Lila in the hall. “Oh, are you on your way to see Lorelei?”

Lila nodded, “Yes, I have some things to talk about with the Archmage. I hope she’s awake...”

“She is.” William waved and continued on.

“Good.” Lila started walking further down the hallway. Then she stopped and turned around, looking back toward William… then toward the end of the hallway where she was walking to. Her face scrunched up as if trying to figure something out, before continuing toward the room.

-----

Later that day, William also encountered Matfey. “Oh, Josef! You’re back! It’s been a long time. Where have you been?”

William grinned. It was good to see his enthusiastic friend again. “Oh, you know, travelling.”

“For a dozen years? You should tell me about it. But guess what? I’m now a certified, official mage.” He smiled smugly, then sighed. “I’m in charge of academy requisitions, which should be important but I feel like I spend all my time haggling over prices. Everyone wants to charge more, but nobody wants to pay more.” Matfey shook his head.

“That’s just how it is. Even for vegetables and meat, people only care about the price they pay, and not how much it cost to produce. Speaking of which, I should go see my family.”

“Yeah, didn’t you have a little sister?”

William sighed, “I only got to see her briefly. She’s umm… reasonably old now.” William supposed that was the sort of thing that could happen in a world without widely available instantaneous communication everywhere, but normally he would have at least sent letters home. It just wasn’t possible at the time. Even though gevai had a different sense of time, it was still quite a long period, especially considering the relative youth of his parents and siblings.

-----

William and Lorelei met in her office. It wasn’t his favorite place to meet, since it meant there probably wouldn’t be interesting scientific discussion or something else pleasant, but sometimes it had to be done anyway.”William…” Lorelei smiled faintly, “If our relationship is to be public, we’ll need to plan certain things. Since it will likely become known eventually anyway, we might as well use it to our advantage.” Lorelei folded her hands, “Since you are young, people will underestimate you, at least at first. This will be briefly useful, but maintaining an appearance of weakness is not. Negotiations involving the lords have logic as more of a secondary concern than power.” William nodded. “As for personal power… you are not lacking in that department. As for military power, both you and I are somewhat lacking in that regard. I can call upon a reasonable amount, but I cannot draft troops, if it came to that. You don’t yet have any, but we can work on that in the future. For now, we must plan for the upcoming council.”

William nodded again, “I do have some experience with politics, as annoying as they are.”

Lorelei waved her hands, “That’s fine, but you don’t have to worry about that for now. I’ll deal with most of the talking. You can help me with something else though. I need you to cause a little bit of trouble for somebody.”

“I usually try to avoid trouble… but who?”

Lorelei shrugged. “I don’t know yet. We’ll find out. And… though you try to avoid causing trouble, you seem to do it anyway. I imagine you’ll yield better results if you do it on purpose. Anyway, someone is bound to try to start something at the council. They’ll find fault with you, me… or us. So, when they look for trouble, give it to them.”

“Ah, I understand what you want, but I don’t know if I can do ‘a little bit’ of trouble.”

Lorelei grinned, “Well, by a little I meant anything short of killing them, really. Try not to break the furniture or windows if it’s owned by anyone we like. It will be a good way to establish that you are strong and won’t accept insults.”

“I can do that. Though, now I’ve thought of something. My family… I was thinking of going to visit them. However, if I offend a lord, I’m worried he might take revenge on them.”

Lorelei frowned, “Hmm, that is a problem. There are several options. First… cut off ties with your family,” Lorelei paused when William grimaced, “I’m not saying you have to, but it’s an option. The second option is to make sure they’re strong enough to defend themselves. That’s not a perfect solution, but most lords would see it beneath themselves to go find farmers to cause trouble. They wouldn’t do that much unless you started a real feud.”

William sighed, “Neither of those options are super appealing. Though I suppose the first option is better for my family. Are there any more?”

“Well, there are some variations of things. For example, if you got to the point where you’d have a real feud with a lord you could just kill him. There might be personal consequences, but your family would probably be fine.”

“Hmm, I imagine killing people would cause trouble for both of us.”

“It would, but we could handle it. Though, you might have to kill a bunch more people. It would be better to avoid that as long as possible.”

“It does sound like it would be easier if I didn’t have a family… but I still care about these people, and don’t want to just cut ties with them.”

Lorelei nodded. “I understand. My family… I wouldn’t have given up on any of them.” She shook her head, “The only kind of people who don’t care about their family are people like the Demon King. Though people avoided crossing him because he was so powerful he scared the piss out of them. Plus there was always the threat of him coming back later to kill them even if they killed him.”

“Hmm. I wish I could use that one, but I’d really rather not let people know I could come back. Plus, I’m not entirely certain I will.”

Lorelei shrugged. “That’s the problem with small sample sizes. Personally, I’d prefer you never have to find out. Listen, don’t worry about it too much. If it really comes down to it, we can bring your family here. The academy is very well defended, probably better than most lords’ castles. Better to remove them from a comfortable life than let them get hurt, anyway.”
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                William was on his way to visit his family. Lorelei did not come with him, because she was busy catching up on things she had missed while she was gone, among other things. William didn’t have anything that required him to remain in Ducson, so now was the best time. He would likely be needed in the few months before the council, so the sooner he went to see his family the better.

Besides, it might be the last time he would see them. He hadn’t decided yet. He liked his family, and didn’t want to break ties with them, but that was the problem. He cared. Still, no matter what, they deserved to see him and hear what he had to say in person. 

William wish he had a car and a highway… or better yet a plane. The car would have been a long, long day on the road… but it would still have only been a day instead of weeks. A plane would merely have been hours… counting the time waiting around, and not just the flight. Otherwise, it would be about an hour, or less. However, there weren’t cars or roads good enough for them to drive at high speeds on. William wondered if construction on trains had begun in Eclea. It had certainly been long enough, but such things could take very long before they were actually put into practice.

-----

William rode up to the farm on a horse. It was a decent gevai horse, big and strong… though not much compared to what would be ridden into battle. However, mounts suitable for battle were generally magical beasts, and taming and raising them was hard work, expensive, and dangerous.

When William knocked on the door, it was opened by an unfamiliar woman. “This is still the Rutten farm… correct?” Something about the woman looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t remember what.

“Oh, of course. Who might I say is… wait, are you Josef?” When he nodded, she smiled. “I’m sure everyone will be happy to see you. Everyone should be working out in the fields.”

As she led him toward the right section, William couldn’t help but think. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her. It was only when they were almost to the others that he remembered. She had been much younger… and he had only seen her for a short time. However, he finally recognized the little girl that his father had saved. Though, she was an adult woman now. What had her name been?

The first person they saw was Stefan. “Gisila!” He waved and smiled, “and… Josef?” He dropped the hoe he had been holding.

William grinned. “Hi.”

Stefan ran up and threw his arms around William, almost knocking him off his feet. While William hadn’t particularly been braced, it still showed a good amount of force. “Brother! It’s been so long!”

William nodded, “I know. But… it was important.”

“And you couldn’t even send a letter?” Stefan shook his head. “Mother and father will be excited to see you. And umm… I don’t know if you’ve been properly introduced. This is my wife, Gisila.”

“We’ve met. Though I admit I didn’t remember her name.”

“Ah, right.” Stefan held the back of his head. “You were there, weren’t you? Anyway, mother and father should be just over checking on the animals...” William followed Stefan as he stepped into the barn, “Guess who’s here?”

“Is it Gisila’s father again?” Anselma walked out of the barn with a smile on her face then froze.

“Well, who is it?” Barend stepped outside as well. “Oh.”

William raised an eyebrow, “Oh? Is that all I get?”

Barend shrugged and tried to hide his smile. “Well, I guess it’s good to see you.”

William went to hug both of his parents, but Anselma looked around behind him. “Who are you looking for?”

“Well… I was hoping to see your lady-friend. Lorelei, wasn’t it? Did things not work out?”

William held his face in his hand, “She’s not… available for travel right now. She has a lot of work.” William was going to say they weren’t lovers or anything… except they were now.

Anselma smiled, “When are you getting married? Stefan already snagged his woman. Now he just needs to make me some grandkids.” Gisila blushed at that, though it was hard to tell against her green skin. “Speaking of her… where did Sarah get off to…”

William pointed, “She’s hiding around the corner there.”

There was the sound of a bonk, a pail crashing to the ground, and a few other noises, before a slight blue skinned girl tumbled into view from around the side of the barn. She immediately stood up and brushed herself off, then looked nervously toward the rest of those standing around. William couldn’t say he recognized her, except for the skin color. After all, she had only been a newborn the last time he saw her.

Anselma smiled wryly. “There you are, honey. This is your oldest brother, Josef. I’m sure you don’t remember, but he was here when you were born.”

Sarah slowly walked forward. “Umm… hello.”

William smiled. “Hello.”

“... You’re bigger than I thought you would be.”

William laughed. “Oh? Why did you think I would be smaller.”

“Because you’re a wizard.”

“That I am, but it’s still useful for wizards to be big and strong.”

“Can’t you just do everything with magic?”

“Can I?” William raised an eyebrow, “Even if I could, lots of things are easier without.”

“Like what?”

“Like picking people up. Really, magic is best for things that can’t be done without, or at least are difficult.”

“Hmm.” She didn’t sound quite convinced.

Barend smiled, “You know, dear, he is an official mage. He knows what he is talking about.”

Sarah’s eyes looked down, “You said he came up with the coolers?”

Barend nodded, “That’s right.”

“Oh. Those are pretty good, I guess.”

“He wasn’t much older than you, either.”

At that, Sarah’s eyes widened, “Really?”

William didn’t have a response to that. Physically, that was true, but he’d had many more years of experience. Still, that wasn’t something he wanted to bring up… at least not yet.
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                William looked up at the night sky. The tiny specs that were each of the myriad of stars twinkled. William thought about how mana looked somewhat like that… though with a lot more darting about. The most important part was how many stars there were. William was long since used to it, but back on Earth most of the time he could only see a small portion of them. He would have to go to a very rural area to see more. Here, even the cities had little enough light pollution that he could see the stars at night. Perhaps that would change at some point, but William wasn’t thinking about that now.

He was thinking about whether or not Earth was next to one of those stars. Was he even looking in the right direction? Was it close enough that the light would have reached? Was Earth even there at all? Perhaps this was a different universe. Though William had some nostalgic memories of Earth… he didn’t want to go back. He never had. After all, there was nothing there for him. He wouldn’t even go back for himself, because the person he was there didn’t have any meaning.

He could have had meaning, but he never did. Only when he was old and dying did he fully realize that he had to find meaning for himself. It wouldn’t come to him. His whole life had ended up almost pointless.

Then, he had been reborn here. It had magic… and he had wanted that. He quickly found a purpose… and also lost it. He couldn’t do magic. Even so, he still learned everything he could about it… and performed magic vicariously through Chris. It was part of what he wanted… but it wasn’t meaning. That didn’t really happen until he became Archmage. He had only sought the position because it was needed and no one else was qualified. Perhaps he had unconsciously wanted to see if any of the Archmage’s private notes had any clue on how he could use magic. Either way, he had found something else. The Demon King.

William didn’t care about war that much… until it was staring him in the face. Even so, he wouldn’t have chosen to lead anyone. Except he discovered that there was something more than just repeated wars. The relative number of wizards was going down, and with various records he had determined that the Demon King was destroying souls. At the time it had been partly a guess, but he had gathered more information to confirm it. He determined that the Demon King had to be stopped… and that had become his purpose. Then he had destroyed the Demon King, at least mostly. William wasn’t sure whether he could continue to be a danger, but he would deal with that and then… what?

William wasn’t sure, but he knew he could do better than “stop the world from becoming worse.” He could make it better. It would probably take a lot of work though. 

William hadn’t come out to look at the stars because of that. He just liked doing it. It was a bit lonely though. He thought that he should get around to making something better for long communications than the disks, but the worked well enough for now. He sent a message to Lorelei. “The stars are beautiful tonight.”

He knew she got the message, or otherwise he wouldn’t have started to send it. There was a pattern of movement, flipping the unnaturally ‘heavy’ feeling disk to indicate a message was coming. Then, there would be a simple response. However, it was a few minutes before he received any sort of worded response. “Indeed.”

That was all it said… but that was enough. William imagined Lorelei sitting next to him, looking up at the stars. Even with a few gross miles between them, the stars they saw would be the same. William made a mental note to do the very same thing in person. Lorelei would even be willing to listen to his stupid, wandering thoughts as they did so.

-----

Sarah had many questions for William… exclusively pertaining to magic. “Big brother Josef, what does this part do?”

“That directs the field removes the warm air and keeps it out,” William explained. “Actually, hasn’t Stefan or mother and father taught you this already?”

“Well… yeah. I guess. But you’re a real wizard. An official Mage, even!”

William raised an eyebrow, “So? It’s just a title. Did you not hear the same things from them.”

“Hmm…” her toe poked at the dirt, “I guess. But they’re just farmers.”

William looked sternly down at Sarah. “Just farmers? What do you eat every day?”

“Umm… food? Vegetables and fruit and stuff, and some meat and eggs, depending on the day.”

“Where does the food come from?”

“Our farm. Well, most of it anyway.”

“Where does everyone else’s food come from?”

“... Lots of farms? So what?”

“Farmers are important. Do you know anything about the various academies?”

“I know some.”

William nodded, “Alright, so… what do they do, and what have they done for people?”

“They teach people to do magic! They make wards to protect people and magic items and all sorts of amazing things!” Sarah’s eyes almost sparkled as she spoke.

“I see. Do you how many wards there are set on Caister’s walls, and what they do? How about magic items that help the city?”

Sarah shook her head, “I don’t know about the wards, but there must be a lot of them! As for magic items… there are lights that don’t make smoke and coolers and… other things.”

“The answer about the wards is… zero. Some individual shops or homes might have wards installed, but unless it is a noble’s castle it won’t have any significant protections. As for the coolers and lights… didn’t we make most of those? Well, maybe not all of the lights. Regardless, that has very little to do with the academies.”

“Oh. What do wizards at the academies do, then?”

“Sell things to rich people. However, that doesn’t mean they couldn’t do more. For example, in Ducson they run a free school.”

“That’s neat I guess. I don’t see how a school could change much though.”

William sighed. This could take some time.
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                William considered what he was hoping to accomplish by coming to see his family. He honestly didn’t know. He’d thought maybe he was looking for a sense of closure, coming to see them one last time before letting go. After all, he loved his family and didn’t want them to get involved in anything dangerous. He loved them, and that was the same reason he didn’t want to let them go. Even Sarah, who he barely knew, had a special place in his heart after a month. 

He didn’t want them to be in danger, and if he retained a connection with him, they would be. What could farmers even do against a lord? William sighed. Apparently he did it too. They were farmers… certainly. That was their profession. That didn’t mean they were helpless, or that they couldn’t do more than they were. Even if they weren’t currently strong enough, that didn’t mean they couldn’t be with time. They were certainly capable of learning.

-----

William stared down at the stew in his bowl. There was nothing wrong with it. It had fresh ingredients, of course, and they were high quality. It was tasty, but it was also the easiest place to stare. Thus, he did it unconsciously.

The meal was quiet, except for the sound of spoons clinking into bowls. Finally, Barend spoke up, “So, Josef, you still haven’t really told us what you were doing the past dozen years…”

“That’s right. I haven’t.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “Tell me, what do you know about the Demon King?”

Barend frowned, “Well… He’s the king of the gevai.”

“He’s really strong!” Sarah proclaimed.

“Quite.” Anselma responded unenthusiastically, “Not undefeatable though, but he always comes back to life.”

Stefan picked up the thoughts next, “Then, whenever he returns, there is always a war with the humans.”

William nodded, “That about sums it up correctly.”

“So, what does this have to do with where you were?” Barend asked.

William took a slow breath. “Well, that’s a secret. I can tell you, but it has to remain with the family. Before that, I want to know your opinions about the Demon King. How do you actually feel about him?”

Sarah immediately spoke up, “He sounds stupid! He’s really strong but he always gets himself killed fighting humans. Humans are so weak! How can that happen?”

Barend frowned, “Sarah…”

“What?” she looked down, “It’s probably true! It’s not like I’m saying this in public or anything. I know better than that.”

Barend nodded, “Good. Such opinions are best kept quiet, no matter how much I might agree with your general idea.”

Gisila spoke up timidly, “I… don’t know why we have to go to war at all. Everyone says we should hate humans, but…” she shook her head. 

Anselma nodded, “I haven’t heard about any good he’s done for the gevai. Sure, he fights on the frontlines to ‘protect us from the humans’ but from what I can tell most of the wars start on our side.”

William smiled. He was glad his family was as informed as they were. Maybe more of the general population felt the same way, but couldn’t speak about it. On the other hand, many of them might not really know, especially if they weren’t educated. “That’s about right. Most of the other lords aren’t much better for the gevai in general. Unfortunately, they’ve had a very long time to build up strength of various kinds.” William shook his head, “As for what I was doing… I was looking for him so that I could stop him.”

Sarah and Gisila paled slightly, though their expressions showed the greater part of their nervousness. Barend and Anselma seemed surprised as well, though not to the same extent. Only Stefan nodded in acceptance.

“Isn’t that… dangerous?” Sarah finally said.

William raised an eyebrow. “Dangerous? Of course. However, the Demon King himself is just one person. The real danger will probably come from the lords. They are quite comfy with their positions of power, and he is part of that structure. But, it is quite dangerous. For me, and people close to me. As time goes on it will be more dangerous. Thus, this is your chance to cut off all ties to me and be safe. You’ll never see me again, and you can tell people I died.”

“But we just met!” Sarah exclaimed, “You hardly even taught me anything about magic!”

Anselma was more calm in her reply, “What if we have no interest in forgetting about you?” She turned to look at Barend, and touched her fingers to his chest, “Your father and I aren’t particularly happy with the current state of the lords either.”

Gisila looked down at her folded hands, “I… don’t like them either. Though I can’t do anything about it…”

Stefan shrugged, “I certainly wouldn’t say I’m fond of the people who almost casually killed my father while trying to kill a cute little girl.”

“I’m not a little girl anymore!” Gisila pouted.

“Oh, but you’re still very cute,” Stefan grinned.

William clapped his hands together. “Alright, that’s enough of that. This is a very serious matter. I want all of you to be safe, but I can’t be here to protect you.”

“So?” Anselma asked slowly, “What’s your plan then?”

“Well, you could all be safe at the Academy…”

“Ohh! I want to go!” Sarah leaped up from here chair, “Take me there!”

Barend shook his head, “Sitting around doing nothing while my son risks his life… sounds worse than cutting off ties.”

William shrugged, “That’s all I can do. Anything else, you have to do yourself. But… since I can tell you’d do that… I can teach you to fight. That won’t be enough to protect you from an army but…” William sighed, “I don’t know. If an army is coming you can run. It’s not a great plan, but maybe we can think of something better. By the time anyone is willing to throw around an army, we’ll have figured something out.” William frowned. Maybe Lorelei would have a good idea. 
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                Lorelei did indeed have a good idea, and William didn’t like it at all. However, because he knew it was good, he couldn’t refuse to mention it. Of course, his family liked it. William sighed.

It was a good plan. It wasn’t even that dangerous. Maybe. But it did directly involve his family. William didn’t like that… but he couldn’t argue with it either. He was directly involved. Certainly, he was much stronger… but he would also be facing lords more or less directly. If things went well, it wouldn’t involve much combat, which meant it would involve a significant amount of combat- if not necessarily immediately.

If William’s family were properly trained to fight, they could defend themselves from a few enemies, probably. More than a handful and they would need defensive structures, but there was only so much those could do. Their numbers were the problem… and the solution. After all, if there were more of them they could do more and more. So, when Lorelei said they should recruit more people to their cause, William couldn’t argue. They were in a great place to do so as well. They were farmers, and they knew all the other farmers around. They sold to the common laborers… and everyone else in Caister.

They already knew most of those who would be discontent. If they didn’t know, they could figure it out. It could take time… years, perhaps more… but time was something gevai had. The lords were unlikely to rush into any sort of conflict. They were generally older and used to taking their time. Besides, if done properly they wouldn’t know there was anything happening to begin with.

William considered the case of knights coming to kill peasants. Armored warriors could easily take out a larger number of untrained poorly equipped people. However, things were different for gevai. Every single one started off physically strong, and they could all use magic. This didn’t mean that career soldiers who trained for dozens of years or more wouldn’t be stronger, but a small amount of training would help close the gap. The most important thing was there were many more common people than soldiers.

The lords kept small private armies, but because of the low population, they were little more than a company. They would retain at most a gross or two of soldiers, and they would often be assigned to various duties throughout their territory. In the wars against the humans, most of the troops were actually formed from drafted peasants given perhaps a dozen years of training.

William was confident he could meet those standards in less time. Quite frankly, most of the training methods used by the lords were terrible. They didn’t include adequate nutrition, and usually didn’t have much emphasis on magical training. Ki training was even more rare for those drafted. Besides the fact that cultivation methods were often kept secret, a single method wouldn’t be suitable to a wide number of people. William wasn’t surprised the gevai hadn’t managed to take over the world yet, with the methods he’d learned about. William was glad Lorelei hadn’t been in charge of the troop training.

-----

Body training was easiest for William’s family to pick up. Except for Gisila they were already fit from working on the farm, they just hadn’t put much extra effort toward surpassing their limits. It took a bit more time for them to familiarize themselves with the magic to help with that, but they still picked it up quickly. Stefan was the quickest in that regard. For all her talk of magic, Sarah wasn’t very experienced with magic yet, so it took her longer.

William also taught them the basics of combat magic. They could create fire, or even a fireball, but they didn’t really have strong foundations to work from. William was able to help with that, and give them things to practice. The most important part was how to defend against various things, starting from recognizing them to dodging or countering with another spell. He just hoped they wouldn’t need to know any of that in the near future.

William actually found the area of ki cultivation hardest. He simply didn’t have appropriate techniques. He knew more than a handful of basic cultivation methods, but they weren’t necessarily suited to his family members. Besides, he could only teach those through personal instruction which would do no good once he was gone. The best option he had was to teach them Rotational Soul Pressure. He was intimately familiar with the technique and could create a written copy with proper insights. In addition, there would be no problems with learning another technique later. 

William was proud to see his family as a pretty decent, if small, combat unit. The only one who struggled was Gisila, who was too timid and sweet to properly cast offensive spells or hurt anyone. However, even she would be capable enough of defending herself or running away. Of course, this was all based on future predictions. William knew that a few months of effort wouldn’t catch up to dozens of years, but hopefully by the time they actually needed to fight, things would be different. William couldn’t imagine that everything would be resolved peacefully, though if it somehow did he wouldn’t be upset. He just knew better.

-----

Finally, William had to leave to go back to Ducson. There were some preparations to take care of for the council that he should be personally present for. He said goodbye to his family, though William was actually feeling happy after leaving, because the results pleased him. He couldn’t guarantee his family would be safe… but they got to make their own choice, and that was better than him unilaterally deciding what would be done. Besides, he had unintentionally provided the start of a larger power base, which would almost certainly be necessary in the coming years.

The only one William didn’t say goodbye to was Sarah… because she was coming with him. After all, how could he go off to the magical academy of Ducson and leave her behind? She was very enthusiastic about magic, so he would give her a chance to learn. If somehow it didn’t work out, she could go back to Caister… but William didn’t see that happening. He would have been sorry about taking away a hand from his parent’s farm after just burdening them with more work and training… but William was pretty sure Sarah hadn’t had a significantly positive effect on the total work done.
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                “Uuugh, I’m so tired of walking,” Sarah said. She was walking hunched over, with her arms hanging down almost to her knees. William didn’t point out how much more energy walking in that exaggerated pose took.

“It’s a good thing we’re here then, isn’t it?” William and Sarah had just arrived at the Ducson Academy of Magical Instruction. They proceeded to the office of the headmistress with little interruption, as they guards knew William. William knocked on the half-open door as he arrived. “Hi. I’m back.”

“Good. You can help me deal with some paperwork. I’m-” At that point, Lila reeled back in her chair.

“I see you’ve been working hard at your training,” William nodded, “I forgot to check last time I was here.”

“Did you have to do that?” Lila leaned over her desk slightly, before suddenly flinging a heavy paperweight at William, who caught it with one hand.

“Of course I have to. If not, somebody could kill you.”

“Who?” Lila glared, “I don’t know of any other freaks like you!”

“Of course you wouldn’t. Not until it’s too late.”

“Umm…” Sarah glanced back and forth between the two.

Lila looked over at her. “Oh, right. This is your sister? I’ve already finished most of the process for getting her enrolled.”

“Good. I’ll see you later.” At that he turned on his heel and was out the door, with a startled Sarah half-dragged behind him.

A shout still came through the doorway, “Don’t think I forgot about the paperwork thing!”

As they walked down the hallway, Sarah looked up at William, “So you really do know the headmistress.”

“Of course, I said so. Why would I lie to you?”

Sarah shrugged, “I don’t know. You also said you were friends.”

“We are friends.”

“You made her angry then she threw stuff at you!”

William shrugged, “I didn’t see any lightning, so she wasn’t really angry.” William paused to think for a moment, “Though, we were in her office. Regardless, she wasn’t very serious.”

“What did you do to knock her back in her chair? I didn’t see anything but it must have been you.”

“It was ki.”

“I didn’t feel anything.”

William raised his eyebrows, “Of course not. It was a sneak attack. You’re going to have to learn how to defend against things like that.”

“Other people can do attacks I can’t see too?” Sarah’s eyes widened. “You definitely need to tell me how to stop that.”

William nodded, “Of course. We’re going to go see someone who has some cultivation techniques to let your raise your general level of power, but I can help you with the kind of thing I did.” Sarah reminded William of Lila, at least in her enthusiasm and general magic toward magic. Fortunately, she was more capable of concentrating, and took better to ki. Perhaps it helped that he was her big brother who seemed to know everything, but she listened to him… mostly.

The pair arrived at a private room. William knocked, “It’s William.”

“Come in,” said a croaky voice.

“Who’s William?” Sarah asked.

“I’m William.”

“But you’re Josef.”

“That too.” William opened the door. The first room was a small sitting room that William doubted was ever used, but one of the two other doors led to a meditation room… which contained Marek and also many of his collected scrolls of cultivation methods and ki techniques. Marek’s figure was thin and wrinkly… perhaps even more than it had been before. “It is good to see you again Marek.”

Marek nodded again slowly. “It is good to see you are well also. Perhaps this time you will remain around longer. My sister spent far too much time nagging me while you were gone.” Marek turned his head toward Sarah. “This is your sister? I have taken the time to put aside some cultivation techniques to look through. She can see if any of them suit her.”

William watched as Sarah looked through the various cultivation techniques. By looking at them she would be able to get a basic idea of whether they suited her, but it was not perfect. Some people picked more powerful techniques without realizing the increased difficulty associated with them. Of course, everything that Marek had would be of high quality, so the most important thing was how well the technique fit Sarah’s affinity and how hard she worked.

William turned to Marek, “What is it that makes a technique feel… well, like a gevai technique, that familiar tyrannical aura?”

“It is merely a common core that they all work around. It provides significant power, though it is somewhat harder on the user. Nothing gevai or even determined humans can’t handle, though.”

“Hmm… is that so. Do you think I should try to incorporate that into my technique.”

Marek immediately shook his head. “No. It would be a waste. That core is mainly for physical power, but it is less useful for soul techniques. We need you for that.” Marek looked up and down William. “You are fully recovered? My sister said so, but I can’t tell. Not without expending unnecessary energy.”

“Of course I am. I have no reason to lie about that.”

Marek nodded. “Good. Good. I can’t say that I expected you really would.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t die.” William tried not to think about how much he had died before, and the fact that he couldn’t guarantee anything.

“Why would you die?” Sarah stood in front of the two with a scroll in her hands. “I thought things weren’t that dangerous yet.”

“Oh, well, I was… sick.”

“Really? Mom and dad never said anything about you being sick.”

William shook his head, “I didn’t tell them. Anyway, I’m fine now.”

“Okay.” Sarah’s eyes flicked to Marek, “Thank you for the technique, mister… umm…”

“Marek,” he said perfunctorily.

“Thanks, mister Marek.”

“Alright Sarah, let’s go get you set up in your room. It’s not quite time for a new cycle of magic classes to start just yet, but you can attend the regular courses to get to know some people.” William thought Sarah would be more comfortable in the general education classes to begin with anyway, since more of the people there were commoners, and less were those who were well off, and none were noble progeny.
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                The academy had a decent cafeteria for students and staff. William wouldn’t say it was the most amazing food he’d ever had, but it was quite decent. He could go eat elsewhere for variety, or make his own food, but that was too much of a bother. On his way to breakfast, he ran into Matfey.

“Good to see you’re back, Josef.” Matfey narrowed his eyes, the orange-brown skin around them wrinkling. “What do you do here? You used to teach but you haven’t been around for that in… a while.”

“Research. Either here or in the field.”

“Uh huh. I’d ask, but I doubt you’d tell me.”

“Sometimes there’s nothing to say. Any good rumors lately?”

Matfey scratched the back of his head. “Well, let’s see here. The local lords are up to something… but you might already know about that? The headmistress complains about it a lot. Meanwhile the Archmage doesn’t say anything she doesn’t mean to. Ah, speaking of which, how about the rumors that you’re lovers with the archmage? Are those true?”

William nodded, “They are.”

Matfey nodded seriously. “Of course not. I don’t know how such rumors get started. Plus…” Matfey stopped talking and blinked, “What did you say?”

“They are. True, that is.”

“Ah. Right. Of course.” Matfey breathed out, slowly, then back in. “Seriously?”

“Do I sound like I’m joking?”

“No, but sometimes you’re too good at keeping a straight face. But, okay, you’re not joking. How did that happen?”

“Well, Matfey, when a man and a woman love each other…”

“Yeah okay just stop there. Does she even like people? She just seems so tied up in her work. Plus she’s… very old.”

“Does that even matter? I remember someone being being interested in the headmistress.”

“That was just a phase.”

“Plus she doesn’t like you.”

“And she doesn’t like me.” Matfey shrugged, “Actually we get along fine now, but she’s definitely not interested in anyone right now. Still though, the Archmage is… the Archmage, you know? She’s the only one. She’s been the Archmage since the… Eternal King appointed her, a long time ago. Umm… I don’t know when, but a number of lifetimes ago.” Matfey frowned, “Why don’t we have better records on that?”

“Someone probably does, but people occasionally go around fighting and trashing libraries.”

“Who would do that?”

“Upset lords, mostly. The Archmage has only taken residence here somewhat recently, so it didn’t always have her protection.” William was surprised how easy it was to fall into a gross and a half of years feeling like ‘recent’. He knew Lorelei had mostly stayed away from cities until she took Lila as a student- though she still kept her secret until after the Demon King’s death.

“Right. So, going back to the topic at hand…”

William shrugged, “The age doesn’t matter so much. I’m as old as when my parents started having kids, and if I was a human I could be a grandfather. Not that we intend to have any kids any time soon...”

“Right, well…” Matfey patted William on the shoulder, “Don’t feel bad when she gets tired of you and dumps you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

-----

William sat next to Lorelei, looking up at the stars. “You’d think you’d be able to see more stars from inside an observatory.”

Lorelei shrugged, “People like a roof over their heads.”

“Yeah. You can’t really see the stars directly above that way. Though, there are design with rotating tops…” William frowned, “Is this talk ruining the romance of this moment?”

Lorelei looked over at him. “Why? Do you think so? Personally I like to hear your thoughts. It’s better than sappy junk like comparing my eyes to the stars.”

“Lorelei, have I ever told you how your eyes are like gigantic burning balls of various elements, hot and dense enough to cause nuclear fusion into new elements?”

She grinned, “Why no, you haven’t. What’s this about nuclear fusion?”

“Well, I can’t say I know that much about it. I told you about the periodic table and stuff? Nuclear fusion is when several nuclei become one, becoming one of the other elements.” He stuck a hand to his chin, “They must also turn into neutrons and stuff because otherwise that wouldn’t work. Anyway, there are lots of changes in very high temperature and pressure situations.”

She nodded, “Makes sense. I heard Lila talked to you about her showing you Jelia. Are you taking me on recycled dates?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Hey, that wasn’t a date!”

“Hah, I was just kidding anyway. I wanted to talk about that. You were saying we could go there?”

“Well, if we didn’t have unlimited lifespans… I would say it’s definitely too much progression to get there. But since we do, we certainly could.”

Lorelei nodded, “I’d like to do that someday. There’s still a lot here to learn about first, though. Did the humans where you were from ever get to another planet?”

“Well… we got to the moon. We sent things to most of the other places in the system by the time I had died. Most things involved big rockets. They weren’t exactly energy efficient, but it was what we could do.”

“Hmm. Magic might help there.”

“Or better technology. Is there even mana in space though?”

“Well, mana likes high places. Isn’t space high?”

“Perhaps, but maybe it needs an atmosphere still. It might not function outside of gravity wells, or it might be even better.”

“... Can you keep gravity in a well? Is it a liquid?”

“I see it’s time for more half-understood explanations… Well, you know every planet has its own gravity. Gravity wells are just the word used to describe the area close to any such thing, because of energy and.. Stuff.” William shook his head, “I wish I had access to the internet.”

“The internet is… the repository of knowledge you have talked about before?”

“It sure has a lot of knowledge, but it was a public place where people could write whatever you want so…”

“So it was full of a lot of stupidity too, then,” Lorelei nodded.

“It’s like you’ve seen the internet.”

Lorelei shrugged, “I know people. Some of these things sound great, but if we want to really understand them better, we have to develop better. The Demon King is a huge problem for that… I can’t imagine how many libraries he’s burned. Sure, humans could learn and use the information against us, but if he wasn’t so focused on wiping them out it wouldn’t matter. I wish people would just stop fighting so I can see advancements in knowledge instead of just stagnation!”

William didn’t think that was the most noble reason to want peace, but he accepted it for what it was. He knew what Lorelei was like for a long time now… and what he liked was her, even if they wouldn’t agree on everything.
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                Sarah often came to see William in his room. Since she had arrived out of the proper timing to start classes, he was teaching her personally. He would have done that in his office… but he didn’t have one. However, his quarters had space enough for a desk, which was all he really needed. Sarah didn’t seem particularly into the lesson, and William finally stopped his mini-lecture. “What’s wrong? You’re barely paying attention.”

Sarah blinked. “Oh… it’s… are you important here?”

“What do you think?”

Sarah sighed, “How come you always ask questions instead of giving answers?”

“I do give answers sometimes. I’m sure you have a guess as to why, though.”

“... You want me to think about things first.”

“I also want to hear your ideas, even if they aren’t quite correct. It’s helpful. So, why do you think I’m important here? You wouldn’t have asked if you didn’t think I was.”

“I already knew you were a certified mage. There aren’t too many of those… except at the academies I guess. But you weren’t that old when it happened. You also know the headmistress. I’m still not sure I believe you’re friends though…” Sarah frowned, “Also, there are rumors that the Archmage stays at this academy, though nobody would tell me for sure. Also… that she’s your lover.”

“In that case, does that make me important?”

“Umm… Doesn’t knowing the headmistress make you important? Plus, I didn’t even have to take any entrance tests.”

“That’s because I already tested you on those things. Don’t you remember?”

“That’s my point. The headmistress just listened to you without proof. That makes you a pretty important person here.”

“Well, that’s your answer then.” William nodded, “I fit that definition of important.”

“So uh… what do you do here?”

“I’ve already said, I do research… I also taught classes some. Well, I also think about our other goals.”

“Oh yeah, about that. Are we really going to fight against the lords? That sounds… scary.”

“Well, you aren’t going to be doing anything yet. We’re also going to try reason first.” Mostly, William thought. “Preferably there won’t be much fighting, or many of them will be on our side.” William didn’t mention the other option was to possibly let the Demon King return to power, which was the worst possible outcome. William wasn’t going to cross his fingers and hope that none of the remaining fragments could do something like that… or that they weren’t any more fragments. “Besides, we have the Archmage on our side.”

“The archmage is really here?”

“That’s right. Want to meet her?”

-----

It went without saying that Sarah wanted to see the Archmage. After all, she was fascinated by magic, and the Archmage was the only gevai ever appointed so. At least, since the Demon King. William thought there might have been some with such a title before that, but that was an almost unfathomably long time ago, even for those with unlimited lifespans, and even the best records weren’t that reliable. 

They finally reached the door to her office. William knocked, “Lorelei! I’m here with Sarah.”

“Oh, come in,” came the response from behind the door.

Sarah turned to William, “Wait, Lorelei?”

“That’s… a name she goes by.” William opened the door before Sarah could say more.

“Welcome!” Lorelei smiled. “It took you long enough.”

William shrugged, “I’ve been letting her settle in here. There wasn’t any hurry to bring her to see you.”

“And yet she saw Lila and Marek immediately.”

“That was for business. Are you mad?”

Lorelei frowned, “A little bit.”

“Oh… Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Lorelei turned to look at Sarah, “Hello. This is the first time we’ve properly met. You may call me Lorelei.”

Sarah started nervously, “Ah, I’m Sarah. The woman who delivered me had the same name as you.” Then Sarah’s eyes widened, “It was you, wasn’t it? Wait, you’re really… the Archmage?”

Lorelei raised her eyebrow, “I have this fancy desk don’t I? How could you doubt that I’m the Archmage.” Then she smiled, “I did indeed deliver you. It was… a difficult process.”

“Mom said both of us would have died if it weren’t for you. Wait, weren’t you my brother’s lover.”

“I wasn’t.”

Sarah’s face fell. “Oh. I thought that…” she turned toward William, confused.

Lorelei continued, “I wasn’t then, but I am now. I just wanted to meet his family… and people made some assumptions at the time.”

“Oh. Wait, so those rumors were actually true?”

William shrugged. “For some reason, nobody believes that part.”

-----

Lorelei handed William some papers, “Here is the final list of the lords who will be at the council, as well as some general thoughts on them and their likely opinion.”

William nodded and skimmed over it, “I thought this was only local lords? I see some names from a bit further than I would consider local.”

Lorelei shrugged, “Everyone is still from approximately the same region. The list expanded some as the date got closer and people got word.”

“Right, well, this changes my plan some. Is it alright if I kill someone?”

“Not if you start the fight.”

William nodded, “It says right here, easily provoked. I should be able to do something. Otherwise… I’ll improvise. I can always do it later.”

“Who is this that you have to kill?”

“Lorcan Harridan.”

Lorelei grinned, “Ah, the one whose guard almost killed your father?”

“That’s right,” William nodded, “Normally I wouldn’t say that superiors are responsible for every action of their subordinates… but this profile indicates he’s definitely at fault.”

“Alright. That’s fine. He’s just about the right level of influence. Just remember you have to look strong.”

“I am strong.”

 Lorelei waved her hand, “Yes yes I know. You could probably kill him easily, unless he’s hiding something, but your attacks need to be visible, even if that’s less… efficient. People need to know he didn’t just randomly have a heart attack. There needs to be impact. Besides, it’s better if people don’t know you can just… kill them. At least, most of them.”

William nodded. “I can do that. Assuming the rest of the information is accurate, anyway. If not…”

Lorelei shrugged, “Then don’t worry about it too much. Try to make it believable that it was something that people could see that killed him, at least.”

“Well, hopefully it will be a crushed skull…”

            

    
        Chapter 340

    
    
    
    
                The council was a formal event, so of course William had to get dressed up. His robes were good enough for that, and of course they had significant defensive enchantments. Chris got a new case, and while William had to admit it was impressive, he wished he could just bring Chris as he was. Of course, the people who were most likely to recognize Chris were the lords, and that would bring about many unpleasant things. William had considered impersonating the Demon King, but that would have many problems as well… such as the fact that he only had a small part of the necessary memories, and the only contacts he’d had with Chris resulted in his immediate death. Of course, many fewer people would know about the second time, but the point remained.

Lorelei had more accessories to accompany her robe. She didn’t wear jewelry much, but she was now adorned with necklaces, rings, bracelets, and even earrings. Or course, they were all magical in some way. They didn’t necessarily look magical, because they were all inactive, but William knew all of them had a purpose. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be needed.

Lila wouldn’t be going. William needed to create a name for himself, but Lila did not. They decided to keep her somewhat low-key until they needed her help. Those who had paid close attention to the situation with the Van Canns would know of her, but would probably underestimate her actual power. That would potentially be useful later.

-----

William found he was nervous about the situation he was going into. He had dealt with nobles before, but they generally had very little personal power. He’d kicked an Archmage out a window, but he’d only had the title and not any of the abilities. Cecil Lockridge’s wizards also hadn’t been able to cast quickly, fight in melee combat, or run after him. Thus, it hadn’t actually been as dangerous as it seemed, though it was still stupid. Now he was going into a meeting of gevai… probably many of which belonged under the name demon. He was also going to cause trouble and not immediately flee the scene, which could end up with him facing off against many people if things went wrong. 

William recalled how he died for the first time in this world. It was against a demon lord. Everyone had been dying… and he’d even watched Lila fall in that battle. Actually, he’d died afterwards when he was assassinated. William had also fought against the Demon King, but he won that battle. Not alone, of course, and not easily… but the point remained. William actually wondered what he was afraid of. He was much stronger now. He would be fine. He just had to make sure to keep some level of caution.

-----

Though the council wasn’t public knowledge, it wasn’t clandestine either. The meeting would take place in a chateau of one of the nearby lords… though it was still a day of travel away from Ducson. William was glad for the carriage he was riding in. It wouldn’t do to show up dirty or possibly even sweaty. The guard at the gate only briefly looked over their invitation before they were let in. Of course, they weren’t actually invited, but Abiel Thorsten had provided his for reference. The guard couldn’t have denied the Archmage entry anyway, but it was best to avoid making problems… before intended.

William had to admire how practical Lorelei was with her spending. She had money, but she didn’t spend it on large pieces of art, or statues of herself. Not that William thought art had no value, but he thought it should not cost as much as a small village. Some of the pieces here probably had. 

Along the way, they saw many guards in different livery. As they neared the top of the steps leading into the estate, one of them stepped out in front of William and Lorelei. What could be seen under his helmet of his ugly face turned even uglier as he scowled,  “Hey, what is she doing here? I didn’t hear anything about a woman being invited.”

There was a brief pause, followed by a *thunk* and several crashing sounds. William avoided rubbing the back of his hand. Doing a backhanded punch on a steel helmet was still somewhat painful. Of course, the guard got the worse end of the deal. Sadly, he was a gevai, so he was probably tough enough to survive, but he would at the very least have a concussion. Without saying anything, William and Lorelei continued to walk forward. A groan told William the guard was still alive, and he wondered if he should have done something more, but decided against it. It probably wasn’t the same guard that injured his father, even if he wore the Harridan livery. Even so, he couldn’t let him talk to Lorelei like that… or himself, for that matter.

None of the other guards voiced any objections, though William saw a few of them stiffen as he went past. The actual guard who worked for the lord of the chateau they were at bowed slightly as they passed. 

Inside was a butler of some sort. When his eyes fell on Lorelei he briefly looked surprised, before gesturing down a hallway. “The meeting chamber is the third door on the left, madam and sir. Almost everyone else has already arrived.”

When they arrived in the room, they were met with a number of different responses. Abiel Thorsten just nodded in acknowledgment. Some looked surprised, some grimaced, and one or two seemed unfazed. Of course, they all attempted to be subtle, but William had practiced reading people on his own and with Lorelei… and Lorelei was terrifyingly proficient at reading people.

They had only taken a few moments to get settled into the room when Lorcan Harridan came stomping into the room. William hadn’t seen him in person before, as he was occupied when his carriage was going past, but he’d seen a portrait. They were accurate, or at least the ones Lorelei had shown him. He was positively fuming, “Who injured my guards?” His eyes looked around the room before locking on William. “You!” Then his eyes flicked to Lorelei. “Wait, what are you doing here? You weren’t invited.”

Lorelei smiled coldly, “You knew? And here I thought everyone had merely forgotten.” She didn’t sound even slightly surprised, and William felt uncomfortable just standing next to her. He could only imagine what Lorcan felt with that look directed at him.
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                Lord Lorcan Harridan turned away from Lorelei, “We can deal with that later, but for now I need to punish your guard for injuring mine.”

William sighed dramatically and shook his head, “I heard you were dull, but seeing it in person is something else. Or perhaps you are just blind?” William raised an eyebrow. “You have no authority over me, so why would I let you punish me for nothing?”

Lorcan Harridan had already started trembling in rage. “Nothing? You think injuring my guard is nothing?”

“Nothing compared to what he deserved for getting in the way of the Archmage… and even more importantly, in my way. I was already merciful to your stupid guard.”

Lord Harridan turned back toward Lorelei, “I- I demand that you punish this person for his disrespect!”

Lorelei shrugged, “Very well.” She gave a light slap to William’s wrist, “You’re supposed to say ‘I was already merciful to your stupid guard, Lord Harridan.’”

“Ah, of course. I was already merciful to your stupid guard, Lord Harridan. This isn’t even your estate, and he had no right to stop me regardless, but I suppose I shouldn’t have let him get away so easily… If you’ll bring him in, I can kill him, and then the matter will be settled.”

Lord Harridan just blinked, “What?”

“Oh, sorry, you’re hard of hearing too?” William raised his voice, “I said, since you insist on bringing the matter up, I’ve decided I was much too nice, and your guard should die. Go fetch him for me will you?”

Lord Harridan placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I’ve had enough of this disrespect.” He looked around the room, “I trust none of you will have a problem if I kill this man?” The responses were mixed shrugs and a few voices of encouragement, as well as a lazy yawn from Lorelei. Then he rushed forward, drawing his sword as he went, and slashing at William.

William had no weapon to draw- Chris was already in his hand, though he supposed he was technically in a sheathe. Regardless, he was ready with a parry, and the sword slid harmlessly off to the side. William then brought the other end of the staff up into Lord Harridan’s rib cage. There was a slight grunt as he stumbled backwards slightly, but there was no other effect. Not that William expected more. Though he wasn’t wearing heavy armor, he still had a sort of thin gambeson, and it was doubtlessly magically enchanted. 

Lord Harridan looked slightly surprised, though William couldn’t entirely blame him. It was actually a decently skilled attack, and it had quite a bit of power behind it… but William had been ready for something of the sort. After a brief pause that felt like much longer, the battle actually started. Sword and staff clashed against each other in a whirlwind of movement. The sound of metal against leather rang out continuously. Occasionally, one of them would have to dodge, and some glancing blows hit each of them- only to be nearly neutralized by their magical defenses. 

William thought he could gain an easy edge if he used magic, but he thought he would save it in case it became necessary. Besides, the mana was riled up from the repeated activation of the magic in their respective armor and robe. William could do something tricky, but with so many people watching up close it could easily backfire. Besides, he was doing just fine. As he thought that, he was sent flying backwards into the table in the center of the room.

-----

Lord Harridan watched as his opponent stood up shakily, and had to prop himself up with his staff just to stand. “You’ve done well to get this far. Most would have perished in the initial exchange. Sadly, this is as far as you go.” Lord Harridan had to admit that he was only slightly superior in terms of physical body and technique. He had to wonder where Lorelei found such a fellow. Perhaps she had been secretly raising him for a gross of years. Regardless, he seemed to have very little proficiency in ki, and Lord Harridan would use that to give him a proper finish… it had to be elegant and clean, or he might be looked down on for taking so long to win the fight.

Lord Harridan started gathering all of his ki to his sword. It was almost a waste, as his opponent was barely able to stand, but he had some rather annoyingly tough enchantments on his robe. That was why he was merely bleeding from a dozen shallow wounds instead of ones an inch or more deep. Lord Harridan actually felt that part was strange. The man almost looked like a mage, but he hadn’t used magic at all. Even now, he couldn’t see anything happening with the nearby mana. Still, he made sure to keep his guard up for that.

He walked slowly forward… but his final two steps were quick, to give him no time to react as the sword slashed toward his side. Lord Harridan was surprised about how little resistance their was to his slash. Perhaps the enchantments on the robe had run out, but he would have thought the bones would have done something. Then, his sword ran into something hard… and stopped suddenly enough he thought it might have chipped. It was the staff. That was strange, he had intentionally aimed for the side that the staff was not on, so that it would be harder to deflect his attack. No, wait, the staff hadn’t move at all, had it? Yet the man he was fighting wasn’t. All of those thoughts happened in an instant, when he saw the figure swinging around the other side of the staff, and then was met with the heel of a boot to his face.

Gravity seemed to change direction briefly as he was flung backwards, and then changed again many times over a moment as he tumbled uncontrollably. There was a crashing noise, and he found himself on his back. Was his nose broken? He had some items that should have created an enchantment covering his whole body. It wasn’t as good as an enchanted helmet, but still… For some reason his body didn’t want to sit up, so he tilted his head to the side to try to get a different view. All he saw was some sort of pot. Well, the broken remains of one, anyway. He heard footsteps, and then a voice talking down at him. “Did you ever imagine you would lose?”

Lord Harridan tried to turn to face the voice, or to speak to respond, but his head was in chaos. He thought he heard someone else shout “Stop!” but he couldn’t tell who… and he only barely managed to turn his head the right way in time to see the staff coming down at his face.
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                William used just a little bit of magic to clean off the case of his staff. That let him settle down some before turning to face those behind him. William looked at the scar in the leather case. There were several from parrying the sword, but the biggest one was from the final maneuver. The Lord Harridan had cut completely through the leather, of course, only to be stopped when it hit the body of Chris. The momentum of the swing would have still sent Chris flying, but Chris had also used what ki abilities he had to increase his inertia and friction with the floor. Normally, that wouldn’t have been enough to hold completely in place, but he didn’t have to use any for actual defense. Chris’ surface wasn’t even scarred, as normal… though William remembered that he had apparently been damaged after the battle with the Demon King. It was just that he had fully recovered before he saw him again. William slightly shifted his grip on the staff to cover the rather obvious hole… and thus the staff’s true appearance.

When William turned around, one of the lords finally found his ability to speak. “I told you to stop. Did you not hear me?”

William raised an eyebrow, “Huh? What does what you say have to do with me?”

“You-!” The man twitched slightly, “I am a lord! Besides, it is well within our rights to punish you for murdering a lord.”

“Fool!” Lorelei’s voice rang out through the chamber. There was a sudden spark, a miniscule bolt of lightning, but it stretched from her finger to the lord’s eye. He clutched his eye in pain, but after a moment of rubbing it he opened his eye, mostly unharmed. “You do not even remember how you yourself became a lord. I have no patience for this. Is this not an important meeting?” As she spoke, electricity crackled around her. “Did you forget he was with me, or just forget my power because I do not show off as often as you lords?” It was obviously a rhetorical question, because she didn’t wait for his response before he was blasted out of the window with the crackling sound of electricity. William slightly frowned, because he hadn’t even seen the mana gathering into a form that would indicate the lightning bolt was coming. He had seen that it was moving around differently, but normally he could see the full shape of a spell that was going to happen.

All of the lords were stunned yet again. Even Abiel Thorsten hadn’t been expecting the current results, though he didn’t look entirely displeased. William went forward to one of the particularly upset looking lords and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll find a suitable replacement for the vase among Lord Harridan’s things.” The lord was Winfred Castell, the owner of the estate they were at. Winfred Castell chuckled nervously.

Lorelei looked around the room. “Anyway, gentlemen, this is Lord Josef Rutten. I’m sure you’ll be seeing more of him in the future. For now, though, we have business. I believe it was about matters with the Eternal King? I’m sure it was very important since all of you were so worried you forgot to invite me.” Lorelei smiled, pushing past the fact that they had obviously specifically not invited her.

One of the lords, who went by the name of Oliver Krantz if William recalled correctly, finally coughed. “Um… yes. That is right. As all of you know, the Eternal King has not yet returned… or at least not made himself known. It is already… very late. Several of us took note of this, and decided to form this council of… a dozen.” He glanced nervously over at Lord Harridan’s body, and the window, then continued, “I went to speak to the diviners, and they could only say that the signs of his return were… different than before. While he has in the past been a bright beacon, now he is merely a number of spots of possibility. While I was there, I also heard that…” the lord straightened his back and projected confidence, “I also heard that you had been there Archmage, seeking their divinations. They said you had visited them several times, always asking about new places he might appear, and seeking their guidance, even just recently. So, what do you have to say for yourself?”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “What do you mean? Of course I had been there. I also noticed his absence, and thus went to them. When he did not appear at some of the possible locations, I went to them for more. I have not yet found him.”

Oliver blinked. “Oh. Of course. How could the Archmage not have noticed before us…” He shook his head, “Anyway, before we discuss what else we might do, there have been rumors of the Demon King appearing in Liaoyang somewhat over a year ago. I could not confirm the veracity of those rumors… how about the rest of you?” He looked around the room. Several over lords shook their heads.

After a few moments, Lorelei spoke up, “Well, I can tell you that such rumors are definitely false. As you have already noted, I have been to see the diviners. From them, I received word that the Eternal King might appear in Liaoyang or Ostana. Josef was assisting me in looking for him, but unfortunately some of the more vigilant fellows in Liaoyang discovered us, and our true forms were revealed.” Lorelei shrugged, “As you know, humans aren’t that familiar with our kind, and those from Liaoyang have little knowledge of magic, so it was easy for them to assume any decently strong member of our species was the Eternal King.”

Oliver Krantz sighed. “How could it not be something like that?” He shook his head. “So then, the main point of this meeting. What do we do? Without the Eternal King’s influence, there is… more than the usual amount of infighting among gevai.” His eyes once again flickered over to Lord Harridan’s corpse. “He would not be pleased. The human menace is once again growing in strength, but I trust all of you also know how he feels about a war with the humans without him.” The lord shook his head, “So, what do we do?”
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                The gevai who had been doing his best to coordinate the discussion, Oliver Krantz, continued, “What do we do? There are signs of unrest among the humans. It might mean another civil war, but it might not. Then there is the appearance of that city, no, an entire region within Ustil… It is most concerning.”

Lorelei smiled calmly, “What do we do? You already know the Eternal King’s opinion on the war with humans. Unless he is around he would disapprove of any offensive actions. Even if you think it would prevent further trouble… he would not approve. Thus, if it worries you, we must look for him… as Josef and I were already doing.” She shook her head, “Well, he may yet return as normal. It is not quite the end of the expected time… Still, it is worrying. We must consult the diviners more. As for anything else… I can’t think of what we should do.” William almost found himself convinced by her words. She was quite convincing.

There was some muttering and discussion among the other lords. William could tell that many of them didn’t like Lorelei- or him- for various reasons. However, there wasn’t much they could say. Finally, Abiel Thorsten spoke up, “I agree that there is not much we can do but to look for him. However, besides the diviners, there is a least one other option. His castle… or more specifically his private study, might contain some clues. Of course, I am not saying we can send just anyone in there. Perhaps… a trusted advisor of some sort?” He looked around the room, “If I recall correctly, was not our very own Archmage the one who installed the wards for him? She has also always served him loyally.”

There was more grumbling, but the lords had to admit she had a unique position. She had always been seen as a trusted advisor, much as many of them didn’t like a woman in such a position of power. Of course, Lorelei had confided in William that the Demon King didn’t completely trust her, but that sort of paranoia was expected of a man so invested in personal power. It also wasn’t unjustified, but that was another issue entirely. Finally, one of the lords spoke up, “While I couldn’t say that any of the rest of us are in his good graces enough, the Archmage might indeed be forgiven, since it is for his own sake. I believe no one here would have any objections if you were to go look for clues in his study.” Left unspoken was that they didn’t really care if he got angry at her, because then her position would be weakened. Still, all of the others agreed that was an acceptable option. Of course, this meeting wasn’t composed of the entirety of the lords, but now that the idea had been stated William knew it would spread. 

There was more in depth discussions of the plans everyone had to find the Eternal King, but then the council was finished. There was not much that they could actually do, and even though it took many times longer than it should have, they were still done discussing by late evening. William made his way out, not to Lorelei’s carriage, but to his. He saw the guard standing there nervously, obviously looking for Lorcan Harridan. It seemed nobody had told him. The lord who had been expunged through the window by Lorelei had already left, finding it the wisest choice.

 

William took out the signet ring he had taken. “Lord Lorcan Harridan is dead. I will be taking over his position.

William watched as the guard actually broke out in a cold sweat, “Of course, Lord.”

“As for you... “ William let the silence string out for a few moments, “I have no need of you. You will be relieved of duty.” The guard turned from a ruddy brown to almost a light tan as he paled. “You may return with me to retrieve your possessions, or if you have nothing of value elsewhere, you may part ways here, of course leaving behind any sponsored equipment.”

The guard looked extremely relieved to not have been killed. William had considered that, but it wasn’t quite right. William didn’t want someone like him as a guard. He was either an incompetent guard who couldn’t recognize the face of the Archmage, or someone who intentionally blocked the Archmage. Neither were good, but even if incompetence could be forgiven, blocking a woman from entering for just that she was a woman would not be. Even so, William didn’t plan to kill him. The guard nervously stammered, “I-I would return with you, if I may, Lord. I do have some personal effects I wish to retrieve.”

“Very well.” William went to the coachman, who was similarly nervous. William had no quarrel with him, however, and after explaining the situation soon found himself on the way ‘home’. He had never been there, but it would be his. He expected to run into more trouble there, but if he could not handle it then he wouldn’t be able to deal with the bigger problems in the future.

At least Lord Harridan didn’t have a wife and family. A number of mistresses, certainly, but William wouldn’t be turning any children out on the streets. As for the guards and servants, he would keep many of them in service. The guards would vary depending on how ingrained in Lord Harridan’s methods they were. Though, if William could remember the face of a particular one… he would be made an example of what happened when you crossed the new lord. That sort of brutality still seemed wrong… but it was also easy. William needed to appear strong to more than just a few lords, so he couldn’t afford to be too soft. Still, he wouldn’t kill anyone who didn’t deserve it. As for how many there were who did deserve it… that was something he didn’t yet know.
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                William tried not to think about what he was doing. It was best not to consider that he was going into a place with four dozen potentially armed and trained men that might want to kill him. Worse yet, he was doing it alone. Except, he wasn’t alone. Chris was with him, and that meant a whole lot. Besides, if it actually came down to a fight, he would move to a location where he could fight against one to three people a few dozen times. That was quite different. 

Not that he expected it to actually go that way. That was what plans were for, and intimidation… and the fact that most of the guards probably didn’t care who they worked for. The intimidation factor would come not from his physique, but from his deeds. Lord Harridan was dead… and William was uninjured. The few cuts he had didn’t count… and by the time they arrived at his manor a few days later his robe had repaired itself so they couldn’t be seen. 

The biggest reason William had to do this whether or not it was dangerous was because it needed to be done. They needed a power base, more than just one prestigious academy, and more than farmers and common folk, though both of those were a good start. Of course, one or two nobles weren’t going to matter either, but it was a starting point.

Once the driver said that they were on William’s grounds, he expected to arrive at the manor soon, but it was an entire hour before they actually arrived. He hadn’t considered how extensive the lands would be… and these weren’t even close to the largest holdings. 

The manor was actually surrounded by a wall, except for the worked metal gates. From the inside, William could see the walls were covered with magical formations, but without closer study it was hard to tell what they did. It could have just strengthened them, or they could be to activate wards.

The manor itself was only visually in the style of a castle. It wouldn’t handle any sort of real castle situation, as evidenced by the many windows. William also doubted its walls had any significant degree of thickness, unlike the walls surrounding the grounds. 

When he stepped out of the carriage, the servants who were waiting immediately noticed something was off. The carriage driver announced him. “As you can see, we have a new lord. He defeated and killed Lord Harridan in single combat, thus earning the right to his title. Pay your respects to Lord Josef Rutten.”

Everyone bowed, which William found strange, though he tried to avoid showing it on his face. Instead, he smiled slightly, in a manner he hoped showed assurance in his actions. “It is as he says,” William produced the signet ring, “I am the new lord. Some things might change around here, but for now I expect all of you to continue to fulfill your duties, as normal.” William planned to meet with each of them individually for inspections in the coming days, but that announcement could wait.

-----

William gave some time for the news to spread throughout the manor before summoning Lord Harridan’s mistresses. In total, there were five of them, and with the clothing and jewelry they were wearing he had to wonder exactly how much money was spent on them. He had no doubts that they didn’t have even more fancy and expensive things. He tried to calculate how many villages… or cities that might have fed, and for how long. Well, probably just one city at a basic rate. He would have to look over the finances he had available.

All of the women were astoundingly gorgeous, but he supposed that was their job. A few of them were obviously nervous, but the other two projected confidence. After a few moments of surveying them, William spoke. “As all of you have no doubt heard, Lord Harridan is dead, and I am the new lord. In the interest of not wasting everyone’s time, I will be blunt. I have no need of you. I expect all of you to move out within a few weeks. You may take anything you originally owned, plus any gifts Lord Harridan gave you that you can carry or that fit in a single carriage.”

The most confident woman looked slightly shocked, but quickly recovered. She put on a seductive smile, and leaned toward William over the desk, “Come now, surely you could find use for a least one of us?” She licked her lips, “The bed does get very cold at night with just one person…”

William had to admit her display was sufficiently seductive. Unfortunately for her, that was not enough. He smiled, “Unfortunately, I am not interested in keeping someone else’s mistresses, if I were even interested in keeping any at all. But… I already have all the woman I can handle.”

“Oh come now… I’m sure a strong man like you can… handle… more than one woman.”

William laughed, “Oh, well perhaps that would be possible. Just not when one of them is her. If you really insist, I’m sure you can ask the Archmage if she is willing to share. I’m sure the results would be… spectacular.” William couldn’t help but imagine the scenario in his head. Though the details weren’t all there, he knew at the very least someone would need a new window… and probably a coffin.

The seductive woman’s face fell. “The Archmage?” She pondered for a few moments, then sighed. “I would be willing to compete in womanly charms with anyone you could name… but from what I’ve heard she far surpasses me in… most other areas.” She headed for the door, only to pause before stepping out. “It’s a shame she got to you first. I bet you’re quite the catch.”

Behind her, the other mistresses filed out. The most timid one stopped briefly at the door and looked back, but said nothing. Then, William found himself in a room that suddenly felt very… empty. That was probably for the best.
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                The first night William spent in the manor, some of the guards arranged a clandestine meeting.

“Look, all I’m saying is, it’s justice if we kill him. We’ll be avenging Lord Harridan. If one of us happens to take over as lord at the same time… So much the better. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind some revenge either.”

The guard who had escorted Lord Harridan shook his head, “No way, I’m out. I’m taking my chance and leaving.”

“Oh come on,” one of the other guards said, “When did you become such a wimp? I can’t believe Lord Harridan let you be his personal escort.”

“He let me do it because I was the strongest of us. Let me remind you of something. He’s dead now.” He tapped his head, wincing, “You ever think of that? This guy killed him and was basically unscratched. Before that… he did this to my helmet, with his bare hand.” The escort held up a dented helmet.

“Oh please,” one of the other guards took the helmet from him, then strained, crushing it between his hands. “That doesn’t mean much.”

“It means a whole lot more with your head inside it. Look, all I’m saying is, you can’t beat the guy one on one, and he’s got the title now. Even though he just got it, the other lords will get testy if you band together to kill him. Sure, they might not kill you, but they sure as heck ain’t gonna let you be a lord.”

“Whatever. You didn’t even see the fight. He probably pulled out some kind of trick.”

“In front of a dozen other lords?” he waved his hand dismissively, “Whatever, I’m leaving tomorrow morning. Have fun with your stupid meeting, I need to sleep.” With that, he was out the door. He took a few steps then turned down the corridor toward his part of the barracks.

-----

In the morning, most of the guards gathered to see their former comrade off. Some of them were more enthusiastic about it, and others were there just because it was something to do. In the end, he walked out with just a sack of his personal belongings, down the long road toward anything else.

“My, it sure is nice to see such loyalty among comrades.”

The guards all turned at the sound of his voice. Many of them snapped to attention, “Greetings, Lord Rutten.”

“Good morning to you as well.” William stared wistfully at the sky, “It is sad to see a comrade go, but he was not going to be a good fit. Perhaps he will find a better life elsewhere. Speaking of which…” William moved to stand in front one of the guards, “No greeting for your new lord?”

The guard shrugged, “Well, you haven’t yet done anything to be deserving of that title. In fact, I was thinking that…” He reached his hand for his hip, where there was a sword resting. Then, William suddenly stabbed his staff by his side, to behind him.

Using the rebound from striking the person behind him, William swung his staff down and forward, adding even more momentum by taking a step. His staff then completed the arc to swing up into the first guard’s chin. There was a horrible cracking sound, before finally the thump as the body behind William hit the floor. William grinned, and stretched, “Honestly, did you guys think I wouldn’t notice you moving around like that? I’m not blind.” Of course, none of those sneaking up on him had been within his vision, so that didn’t actually matter.

There were a number of sounds as another half-dozen guards readied an assortment of swords and warhammers. They rushed forward, but in a half-circular formation to avoid interfering with each other. They even coordinated their attacks so that when William stepped in to kill one of them, their attacks targeted him at the same time. Unfortunately for them, none of their attacks made any significant mark, either missing or merely grazing… while one of them died under William’s staff. Then, one after another, they fell. In the span of a half dozen seconds, seven guards had died. 

There was only one remaining, but before William could target him, there was a horrible sound of metal scraping on metal, the hard sound of stone cracking, and an extremely unpleasant squishing sound as the two halves of the guard felt to the floor. Behind him, a guard pulled back his halberd and shook it off.

William looked at the guard. “That was a pretty fast reaction. Trying to get in good with your new lord?”

The guard scratched his head sheepishly. “Honestly… no offense meant Lord Rutten… I just didn’t like that guy.”

William shrugged. “Well, your honesty is appreciated.” He looked at the bodies around him. Except for the one that was bisected, most of them left fairly clean bodies, with at most a small amount of blood. He shook his head, “Someone has to clean this up, and it’s not going to be me. I’m sure the servants can do the scrubbing, but the bodies… Do we have somewhere to put them?”

One of the other guards spoke up, “Umm, Lord Rutten, I believe there is a portion of the garden where nothing is growing right now. We can leave them there until they can be properly disposed of.”

William waved his hand. “That would be fine. Have a nice day, everyone.”

-----

The former personal escort of Lord Harridan walked down the road. He hummed a tune to himself. Losing his job wasn’t great… but it could have been worse. He thought he heard some sort of commotion behind him, but didn’t turn to look. It wasn’t any of his business anymore. No, his business was leaving while the new lord was still being merciful. He shivered, remembering the scene from the previous night. While the new lord was perfectly pleasant, seeing him in the dark was terrifying, especially when he had just turned the corner from a clandestine meeting. He had just barely managed not to cry out in terror. Even the dismissive wave to tell him to keep moving only settled his nerves, and it took him some time to fall asleep… but here he was, out of the manor, and alive. That was good. He considered stopping at one of the little towns nearby, but some of those were technically on land owned by the lord, and not just governed by him. He hadn’t been told he couldn’t stay there… but it was better not to chance it. He continued to hum to himself. Sometimes, a change in occupation wasn’t so bad.
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                William touched the side of his neck. His fingers came away damp with blood. The guards hadn’t been pushovers, and their coordination had been excellent. Their soul defenses were somewhat lacking, but they couldn’t really be blamed for that. Such techniques were rare enough that it wasn’t usually important. 

William considered that if he got into enough trivial fights, he would die doing something unimportant. That would be… unfortunate. William considered that he didn’t have to worry about people he knew dying of old age if he died and reincarnated again, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t die of other things. This seemed to be a critical point for the gevai, with the Demon King weakened and able to be destroyed. 

So, had what he had done been important? The particular fight might not have been, but the idea behind it was. He had to be in control in the manor, and he had to run the manor because it was part of gaining more political power to better shape the future. So, it had been important. Still, he kept the thought that he could die from any fight, if he got careless. The level of carelessness depended on his opponents, of course. If he was fighting a human child, they probably couldn’t do any real harm in any short amount of time unless he bent down and let them stab him in the eye with something, though perhaps his eyes would be resistant enough for that. He wasn’t inclined to check.

-----

The next weeks were spent meeting with the various staff and guards that now worked for him. He asked various questions to assess their suitability to work for him, and kept notes. However, he didn’t plan to announce the results until he was done. He wanted people to give their own honest answers, instead of what they thought he wanted to hear.

Of course, they still weren’t entirely honest. William had practiced reading people, alone and with Lorelei’s help, but he couldn’t say he was perfect yet. When someone shifted their eyes when asked about stealing, did that mean they had stolen… or knew someone who had? Perhaps there was an incident in the past where they had been stolen from that made them uncomfortable. Unfortunately, William had to come up with his own answers. Everyone also still tried to tell him what they thought he wanted to hear, it was just that they didn’t have any sure guidelines.

-----

William had finished his evaluations. Now, it was time to call people in for the second time. He started with Joel Antonsen… the guard who had helped him during the fight. Or rather, the guard who had taken the opportunity to kill another guard he didn’t like. 

“Greetings, Lord Rutten,” The guard nodded politely as he entered. “Should I start packing my bags?”

William raised an eyebrow, “And what makes you think you should do that?”

Joel shrugged, “Oh, you know… the fact that I said I’d ignore your orders, and have no feeling of loyalty towards you.”

“Well… you’re wrong. Loyalty is important, of course, but I don’t exactly expect you to feel loyal to someone you just met, and before that didn’t even know existed. As for my orders… I do expect you to follow them. But honestly… did you expect that I would actually order you to kill a little girl?” William held up a hand, “Don’t answer that. I won’t. It would be stupid and meaningless.”

“Ah… okay. So, what am I here for then?”

“You’re here to be promoted to captain of the guard.”

“Umm…” Joel frowned, “I’m pretty sure I said I didn’t want to be captain of the guard. Didn’t I?”

William shrugged, “So? You can be captain of the guard, or you can leave.”

“Uhh…”

“You have a few days to think about it. Could you call in the next person, please?”

-----

William sorted through the papers on his desk. Some of them he’d written, but he was pleasantly surprised to find detailed records on most of the guards and some of the servants and staff. Of course, most of them were written from the perspective of potential blackmail. The other notes seemed to be from the perspective of paranoia. Still, all of them had helped him in his decisions, and even coming up with the questions. For example, he had learned that Joel Antonsen had a little sister. William had asked a number of people if they would kill a little girl at his orders, but the question was mostly for his sake, to see how he would respond. Well, it also helped to weed out a few who seemed a little too enthusiastic about the idea. 

A knock on his door had him look up from the papers. He didn’t have anyone else to meet with today, did he? “Come in.”

A woman he had seen before, though only a few times, came in. Before he could say anything, she was kneeling with her head to the floor, “Please let me stay!”

William sighed, “I don’t need a mistress. Not even one.”

“Please! You don’t have to buy me anything… I don’t even need my own room! I’ll do anything.”

William frowned. This wasn’t such a nice manor that people would be desperate to stay, even as a servant. Certainly not a former mistress. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much information about her. William looked through the papers. She was the timid looking one that hadn’t said anything. This should be Theresa Bennett. She had caught Lord Harridan’s eye one day as he was travelling… and that was it. There wasn’t really any information on her, just the city where she had come from. To catch Lord Harridan’s eye she must have had some sort of elegance to her, as the rest of the mistresses had been daughters of weak nobles or the rich. Not that it was much relevant to William currently. “Fine. I’ll give you a chance. Come back tomorrow at… noon. I’ll give you an interview about your skills, and see if you can fill any necessary positions here.”

Her face lit up and she raised her head, “Thank you! Thank you!” William saw tears going down her face, and sighed again. She was either a very good actor… or had a very good reason to not want to leave. He wondered what it was, if it was the second. 
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                It was nighttime that made William regret his current course of action. He spent more time lying awake at night… and thus more time noticing that Lorlei wasn’t there. They hadn’t even been separated that long, but just the thought that they wouldn’t be able to see each other very often annoyed him. That gave him some ideas, but he had other things to think about while lying awake this particular night.

He would lie awake because he was worried… and it was not unfounded. Actually, most of the time he actually had something specific to deal with. This time, it wasn’t the scheming of guards, but something else. He was glad the sleeping quarters were not too extensive. It made it easier to extend his ki senses throughout the area, and he had been doing so as much as he could. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust most of the people… but the interview questions had revealed a few. So far, he hadn’t been wrong.

William pushed himself up off the bed. He picked up Chris, though he thought he shouldn’t need him, and was out the door. Then, he strolled down the hall. He didn’t have any particular need to be stealthy yet. Firstly, there was no one else in his wing to wake… and nobody could complain anyway. Even so, if there had been people, he would have been polite and tried not to make too much noise.

It was only when he got outside that he actually tried to be stealthy. He had to slow down slightly, but he was still moving faster than his quarry. He moved through the side gardens. He regretted that he had no time to admire the vegetation, but he couldn’t really see them that well in the starlight. The moon itself was barely contributing to the light, and the occasional clouds didn’t help with that.

William neared the wall. It was rather high, enough to prevent regular soldiers from leaping on top of it anyway. That was a consideration that humans on Earth didn’t have to think about most of the time. During times of trouble, there would be a guard somewhere along this section of wall, but for now they were only at the gates at night time. Besides, their main purpose was to keep people from sneaking in… not out.

The figure William had been following reached the wall, and started to climb. It was a slow process, but with the strength of a gevai they could easily hold themself, even without much practice climbing. Though gevai were somewhat heavier, the improved strength more than compensated for that. William found it rather nice.

He supposed that he should get started. He didn’t really need to move close. A few dozen feet should be sufficient for his purposes. William gathered his ki to himself. While it was made to be subtle, he imagined that anyone proficient in ki who had a watchful attitude would be able to tell something was happening. Anyone proficient in ki would also likely be able to resist was he was going to do… at this distance, anyway. Even so, William reached out with a spear of energy that stabbed into the man climbing the wall… and the man fell.

William headed back to bed, but made sure to sweep over the various sleeping quarters to make sure nothing else untoward was happening. Everyone was allowed to leave if they wanted to. In fact, if they wanted to sneak away during the night, William wouldn’t have stopped them… unless they were like that particular person, who happened to be taking financial documents and bank notes with them. He supposed he would have to find a new chamberlain, but that would have been necessary even if this didn’t happen. He wondered if Lord Harridan could even do basic math… the answer was probably just that he felt it beneath him. Not that William felt he needed as much money as he had, but it would be useful… and he would prefer not to have it stolen.

-----

It came to William’s mind that he might be a demon lord. He was killing his subordinates and imposing a reign of terror. He had seized his position through violence and murder. Sure, everyone he killed had deserved it, but presumably other demon lords saw themselves as justified. William could recount the ways that he was a better person than them, but he still couldn’t help but think about it.

Of course, the easiest method of convincing himself he was alright was that, while he imposed a sort of reign of terror… only those who did something wrong remained in terror for long. The cook had trembled in fear every time he at a meal, until he said he liked it. Then, one day, he took a sip of soup… and frowned. It was too peppery. The cook was already an even paler shade of blue than normal at his frown, but when he said he didn’t like it, William thought the cook might just die of a heart attack. “Cook something else tomorrow.”

It took several more dishes William didn’t like for the cook to realize he was going to state his opinion about the food… and not kill him for it. At the end of a month, the cook even started joking with him about what he liked and didn’t like. William had to admit he wasn’t great with certain types of spices… but he stood by his position that they just added spice and not flavor. The cook was excellent, though, and quickly learned to balance things in amounts that William liked. William almost hadn’t wanted to say anything about the meals at all, since they were still decent… but what was the point of a personal chef if they didn’t cook what you wanted?

In the end, William tried to come out between strict and pleasant. Mistakes only resulted in minor punishment or admonishment… but anything intentional such as stealing or trying to kill him was met without mercy. It wasn’t particularly novel to reward the behaviors he liked and punished those he disliked… nor was it even particularly special. After all, even the most vile of men rewarded those who worked well for them… or didn’t last long. Fear alone would only go so far.
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                Things settled down quickly after the first few weeks. Those who were leaving mostly left without incident, though many stayed in William’s service. Theresa, who was formerly one of Lord Harridan’s mistresses, was allowed to stay. She was given the financial duties of the former chamberlain, as she was capable enough to do them well.

As for whether she would actually perform up to standards, William was unsure. He didn’t know why she was so desperate to stay just yet. Perhaps she was a spy orchestrated by some other noble, and found it important to continue to observe the new lord. He hadn’t actually seen any signs of that, but the thought crossed his mind. For the moment, she was fine. 

After the initial excitement, William found himself with nothing he had to do. That didn’t mean there weren’t things he could or should do, but there were merely no crises he had to handle at the moment. Though he didn’t really approve of everything Lord Harridan did, his territory didn’t appear too poorly managed.

Of course, that was one thing William had to look into. How was it actually being managed? What were the taxes like, how did they actually come in? Should he change them? William didn’t plan to make any real changes for some time. He would first have to talk to the officials responsible for managing everything. They didn’t stay at the manor, of course. Fortunately, Lord Harridan’s territory wasn’t too large, so it wasn’t like William suddenly had to manage an empire. He supposed it was a county- a few significant cities and many villages and towns. 

William made sure not to spend too much time looking into how things were managed. He could afford to take his time with any changes that became necessary. Besides, he didn’t want to upset the entire structure and have to manage everything himself. All he wanted was responsible people managing things… which was perhaps a pipe dream, but he could at least get mostly competent people.

-----

Lord Harridan hadn’t been interested in magical research, so he didn’t have a laboratory set up. William set about rectifying that as soon as things settled down somewhat. He wasn’t planning any grand experiments at the moment, but there were a few things he wanted to work on. Fortunately, there were extra personal funds available since he wasn’t spending money on five mistresses. William was planning on spending some money on Lorelei, but she didn’t require a constant flow of dresses to be happy.

William missed Lorelei, and that was part of what he was going to work on. Not that he could make he always present or anything, but better communication was a must. The communication disks weren’t good for anything long, and letters weren’t particularly secure- and slow.

Using the idea of linking different objects together, William first thought of something like a typewriter. The problem with that was immediately apparent. Though they didn’t exactly require precision machining, any parts wouldn’t be easily obtained, and William wasn’t intimately familiar with their construction in any case. Skipping over various levels of technology- at least in that particular way- wouldn’t be possible. 

What William wanted was longer messages and still near-instantaneous communication. That was rather ambitious, but with magic helping it was easier to skip ahead in that sort of area. Of course, the simplest answer was “more disks”, but that didn’t really solve the problems, at best allowing for the communication of a whole letter or a few at a time. Could he transmit voice? That seemed like an even bigger jump, but still worth considering. Modern telephone networks had required large amounts of infrastructure, but then there were things like walkie talkies and other methods that could transmit point-to-point without always requiring large infrastructure.

The important thing about sound was that it was vibrations, and vibrations were merely movement. The disks already transmitted movement… at least in a way. It wasn’t precise enough for what he wanted, but that kink could be worked out. As for methods… it actually took him longer than he thought it should have to come up with the idea, before he accidentally stumbled into it. He remembered playing around as a kid. On more than one occasion, he had made a tin can and string ‘phone’. They weren’t very high quality, and the distance they could work at speaking loudly or at worst shouting would be a better replacement. A kid’s game, and a useless item. Of course, that was what the disks had been marketed as- a toy. Not a cheap one, but not terribly expensive either. 

William thought he could use the same technique of connecting two objects together with magic to get what he wanted. In this case, the ‘string’ would merely be the magical connection, which would make it far superior to the version that used a real string… assuming he could get it to work. The first problem that arose was making the vibrations match. In the disks, not all motion was ‘shared’. Instead, it was merely the motion of flipping. In addition, the energy came from energy it absorbed from flipping it on each respective end. William needed all of the movements- at least the ones that were small on the level of vibrations and sounds- to be transferred. If not perfectly, at least… comprehensibly. However, if it tried to include all of the large movements as well, nothing would really happen. He could try to move one to his ear… which would cause the other to move up away from where he might be speaking into it, unless it ran out of energy. 

Clearly that wouldn’t be good enough. Thus, he had to isolate the smaller movements… and perhaps provide an external power source. It didn’t have to be a large power source, but if it absorbed some of the sound for energy, the best that could come out the other end would be even more muted than otherwise. It wasn’t possible to both absorb the energy and retain the information contained in it to the full extent. Like this, William spent the better part of a few months trying to make something that worked to any real extent… plus the time it took for new materials to come in when he needed more or wanted to try something else. Then, finally, he had something worthy of actual testing.
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                Joel looked down at the cup in his hand. The new lord was a very odd one. First off, he made Joel captain of the guard… which he didn’t want. He still didn’t want to do it… but the better pay was nice. At least the lord pretty much let him handle the job how he wanted. He was still a strange one, though.

If not, he wouldn’t be carrying a cup out into the gardens. Why did he have a metal cup anyway? Well, there was more than just a cup. It also had things attached to it. Normally, that would have made it a chalice or something… but those were supposed to look good. This cup was ugly, even if it was probably expensive. Well, there was no telling the taste of lords. At least this one was just weird, and not terribly unpleasant. It made him feel better about where he was getting the money to support his sister and family from.

So, he found himself standing out in the garden, holding a weird cup… awaiting further orders. He didn’t know why the lord couldn’t have brought it out here himself, or why it had to be Joel himself carrying it… but at least he didn’t have to run drills right now. The guards complained, as always, but as the one technically responsible it really started grating on him. Not that he didn’t understand the need. If they weren’t strong, why would the lord even keep them around? The best they could do was fill in the numbers for a larger fight, but if they weren’t strong and well coordinated, they could be easily replaced.

For a moment Joel thought he heard something like the lord’s voice. He looked around but didn’t see him. He should be coming soon, then. “... ear!” Joel blinked. That had certainly been something like the lord’s voice, but it had a strange echo as it came from somewhere far off. “Put the cone up to your ear!” Joel looked down. This voice was still echoing as if from far away… but it sounded like it came from the cup. He couldn’t help but bring it closer to hear better. “Hopefully you heard me by now… Hey, Joel, can you say something?”

“Lord? Where are you? What’s happening?”

“Talk into the cone! I can’t hear you!”

Joel repeated himself. “It’s like magic. Your voice is coming out here…” There was a pause for a few seconds. “It is magic, isn’t it.”

“Of course it is! I’m sure you can see that…”

“Yes, lord.” At the same time as Joel spoke, he heard something, but it was all garbled. “What was that?”

“You can come back now. Come to the lab.”

Joel sighed. Had he come out here only to be told to come back? Well… he supposed it was the means by which he was told to come back were what was relevant here.

-----

Joel entered the lab. William gestured to the table next to him. “You can put it there.”

Joel looked around, “Why not over there, next to the other one? There’s room.” Joel walked closer to the other cup. In a moment he heard his own muted footsteps, and then a horrible screeching sound started. He fled backwards in a panic.

“That’s why. This table here, please.”

“Of course.”

William shook his head. That was one problem currently. They couldn’t be turned off… and when in close proximity any noise would cause horrible feedback. Another was that they were currently terribly inefficient, and also took in a wider range of sound than they should have, just to only play it back poorly. Such problems had already been solved on Earth, but William didn’t have the right schematics or knowledge to do anything even if he didn’t have to also do something similar using magic instead of… normal technology. 

Thinking of Earth, William wondered what sort of technological level they were at now. Assuming time flowed at the same rate… they should have long started a colony on Mars, if nothing else. That or everyone died from nuclear war, or Earth was becoming horrible overcrowded. William couldn’t actually imagine how much technology would have advanced. He would like to find more people reincarnated from Earth, but he wasn’t even sure if the language would be similar enough anymore. Nearly a handful of… centuries could certainly change language. Perhaps William would try anyway, though it might be best not to do something he couldn’t explain to other lords before he was better established. William was glad it had gone so well the first time, instead of turning into a disaster like it possibly could have.

William looked at his phone/radios. He had no idea how many years it could have taken to get them to even this point if he didn’t have knowledge of the idea, resources, and a base idea to work from. Well, without the idea he knew it wouldn’t have been possible at all. Metal and string weren’t cheap enough for people to just play around with, though certain people might have had enough knowledge to understand the idea might work.

William grinned. It was still pretty good for half a year. He had no doubt he had just been lucky to stumble onto the right things, because otherwise it could have taken many years… and in a way it had, based on how long before he’d known about the disks and wanted better communication. He’d certainly idly pondered the idea before, but hadn’t taken the chance to throw himself at the problem. William frowned. Maybe he could even get a version that continued to work for more than a few days by the time Lorelei came to visit.
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                A year was both far too long and far too short. William found that his time was full of work such as checking his guard’s training- and noticing they were significantly underpracticed in magic. Fortunately, he was able to deal with that himself. He also had to meet with those who governed the cities that ultimately paid a portion of taxes to him. That was mostly so people knew who he was and didn’t get any funny ideas. Most of the tax money was actually spent on the things taxes were for- upkeep of guards and roads and other useful things. Not as much in the way of schools as William would like, but he made some plans for that. Only a small portion actually went into his coffers, but that was just small in the grand scheme of things. Really, it was probably far too much… but he wasn’t going to tell anyone that. With the funds under his personal control, it was much easier to do what he wanted with them.

Even though he was kept busy, William couldn’t help but think of Lorelei. She planned to visit. Certainly, there would be important things she hoped to accomplish before then, and they would discuss how things were going… but William cared less about that much less in the immediate moment than he did about just seeing her again. William hadn’t really been in love before- just some infatuations- so he hadn’t understood why sometimes people who actually were in love seemed so crazy sometimes. The simple answer was that they were crazy. If William thought about it rationally, it was much more important to run a county and work on concreting the destruction of the Demon King than just him seeing Lorelei, but he didn’t feel like that was the case.

Fortunately, the time eventually came. He knew what day she would arrive, and even approximately the time. He got very little work done, as he couldn’t help but keep glancing out the window. Finally, her carriage pulled up to the manor. It was all he could do to keep from running out to see her. The only thing that stopped him was that it was undignified… and he did have to keep up some kind of public image- even in his own manor. William didn’t wait for her arrival to be announced before heading over. That was too much patience. 

A number of guards and servants had found themselves ‘coincidentally’ working nearby. After all, they too knew of the arrival of the Archmage- who was also the lord’s lover. They wanted to see it for themselves. William didn’t mind, and it was actually better that they were around.

Lorelei’s smile was brilliant and charming as he walked toward her… and William could only imagine that his own face had a goofy smile. He couldn’t help it though. They met in a passionate kiss… one that was rather prolonged and perhaps a bit more flowery than normal. It was for public display, though certainly a pleasant one. Afterwards, nobody would doubt they were together.

-----

Though William and Lorelei had sent messages, they still had much catching up to do. Lorelei started, “Most of the lords are a pain. I took the time to visit them personally and they barely were willing to put up with that, even though I was really doing them a favor. Everyone is worried about the Demon King not reappearing yet…” Lorelei paused, “Which was why I wanted to be done destroying his fragments by now, but that plan has been less productive than I wished. If only he’d just been destroyed completely…” She looked at William, “Ah, not that I want to say you did a poor job. It’s not something anyone else could have accomplished at all. Perhaps Marek, if he’d stayed determined… but he spent too much time actually knowing the Demon King.”

William nodded, “Meanwhile, I only met him at the end. He probably didn’t even have an idea I existed until that battle, and I wasn’t going to get out of there alive anyway.” He looked down at himself, “I almost didn’t even get out of there… existing. If the Demon King had actually had any idea someone was out to destroy him, he might have been more cautious, and then I doubt I could have handled it.”

Lorelei shrugged, “He might have been more cautious, he might not have. It doesn’t matter, you did… better than I thought anyone would. I rather expected the plan to fail, in which case I could very well be dead now. As it is… some people are suspicious, but there are always such people. The most important thing is that nobody was there to see it and lived. I merely saw the crater. Anyway, I have been successful. A majority of lords have agreed to investigate the Demon King’s castle, with the caveat that we’re the ones doing it and taking the risk of his anger.”

William grinned, “Well, if he ever recognizes me he’s going to be more than a little bit angry anyway. Do you really think we’ll find anything in there?”

Lorelei shrugged, “I don’t know. He might have kept some information that would be useful. Obviously it won’t let us know where his fragments are, but it might have information that would help us destabilize his supporters or something to that effect. It also might just be a waste of time, but even if we don’t find anything we can make something up to cause internal conflicts among some of the lords.”

William shook his head, “I guess we’ll see. What I’ve learned is… managing things sucks. I can see why so many rulers are careless and terrible at it. I’m not even nominally in charge of a very large area, and I can already see all kinds of problems, very few of which I have solutions to.” He shrugged, then grinned, “On the other hand I’ve been working on something… Want to come back to my lab?” 

Lorelei licked her lips, “I’d absolutely love to.”
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                William didn’t actually have much to show Lorelei in the lab. He had just put it together after all, and hadn’t really had the time to do more. He didn’t even have any assistants. However, he still felt it was worthwhile, because he had the pseudo-phones to show off.

After a short demonstration, he waited for Lorelei’s reaction. “Hmm… it’s…”

“Poor quality? Unfinished?”

“Interesting. Partly because I just heard about something like this…” Lorelei looked around, “Do you have any paper? I know a sketch of the… very unfinished blueprints.” Within a few minutes, Lorelei had finished sketching out something. “This is what I got… unfortunately there wasn’t a finished version of the blueprint, just notes on what it was supposed to do. Really, it was just an idea someone had. My spies can’t… or won’t… get much better.”

“Let me guess, from Eclea?”

Lorelei nodded, “Well, yeah. They’ve built up quite a spirit of progress there. I wish I could visit…”

William nodded, “I thought so. This looks like… an old phone. From Earth. One part receives and one part transmits. It’s better to have a dedicated sending and receiving pieces… but my version used pieces I already knew might work.” William looked over the sketch and notes some more. “Was this all the notes? It doesn’t look like they’d actually made any process in the engineering. No mentions of materials. They still planned to use a wire to connect them… With it being in such an immature state, it’s more than just a coincidence that it looks so like an older phone. Someone from Earth has reincarnated there with a significant chunk of memories.”

“Interesting. An old-style phone, you said? Does that mean someone from a long time prior came, and their reincarnation was delayed? Or have they lived several lives but not had the chance to do anything…”

William shook his head, “More likely it’s just that these are… simpler. Later phones required much more infrastructure and other engineering. Especially the ones that were also computers.”

Lorelei nodded, “That makes sense. At some point I would be happy to see such a large infrastructure of communication. First, though… we should get your idea working better. Instantaneous clear communication between us would be convenient… and somewhat more secure, since our voices will be heard so we can recognize each other.” Lorelei turned toward William, “For now, do you have anywhere else you’d like to show me?”

-----

In the morning, they had to move onto more important business. If they were going to investigate the Demon King’s castle, it was better to get things over with sooner. That way, if there was anything actually important revealed, they could make plans around that accordingly. If not… they could proceed with their current plans, and say that it was probable that the Eternal King’s return would be delayed. After that, they still planned to look for him… though William couldn’t afford to spend a large time out of the gevai lands until he had better solidified his status as a Lord. It was unfortunate that they might give the Demon King’s fragments some time to develop, but there wasn’t much that could be done. William hoped that they wouldn’t be strong enough to matter. The important part was that they keep him from getting in contact with and supported by the other demon lords.

Chris grew visibly antsy as they drew closer to the castle. It made sense… after all, he’d been there. Been made there. William knew that the group of humans that had come to the Demon King’s castle had been quite exceptional, but even so they could not have made it this deep into the territory without an army… except they were allowed to come. It had been a sort of process of killing two birds with one stone. 

William found the Demon King’s castle was much larger than his manor- of course- but also more imposing and… more of a real castle. It had thick stone walls and a stone keep. It was clearly made to withstand a siege, but as far as William knew there hadn’t been any real army to reach it. That was to be expected from something in the center of the gevai domain. As he approached closer, William could tell that there were many wards. The outer walls wards were inactive, but the central keep still had active wards. There were still other signs of life around, which surprised William- though it shouldn’t have. The Demon King had a staff keeping the castle in shape for his inevitable return. Presumably, some of them were even the same who had been there previously- at least in his former life. Though gevai didn’t necessarily age, most of them would eventually die.

William was glad Lorelei was with him. Some of the staff recognized her. When she explained the decision of the lords, some of them didn’t look too happy… but they were also becoming worried. Moreover, they couldn’t actually stop her. Though there were a few guards, most of the skilled ones had gone with the Demon King into battle… and thus they were all dead, just as everyone else on that battlefield.

William and Lorelei walked through the halls. Though there were valuable paintings, tapestries, and statues… William found it surprisingly ostentatious. After all, it was the Demon King’s castle. He thought it should perhaps be more grand. The great hall was appropriately splendid, but the rest of the castle- while quite large- was not quite as expensively arrayed as he would have thought.

Finally, the two of them arrived at the Demon King’s quarters. “It’s warded,” William said.

Lorelei nodded. “I know. I set these wards up. I am the Archmage, after all. These and the ones around his study are my handiwork. They have rather nasty results if you don’t properly disarm them.” Lorelei spent some time looking them over. “It’s nice to see they’re still in good shape after all this time. Also, unchanged. Not that I expected him to be able to do so… but caution is good.” Lorelei stepped through the doorway, “Well then… after I set up these wards, I haven’t been back here. I wonder if we’ll find anything interesting.”
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                For some reason, William was surprised to find closets with clothes in them. In his head, the Demon King only went around in armor, but he couldn’t always be in heavy armor. Well, perhaps he could, but that would show somewhat of a lack of trust of his people. In the end, his bedroom was filled with exactly what one would expect from a bedroom, There wasn’t anything special.

The truly interesting place was beyond it, in his study. First, there was another set of wards. William thought that perhaps that might be overkill, but maybe there was actually something useful in there. Or he was just paranoid. Lorelei had also set up those wards, thus it wasn’t too hard to enter. After all, the Demon King had to be able to enter as well, so it wasn’t possible for them to have no way to disable them safely- unless they had someone on the inside to activate and deactivate them.

Inside the study was… a collection of books, and a desk filled with papers. William would have called it a small collection, especially considering how long and how many times the Demon King had lived. It was only a few bookshelves, though they did take up a good portion of the room. “Well, what do we do now?” William asked.

“Now… we start reading.” Lorelei shrugged, “We can just skim the books for any notes or different writing, but we’ll need to read all of the papers.”

“How long will that take?” William asked. He didn’t actually expect an answer… because they would soon find out.

-----

“You know,” William chatted, “When I was a human, this kind of paper and ink was a luxury- not a necessity. Sure, we wanted what we wrote to last for dozens of generations to come… but we usually had to settle for just a few generations. Even as Archmage, I only wrote my most critical notes on this kind of material, with alchemical inks.” William frowned, “Then Cecil burned them.”

“He was the one who you kicked out the window?” Lorelei nodded, “That was the right response.”

“Ha! Not really. The most probable situation there was that I got killed… by the knights. I was fortunate that they were not only competently skilled… but also willing to work for the greater good. At least, humanity’s greater good.”

“The Demon King’s death is still better for the gevai in the long run. Though it might lead to a civil war here… that’s still better than a huge war every several generations to make no real gains.”

“Yeah, I suppose so. Find anything yet?”

“Yes. I have discovered that his handwriting is atrocious. Though it changes slightly in his different incarnations, it seems. Normally, he doesn’t have to write anything, so I hadn’t been able to study his handwriting.”

William nodded, “Well, so far there is nothing of interest in these books. This feels like the sort of collection one has to display that they are educated, though it’s not actually on display for anyone. So far, no books have been on any particularly special topics.”

Lorelei nodded, “In a more practical sense, he has taken notes on many of the various demon lords, and how he felt about them. Some of it seems like paranoia, but we still might be able to use it.”

-----

It took almost a week to go through the whole study, just to make sure they hadn’t missed any books or notes. In the end, they had nothing much to show. Small bits of blackmail on some lords… a number of which were already dead. There didn’t appear to be anything else of value.

Lorelei sighed, “What a waste of time. Not that I expected to find much, but now I have to spend more time coming up with a believable fake summary that will be to our benefit.”

William nodded, “Yeah, it’s about time to check the secret room.”

“What secret room? Why would you need a secret room when you have wards preventing people from getting in?”

William shrugged, “Because people can force their way through wards. Because you’re a paranoid ruler. Because you maybe don’t completely trust the Archmage who set up your wards.” William nodded seriously, “As good as those reasons are, there is one much more important reason there must be a secret room.”

“And that reason is…?”

“Because… why wouldn’t there be a secret room?” William grinned, “What’s the point of a castle if you don’t have secret passageways and rooms strewn throughout?”

Lorelei just looked at William, confused. “So, the main reason to have a secret room is… because it would be fun? I don’t understand where the logic fits in that.”

“Who said the Demon King operated on logic? You’re the one who always said he was stupid. I think maybe he’s not quite that stupid though. After all, he maintained power for so long. There must have been something. Otherwise, people afraid of revenge would have just gathered together to captured him, destroyed his cultivation ability, and chained him up in a magic proof cell, force feeding him for all of eternity.”

Lorelei blinked, “Wow, sometimes you come up with the most… interesting ideas. The problem there is he would die of old age, even if he couldn’t commit suicide through normal means.”

“Then just keep him in a coma or something. Surely people could make magically induced comas. Well, maybe not. There are… interesting gaps in knowledge here.”

“Fine, if that’s the case… where’s the secret door? I don’t see any mana fluctuations, and I don’t feel anything with ki. There are just smooth walls, floors… ceiling.”

William nodded, “I’m going to be honest, one problem we share is relying on our abilities too much. Why use my eyes to look for something when I can just feel it, in more detail from further away?” William pointed toward a bookcase, “But anyway, the secret door is behind that, I’m pretty sure. It’s got wards of some kinds that even fool ki senses. I only found it through luck, because I thought there should be a secret door somewhere. Only with that thought in mind did I manage to notice some weird things. Can you support the top? I don’t want it to tip over.” Lorelei helped, and together they shifted the large bookshelf. Behind it was… a seamless wall.

Lorelei looked at it seriously, “Well… what next?”
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                William stared at the wall. Really, it was the corner that was important. He wasn’t really sure what to do. He knew it had to open somehow, but it appeared perfectly smooth. He thought feeling it with his hands would be a good start except… “We should avoid touching it. I’m positive there are formations in the wall… but I can’t see them.” William tilted his head, “I bet this would be a lot easier if we broke through the ceiling but… that would be a little bit obvious. It would be best to not be seen to be destroying anything.”

Lorelei nodded, “Indeed. So, if touching the wall might be dangerous, what should we do? We could touch it with something, but then we couldn’t feel the wall. Chris doesn’t have a sense of touch, either.” Chris twisted in acknowledgement. 

William frowned, “There should be an illusion on the wall, but I can’t see it. More importantly, I can’t see any traces of mana. That means…”

“That the mana is only used to manipulate the light, then it releases control. Any actual mana would stay back within the formation. However, it likely makes some assumptions. First, what happens with no outside light?”

It only took a few minutes to block the light from the window and what came through the doorway from the bedroom. The result was… just normal darkness.

“Well, we’ve learned one thing. It doesn’t create its own light, or at least it has the ability to sense natural light.” Lorelei scratched her chin, “Or there’s nothing there, but I believe you that something is there. After you pointed it out, I can even feel that it’s rather strange. I get the feeling I expect for a wall but…”

William nodded, then realized it was still dark, “Right. Next I’ll try… this.” William created light with magic, the fluorescent white he had grown used to on Earth. The corner continued to look normal. “Alright, it’s not specifically keyed to just sunlight or anything…”

William and Lorelei spent the next half hour trying different colors of light, just to see if it had any different results. They even tried maintaining one each, but they couldn’t see anything but flat surfaces.

“I’m sure it opens up, somehow.” William frowned, “But we have to be able to see it. Do we have to try touching it?”

Lorelei shrugged, “We’ve tried all the colors. Red, blue, yellow, green, violet… everything in the rainbow and even pink. It doesn’t seem to have trouble with those if it’s projecting light to fool us.”

“Yeah. Right.” William couldn’t help but think. Were there any other types of light? Infrared… wasn’t exactly light. At least, human eyes couldn’t see it, which was the problem. Could gevai? That was a good question, but William had no idea how to get the answer. Then, there was ultraviolet. They were a component of black lights… but most importantly they had a propensity for highlighting things that other light didn’t. 

“Any more ideas, William? Not that I mind being alone in the dark with you, but I’d rather be doing… something else.” A knocking sound on the floor reminded them of Chris.

“Oh, right. Yes, I have an idea. It will either be very impressive… or totally disappointing. Oh, and it might take a few tries.” William thought back to when he had been experimenting with making a laser. He had ended up with a number of burns- including sunburns- because he absorbed a large amount of light. He hadn’t really stopped absorbing UV, but had just grown better at having the laser only come out from the end it was supposed to instead of all parts of Chris. Still, he could try now.

There were a few awkward minutes of chanting, only to either have apparently nothing happen or to get something like normal light. Then, there was weird bluish-purple glow. Some things immediately stood out. William and Lorelei’s eyes, papers, and the plaster on the wall. Everything else seemed as if it almost had no light at all hitting it. William immediately moved his face closer to the wall. After a few moments of study, he reached his hand out and pushed. A small section of the corner rotated. “Well, you’ll have to explain this before we see what’s in there.”

William nodded. “This is called a blacklight. Can you guess what it was most commonly used for… or at least known for?”

“Hmm…” Lorelei stroked her chin, “Security… or anti-security. Perhaps forensic investigation.”

“Well, maybe that last thing actually… but one of the most common uses would be… dance clubs. It creates quite an atmosphere.” William went on to explain ultraviolet light- Lorelei already knew about it as the component of sunlight that caused sunburns. “Well, anyway, it doesn’t look like the magic formations there are for destroying careless fingers… but I didn’t want to find that out the hard way.”

Lorelei nodded, “Let’s go in.”

If William had designed the secret passageway, he would have made it a more comfortable fit… but he supposed that would make it easier to notice. Inside was a tiny spiral staircase that he had to circle around sideways. The Demon King had been a large fellow the time William had seen him, so he couldn’t have done any different. Even Lorelei found it uncomfortably narrow. It continued some way down, probably until it was underground. Then it opened up somewhat. At the bottom there was… a real door. On and around the door were more wards. “I thought you said the Demon King was stupid.”

“He was. He is…” Lorelei looked over the wards, “Things of such complexity like this were beyond him. There was no way he was this good at faking it… right?” She shook her head, “No, this was probably done by someone else… but who? None of the other who would call themselves Archmage are this good.”

William looked them over. “This looks like it could take quite some time to decipher. Unless a majority of these pieces are useless junk, but I doubt it. Nobody would bother to just try to intimidate people who made it this far.”

Lorelei nodded, “Indeed. I can tell that some of them are interfering with ki, as well. Even right in front of the door, I can’t tell it’s there.”

“Well then… I guess we should get started.”
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                William and Lorelei decided to leave one person up in the study, in case any servants came looking for them for some reason. It hadn’t happened so far, but having found something actually secret, they thought caution was in order.

The other would study the runes and wards for a time, and at the end of the day they would compare notes. They didn’t forget to check for tricks, but as far as they could tell everything they saw was genuine. That made sense in a way- the inner formation was intended to stay hidden. From what they could tell, it was made to preserve secrecy. It was partially devoted to keeping people out, but it also seemed to have conditions where it seemed like it would trigger something inside the room.

The formation was rather complicated, and it would have served its purpose completely if William and Lorelei did not have many days at their disposal. However, in the end they gained a comprehension of the entire formation, and came up with some methods to surpass it. They surmised the Demon King should have had some object that served as a key, but they had no idea where it was. However there was no lock that could not be picked, and no formation that could not be broken- it was only a matter of time and skill.

With no distraction, after more than two weeks they finally had a plan. If they wanted their intrusion to be entirely unknown, they could not estimate how long it would take… and they might just need they key or a particular bit of insight. If they just wanted to get in without triggering anything, they could do so immediately. Finally, the two of them decided it was best to see what was inside. Much longer, and people would start getting suspicious- even reading though every book in a small library wouldn’t reasonably take them more than a month. The Demon King could find out an intrusion had been made if he checked the formation… but they didn’t exactly plan to let him return to his castle.

In the end, they had to destroy a few triggering mechanisms for the formation. Optimally they would have removed the parts of the formation powering it, but those seemed to be internal. Upon checking their work, they finally opened the door. A pile of magical crystals made it immediately clear where the power came from. About half of them seemed to be out of energy… but William knew that it had been almost two gross years since this door had been opened. It seemed it was relatively energy efficient… and the formation didn’t have to withstand major attacks anyway. If anyone tried brute force to get in, it would merely have destroyed the few things that were not the energy storing crystals.

It was only a small pile of notes. Perhaps it might have equated to a journal in length, but they were not bound in any way. Lorelei gingerly picked up the papers. They were old- old enough that even high quality paper with magical enchantments were starting to weaken. Thus, it was important to treat them with care.

Lorelei handed William a few sheets, “Start reading, I guess.”

William found that the Demon King’s handwriting had actually improved over time. At least, these very old notes were the least legible yet. William thought part of that was the letters had changed slightly over time, and some spellings were different. Reading the notes was slow and laborious… but none of the content was hard to comprehend.

The section of notes he had started in the middle. The notes read:

“Alexander Goddard came to me again today. I owe much of my current position to him today. Thus… I had to listen to what he had to say. I couldn’t believe it at first… what he was suggesting seemed insane… and wrong. However, I couldn’t help but consider the thought that I could grow even stronger. Even now, I don’t know what to do, but I must admit, I am tempted.”

William looked up from the note and looked toward Lorelei, “Do you know an Alexander Goddard?”

Lorelei nodded, and responded without looking up from her reading, “Yes. He’s one of the older demon lords, middling in strength. He doesn’t rock the boat, so everyone leaves him alone. Why?”

“He seems important… apparently he helped the Demon King grow in power… I’ll see what else this says.”

William continued to read through the notes. “For some reason, I agreed to his request. It is such an unpleasant thought that I dare not even write it down in my personal notes. In the end, though, it should be better for all gevai. We can get the place we rightfully deserve in this world. Fortunately in the process we should be able to weaken the lesser races… Today, I ride out to war.”

That was the end of that page, but another followed it. William hoped it was organized enough to be chronologically next. The handwriting suddenly changed, which indicated a reincarnation. “I cannot believe I am writing more. I was even more surprised to find that Alexander kept my old notes. I cannot say I am fond of him reading through what I wrote… but in his defense, I was dead. Now, I am not. It was unbelievable to me… and he found it so as well. I shall not bother to note the annoying experiences required to get to a point where I could travel to see him, but I shall only note how unpleasant it is to be born weak. Still, as predicted I grew stronger quickly. I hadn’t meant for it to happen this way, but that wasn’t my choice. Alexander has accepted that I am the same me from before… and says that gives him new ideas. I hope the new plans aren’t as unpleasant. Certainly, I grow stronger quickly… but must my own people die so that I grow in power?”
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                William continued to read through the notes:

“I am king now. Besides my strength, I have little to show to qualify for the position. The plan has not changed much. Our people will still die, but at least we can use those sacrifices to drive out our enemies. As a whole, the gevai will grow stronger… because of me.”

A later passage continued:

“Those I take as personal guards grow strong quickly. It is good to know that I will not be the only one who grows stronger. Even Alexander only grows a bit at a time. It is still better for the gevai as a whole. Even those who die will live again… even if they don’t remember. That must be how it works.”

“We finally succeeded at driving the elves and dwarves away. Well, we meant to kill them, but they proved tenacious. At least we control half of the continent now… the humans are proving difficult, though.”

“Alexander, as always, has come up with a solution for the humans. It’s a new way of using magic I hadn’t considered. I find myself rather suited for it. With it, I can destroy the soul of a human. Alexander told me that it is best to destroy their wizards. I do find that they are rather annoying… even if they aren’t innately so talented as us, those who learn can be quite difficult to deal with. Especially with the hordes of others that come with them to protect them.”

“For the first time I experienced what it is like to destroy a soul. It is actually rather exhilarating… and as a strange side benefit, I feel that I absorbed a bit of the magic of the wizards I killed. It was rather inconsequential, but perhaps if I do it on purpose I might grow stronger.”

“Each additional wizard brings me little benefit now. However, it still weakens the humans. Our wars go better every time. Even so, I can’t help but think there are more wizards… but then again, there are always more of those vermin. Alexander assures me there are less- at least in the ways that matter. As long as he thinks the plan is working…”

“Alexander has assured me that we will be able to destroy the humans in at most a few more incarnations. I am looking forward to it. At least those filthy humans have finished filling out their lands, and their numbers do not grow much larger. As long as none of the gevai lords waste our population, we are well on our way to victory. Many of them don’t like me… but they can’t go against my wishes. I am king… the Eternal King.”

-----

It didn’t even take a full day to read through all of the notes in the most hidden chambers. However, what they learned was much more than everything in the outer study.

Lorelei sighed, “I can’t believe I thought Alexander Goddard was a normal lord. Of course anyone who has been around as long as him had something up his sleeve. How could I not notice?”

William shrugged, “Isn’t he older than you? He had a head start practicing deception. Then, as you grew more talented, you also grew more used to him just filling a background role.”

Lorelei nodded slowly, “Now I have to reevaluate all of those I thought were safe to ignore. Any of the older lords… even if they weren’t in on this… scheme… have likely noticed the benefits by now. Though, they might just think of it as something that happens as long as they grow older like I did.” Lorelei frowned, “At least these notes make it seem like not too many people were actually part of this.”

“Unless the Demon King was being lied to.”

Lorelei sighed again, “Unless the Demon King was being lied to. That said, there are few lords as old as Alexander.”

William stroked his chin, “It’s interesting to have confirmation of my earlier theory. Those who are older can grow stronger, and training becomes easier. However, it also explains why not everyone notices- it’s only those older… or reincarnated, or around those who are reincarnated. Probably.”

“Hmm… what about your sister? You were only around her for a month, and she grew rather quickly.”

“Well… perhaps I left residual traces of… something… on my mother. Plus, we were both there when she was born, throwing around a lot of magic. That’s not insignificant. There’s also nothing that stops her from being naturally talented. Unfortunately, there aren’t detailed charts of how this works. All he really said was those around him grew stronger more quickly. The more interesting thing is I don’t think this just applies to gevai.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“When I first reincarnated here… It was just after a war with the Demon King. A large portion of the humans had died in the war, and there were quite a few talented people around me. I imagine Lila would have been exceptional anyway, but it’s hard to say exactly how much. Of course, those were all people around me- so it might have been the influence of reincarnation somehow. However, the second time, there were many talented people who had grown up without any influence from me. I can’t guarantee it was more than normal, but Knight-Commander Tyler Dragonfoe was quite exceptional, and there’s really only a tenuous connection of genetics over half a dozen generations. There was also Dong Xin, my grandfather, Han Xinya… and the archmage of Eclea and others there were no slouches either.”

Lorelei nodded, “Alright, but none of them were old when it happened, and most weren’t around… you, basically. It can’t be sure that any who reincarnate will have the same effect unless they are like your case, with full memories.”

“Well, it also makes sense that it works differently for humans. After all, for humans age makes it harder to grow stronger- whereas age for gevai is just a number unless they let themselves grow old. So, it might just cause a number of highly talented humans to show up… or it could be a coincidence.” William shrugged, “I mean, it’s hard to tell if I just happened to see more talented people because they had to show up, or if there really were more.”

“It is indeed hard to know.” Lorelei frowned, “I feel like our job is much harder than we thought it was… but at least now we can be somewhat prepared.”

            

    
        Chapter 356

    
    
    
    
                In terms of information to pacify the lords, William and Lorelei gained little. The best they could do was say that the Eternal King would be displeased if they started a war with the humans and lost gevai lives. However, that wasn’t anything new. It was just backed by more authority now. Thus, the only real report they gave was the Demon King would surely return within a few dozen years… and that everyone must wait patiently. Of course, Lorelei also added a diplomatic spin to that… and a large amount of diplomatic distractions.

Obviously they didn’t and couldn’t say the truth- the Demon King had been shattered into many pieces, most of which had already reincarnated. They wouldn’t say that Lorelei had hunted down and destroyed several, or that William was responsible for the split in the first place- and had really just intended it to be the final destruction.

They couldn’t share what they had learned in the secret chamber- nor would they want to. It was better that the lords not have the idea to sacrifice the other gevai so they could grow stronger. Perhaps if there were any trustworthy they could tell them that was what they were trying to stop.

William desired to stop the Demon King because… well, he had been human, and thus invested in humanity’s survival. Now that he was a gevai, that hadn’t really changed. He didn’t want anyone to be completely wiped out. He hadn’t even been interested in destroying all of the Demons when he was a human- though he wasn’t particularly sympathetic to them either. William wasn’t sure if genocidal ideals were better or worse than the same results for the sake of personal power, but he didn’t like either of them. Alexander Goddard was probably worse than the Demon King. William doubted he was even interested in the gevai as a whole- at least the Demon King thought he was helping them in the long run or at least used that as an excuse. William was nearly certain from the notes that Alexander saying everything was for the good of the gevai was just to trick the Demon King. Even if he held those same ideals… it didn’t change anything. He still had to die.

William considered whether he would need to destroy his soul. Probably not… but it was better safe than sorry. Destroying souls was the most detestable thing William could think of… but doing it to the one who had destroyed an unknown but very large number of souls and the one who made it all possible… that was justified. Two people who were definitely evil was not an unacceptable amount of soul destruction. William wasn’t sure exactly where the lines of good and evil were- just that they were definitely far into the evil side. However, having seen souls destroyed, William knew that if he ever let the numbers he destroyed grow to even three or four… he would have to seriously reconsider his own standing. He didn’t count insects or animals among those numbers- but he would also rather not have that number grow. He had no need to demonstrate it to anyone ever again… he could handle any further necessary destructions on his own… or at least with the help of Marek, but he really didn’t have more than one or two left in him- and that was just for fragments of the Demon King.

-----

The report they made on the Eternal King’s estate would give William and Lorelei some time to plan… and a few moments to relax. In gevai time, that was enough for Lorelei to feel comfortable spending several months with William. Though some might have considered the fact that they were making a better version of the phone work… it was a way for them to avoid stress.

The first step was to improve the looks without losing functionality, and then to improve upon the functionality. In the end, William was still slightly disappointed with the sound quality. In theory, each end could communicate from anywhere to the other one. Of course, that meant they would find issues. William could imagine strong magical fields would interfere, and perhaps the connection wouldn’t hold over long distances. The discs didn’t have to worry about any sort of interference, as they were imprecise. A flip was a flip, and the exact speed and timing wasn’t important, at least not in the system they had devised. The phones would be very sensitive to any sort of delay. At best, it would be an awkward conversation, and at worst it could easily become unintelligible or not transmit at all. But then again, it might work fine. If it worked as they thought, the only real problem would be that it was always live- adding ways to make a ‘call’ was just asking for it not to work. Of course, they were far inferior to real phones or cell phones, as they could only contact the other in the pair, and even with improvements they were still bulkier than old-style cell phones. Even so, they were a significant advantage in communication, allowing quick communication over long distances… and also conversation, which the discs were less good at than merely sending a short message.

-----

William watched Theresa disappear behind a corner. She wasn’t skulking around or avoiding him- but she was avoiding Lorelei. “What did you do to make her afraid?”

Lorelei shrugged, “Nothing much. I just questioned her to make sure she wasn’t a spy. That said, with no knowledge of her background, she might still bring trouble of some sort, but at least she doesn’t intend any. I didn’t hurt her, but I had to make sure she wouldn’t be a problem for you.”

“I see.” William nodded, “Your questioning can be… quite intense.” William believed Lorelei that she hadn’t harmed her, but she could be terrifying enough without doing so. When she thought he was the Demon King he had only experienced a mild version of her interrogations… perhaps because he had tried to be truthful. Early on she had already determined to have Marek search his memories, so she hadn’t put too much effort into the actual verbal interrogation. Lila had experienced the less pleasant side of things when she was looking for a way to destroy the Demon King, but William had always gotten along with Lorelei- even when he considered her a dangerous enemy.

            

    
        Chapter 357

    
    
    
    
                The news coming out of the human lands did not please William one bit. Not that it was easy to get much news, but this news was big enough that any sort of smugglers or spies would easily hear of it. Jeim had been uncovered, but given a few years humans had gotten used to the idea of a large fertile land in the middle of Ustil. 

Feelings among the gevai were different. At least the ideas circulating among the lords were that they should have taken over such a place long before. Never mind the fact that the rest of Ustil was a desert, and it was the country most removed from the gevai lands. Never mind the fact that whenever the wars extended so far into human territory they inevitable were attacked by whatever remained of the humans and had to retreat without keeping any territory. It hadn’t been possible for those reasons… and because of the wards keeping everyone- but especially demons- away from the area. They would just have been wandering in the desert every previous time they tried to find the capital of Ustil. 

William shook his head at the silly ideas presented… but he was glad he got to hear them. He was starting to be accepted among the lords. It wasn’t particularly slow- years passing was nothing to the gevai- but it felt slow. Still, he found himself going to parties, or receiving visits from some of those closer.

That didn’t mean he was friends with them. Instead, he was being accepted as a rival. That was just the way the lords were, jockeying for power. The good news he could overcome some of his lack of political skill with actual personal strength. Not that it would do much good if he was poisoned.

Lorelei had taught him how to detect poisons using magic, ki, and purely mundane means. So far he hadn’t encountered any. It wasn’t that poisons were an extremely common method, as most demon lords preferred a frontal fight, but they could happen. They might not even be able to kill William… but if he didn’t notice a poison that then made him lose a fight… he wouldn’t be alive to complain about cowardice. Besides, if he had any deep grudges with anyone they might not care how he died. He hadn’t gotten to that point yet… but it was better to be in the right habits.

Beyond the mere news of Jeim appearing, the human lands also had more turmoil. If William read the situation correctly, they were preparing for a war with the gevai. At least, none of them seemed likely clash with each other at the moment. The question was why it was so obvious. William didn’t even have any spies, and he didn’t have to heard what he heard from Lorelei either. 

The lords, of course, wanted to build up their armies and launch a preemptive strike on the humans. William pointed out that humans built up armies faster, but he couldn’t deny that they would have to raise armies. He didn’t want to go to war with the humans, so he hoped that they would realize it was a fruitless idea. Regardless, William’s time became filled with reminding the lords that the Eternal King would not want them to start the war, and that he would be cross if they invaded the human lands without him.

William’s lands weren’t on the southern border, but all gevai needed to contribute to the war effort. Though there was to be a council of all lords soon to officially declare war, or the preparations for war, William was already considering how to raise and train the troops. Normally, all of the poorest would be drafted and then there would be a shortage of labor and possibly even food. Unfortunately, William couldn’t think of a way that didn’t primarily involve drafting the poor- specifically because most of the people were poor. He wanted to change that, but a few years wasn’t good enough. He would probably be required to field a certain number of troops, and he couldn’t change that required number. Thus, he tried to think of the best ways to reduce the overall impact on his population.

William found that though he didn’t like being responsible for the lives of so many people, but there was nothing he could do about it. Besides, it was better for him to be in control, because he could make good decisions. He kept telling himself that, and was doing his very best to make it true. He just had to think of what the good decisions were…

Lorelei was a big help in that area. Though she was busy with other things, she still came up with the time to help William develop a draft plan that would have the least impact on his population and the local economy, depending on how many soldiers he needed to field. It was hard for William to do, because in the end he had to think of the people as just numbers and statistics… and when he walked through the cities and towns, he found that difficult. Even so, he had to for their end benefit. 

Of course, the individuals picked wouldn’t care if there was a stable economy to go back to if they were dead. They would need proper training and equipment. Unfortunately, William couldn’t afford to outfit them all with the best armor and weapons- not without damaging his territory’s economy, anyway. That said, he could afford to outfit an elite group with better equipment, and the rest with quite serviceable gear. Training… was actually quite cheap. One person could train many- and the population of gevai wasn’t extremely high to begin with. William imagined his territory would have to raise between one and three great grosses of troops based on what he had seen raised by the lord who attacked when he was Archmage William, and his experience with the later war against the Demon King.

Everything depended on how serious about the war the humans were. William hoped they would give up on the idea. He also hoped that humans and gevai would give up their timeless hatred of each other, and that nobody would be poor or starving ever again. Perhaps the Demon King’s fragments would turn over a new leaf, and… perhaps pigs would fly- without magic. William just hoped his family would be safe… perhaps he could exempt them from the draft somehow. He would think about talking to the lord who governed that territory. He didn’t want people to know how much he actually cared about them, so he had to act properly. At least Sarah would be fine as a part of the Ducson Academy. Not that she would be exempted from a draft, but she would be in Lila’s capable hands.
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                Time passed rather quickly until it was time for the grand council. That was what it was called when every lord was required to attend. They were only for important occasions- usually the return of the Eternal King, and sometimes declarations of war like the current one was called for. It still took two years from the time William first heard about it, but though it was slow… it was not quite as delayed as it would seem. After all, messages going to the more remote lords could take months, and then their travel could also take the same- assuming they could even be reached at all. There were some mountains that were impassable during the winter, usually more to the north, and some regions were cut off from such communication. 

There were some faster forms of communication such as rider relays if the message needed to be faster, and messenger birds as well, but the first was still restricted by the ability to travel the roads. The lords still had to be able to arrive, and so unless it was an emergency there was little need to speed up the messages. With the way gevai perceived time, two years was already extremely rapid. 

A grand council meant returning to the Demon King’s castle. It was centralized enough, and had facilities big enough to handle all of the lords… though perhaps the rooms weren’t as luxurious as they might be used to. With around two gross worth of lords, it was still quite crowded.

There were different qualities of rooms, and they were distributed based on rankings. While there weren’t actual specific numbers- at least not that William knew about- he was placed somewhere around the bottom of the middle. He wasn’t sure what was used to determine that, but he knew that since he was new most of the judgements were inherited from the assessment of Lord Harridan.

Some of the older and more powerful lords must have made the decisions… and if William thought about it, that meant Lord Alexander Goddard was involved. If the Demon King were around, no doubt he would have adjusted the rankings as he saw fit… but that would still likely have been under Alexander’s advisement. 

During the council, William met many new people and learned new faces and names. Though it could have been a quick meeting, significant time was given for mingling… during which time the various lords tried to display their power and wealth, and place themselves above whatever rivals they had. William had no real rivals yet, and few would bother themselves with someone who hadn’t been a lord for dozens of years.

Among those who William met was Lord Alexander Goddard. Lorelei introduced William to him herself- and to many others. Lord Goddard was merely one among the many… though William knew that he was the most important one. As for the interaction he had with the various lords… they merely exchanged pleasantries. He could tell that many of them only bothered greeting him because they didn’t want to upset the Archmage… and he was fine with that. The less they cared about him, the better.

Lord Goddard himself smiled pleasantly and even chatted for a small time. If he hadn’t known better, William would have seen him as just another lord. He was pleasant and polite, but didn’t give off a feeling of weakness. He seemed like the type that nobody would bother causing trouble with. If William hadn’t been watching closely, he wouldn’t have noticed how careful some of the older lords were around him.

As for the other older lords… he only really knew they were older by the way they carried themselves and the information Lorelei had given him. Any lord who truly grew old was bound not to remain one long. At most, some of the lords looked middle aged, but perhaps that was just their difference in fashion sense and style that made them look that way. 

-----

If the Eternal King had been present, he would have been the head of the council. Instead it was run by a lord named Wilfried Schultze. He was someone Lorelei knew was powerful, and one she had been most wary of. William could tell the wariness was mutual, but he supposed one would not rise to such a position without considering everyone a potential enemy. It seemed like an extremely unpleasant idea.

The actual council itself was straightforward, boring… and filled with many unnecessary questions to which the answers should have been obvious. William thought there would be a few lords who wouldn’t hold onto their positions long if they revealed their intellectual shortcomings so easily… but on the other hand the level of both education and communication were rather low. They certainly weren’t any worse than the various nobles in Ostana.

Though the meeting was straightforward, it took time. There were several days of meetings. First, it was decided that the humans truly were intending to go to war with the gevai. This was determined through various pieces of information obtained from smugglers and spies- gevai spies, traitors paid by the gevai, and human spies who had been caught in gevai lands. Lorelei herself presented some information, though William knew she had plenty that she hadn’t presented as well. 

The rest of the council was spent determining the exact contributions required from each lord, and their other responsibilities. For those who would be participating in the war and not just providing troops, there was a chain of command as well. A chain of command was always necessary in any war effort or it would devolve into a chaotic mess. William actually recognized some of those given the highest positions- not by name, but by deed. They had been commanders in the previous Demon King war. With the death of the Demon King, though they could have perhaps achieved a greater military victory, they had withdrawn, as was their standing orders.

In many cases, each lord would be granted autonomy. Each would have enough troops to be an army in its own right, so only in the cases where they needed more would the chain of command come into play- and of course their placement to begin with. Except for those who controlled the regions nearest to the border, most of the lords were told to remain on standby raising and training troops until they were called on. Besides the numbers, they were given significant autonomy in what troops they were to raise, though if they performed especially poorly they could receive penalties. On the other hand, if they performed well there were various rewards available as well.
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                William had come up with a good plan to make sure every industry was not too sorely harmed by the draft. He thought it was fair and balanced- which meant everyone would hate him. Well, it wasn’t entirely fair. It couldn’t be, not without causing endless amounts of trouble. There was an exception for the rich. He hated that, but that was just the way things were. It was just that the price was enough to outfit several people, and not just with standard gear either. Of course, there were complaints about the price… but everyone still paid it rather than send their sons or daughters into battle.

That was something William knew he was doing differently. Women would be drafted too. There was no reason to remove half of the population from consideration. Though gevai males were still physically stronger, the difference wasn’t terribly significant. Proper body training would make up the difference… and that wasn’t the only option either. Of course, William knew his decision would have other impacts, but he thought the benefits would still make it worthwhile.

Not everyone had to be drafted either- there were a number of volunteers, though a number of them were those who assumed they would be drafted anyway. Still, William was glad to have proactive people join. Maybe they would become officers… but then again, nothing stopped those who were drafted from becoming officers except ambition. At least, it wouldn’t in William’s army.

-----

William didn’t have any wizard academies in his territory, but that wouldn’t stop him from creating a magic division to serve under him. Training up people in a few useful spells wouldn’t take long. The biggest limit was the mana in the area and interfering with others spells. Designated wizards would have to be spread throughout the squads. 

William would have liked to have troops for every conceivable situation… but he had to focus more on some areas. Besides wizards, he would have foot soldiers, archers, cavalry, and supporting roles such as scouts. Good archers would be expensive… not because it was hard to train them, but because bows that could reach the limits of gevai strength were hard to get. However, any healthy gevai was strong enough to use a human-strength longbow, which were good enough in terms of distance and penetration power. They could at least puncture non-magical armor, though they would be of less use against knights. Mounts were what limited cavalry the most, and unfortunately William didn’t have time to breed anything special. Thus, the were stuck with horses- exceptionally strong and sturdy ones, but horses nonetheless. Armoring them was also expensive, but if they died easily it would be a waste. They needed to at least be proof against stray arrows.

William also set about picking out those who were better at cultivation from among his recruits. Body training was the easiest, so that was what common soldiers usually were given to do. Sometimes they were given a cheap cultivation method as an afterthought, but most of the time if they wanted one they would have to get it on their own. William, however, wanted his troops to be exceptional- at least the ones he could. It didn’t cost him more to teach ten or a hundred- the cultivation manual would not be used up. William didn’t have the time to guide all of them step-by-step from the beginning, but he wasn’t interested in training up a batch of soul technique users in any case. Thus, it was better to start with a functional, rather generic technique. Perhaps they would not attain dizzying heights with it, but they would be ready for battle soon enough.

-----

William wondered if the humans knew that the longer they took to attack, the more disadvantaged they would be. Not that they really stood a chance anyway. In a defensive war, the gevai would not be overextended, and would be the ones with the fortifications. The gevai always being on the offensive was their biggest reason they were always defeated in the end… though sometimes they had occupied a portion of human lands for a few human generations.

William wasn’t going to complain about having more years to train his troops, but he couldn’t help but think about the loss of human lives that would follow. He had sympathy for them… but if they made horrible choices, he wasn’t going to just sit by and let the gevai be killed either. Of course, most of the humans coming to die wouldn’t have any participation in the decision making process. The nobles would be responsible. Perhaps the humans would come to their senses and change their minds. William expected better… at least from Ustil and Eclea. Eclea in particular was supposed to be run by reason and thinking, but he didn’t see any logic in attacking the gevai- even if they were ‘demons’. Unfortunately, as time went on it became even less and less likely that the war wouldn’t happen. Now the gevai had forces built up- a threat to the humans. Though they wouldn’t have detailed information, enough news would reach them through spies of various sorts that they would surely know of the armies being raised. That was the best reason not to attack, but William didn’t expect people to work like that, no matter how much he wanted them to.

-----

William was not surprised when news reached him that humans had crossed the border from Ostana. He wouldn’t have been even if he hadn’t already received word from Lorelei. Nothing really changed… he hadn’t been called to the front lines yet. Perhaps he wouldn’t be. If the other lords held their own weight, William couldn’t imagine that properly trained gevai would lose to the humans, even with lesser numbers. Unfortunately, he could imagine the gevai losing, and he had seen it. Most of the troops would reach the bare minimum of training and equipment, and most of the leaders would give stupid orders that caused the unnecessary deaths of their troops. The humans would do that too… but ironically that was where the numbers gave them an advantage. William just hoped that most of the stupid decisions would result in significant injuries that forced both sides to retreat, instead of large numbers of deaths. Not that he would place a bet on that happening.
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                Jordan Hampson had worked his way up into being William’s second-in-command. He wasn’t the biggest or the strongest or the best at magic… but that wasn’t what leadership positions were meant for. It was how gevai traditionally did it… but William wanted to win battles more than he wanted to keep to bad tradition. Jordan Hampson had been promoted because that also applied to the troops serving under William. They wanted to win- or more specifically they wanted their commanders to give them good orders.

William knew that individual sparring was an insufficient way to train his troops, so he had separated them into squads to go through combat maneuvers. At first, he had varied the members and gave different people the chance to be leaders. Jordan Hampson first stepped up to be a squad leader during those exercises… and failed. Nobody listened to him. They weren’t used to taking orders yet, and Jordan was small and weak looking. The first exercise was a disaster… but Jordan requested to be given another chance.

The second time… Jordan managed to get a few people to listen to him, but with the rest of the two-dozen man squad unorganized, it didn’t make any difference. That time, they managed to eke out a win only because the other side was even less organized, and had slightly weaker troops overall.

Jordan asked for a third try, and list of all the participating squad members in advance. William had no reason to reject him, as seeing someone actually taking the initiative to try to lead was comforting. During the days before the next combat, Jordan talked to every one of them. William didn’t think much would come of it- many of them were clearly opposed to Jordan leading them. He was glad to be wrong.

-----

Jordan Hampson’s third chance at squad leadership, they merely faced another squad across an open field. It was infantry versus infantry, basically a brawl. There weren’t many tactical decisions to make, but neither side had been training for that long, so they were still disorganized as a base. Jordan still took the opportunity to lead, and he did it very well.

“Friedrich! Lloyd!” Jordan spoke with a commanding voice that didn’t seem to fit his stature. “You’re to hold back here. After we engage the enemy, you’re to take the opportunity to defeat the enemy leader!”

A giant of a man stared down at Jordan, then spoke in a rumbling voice. “That’s stupid! Why not send me? I take the two of them down by myself! I am the strongest, so I should be the leader anyway!”

Jordan firmly stood his ground. “That’s right, Ruskin. You’re the strongest. I bet you can take on half of the enemy squad alone. That’s why you’ll stay here to guard me. They’ll certainly send some of their best troops to take me down, and only you can stop them.”

“That’s right! I’m the strongest!” Ruskin didn’t even seem to realize that he’d been manipulated into doing exactly what Jordan wanted.

The battle after that went strongly in the favor of Jordan’s squad. A majority of the forces clashed immediately, almost like four dozen bulls colliding. A half dozen men pushed through Jordan’s forces to come defeat the commander- the condition for securing victory- but what they didn’t realize is they were let through- one or two at a time. This left the forces at the frontlines at a numerical advantage… and gave Ruskin a steady stream of enemies to defeat. Meanwhile, Friedrich and Lloyd did as they were told and merely walked around the chaotic mess in the middle of the field. In the end, not only did Jordan’s side defeat the enemy commander, they also came out significantly ahead in terms of defeated members.

-----

“Lord Rutten, I have another request.” After his first victory, Jordan came to William again.

“Go ahead and speak it.”

“I would like to know the composition of my enemy’s squad before the battle.”

William paused to consider, then shook his head. “Denied.”

“It would greatly help my tactics against them…”

“Of course it would. However, you won’t even always know who your own troops will be, let alone the enemies. At best, you’ll have an idea of their numbers. I won’t be giving out any of that kind of information.”

Jordan nodded, seemingly disappointed… but still determined to win.

-----

Jordan handily won the next several engagements. At that point, William had to start putting together more permanent squads. It was already time for them to have real structure and start building up bonds. William was having trouble with where to place the lumbering hunk of meat known as Harvie Ruskin. He was dumb as a bag of bricks but wanted to be a leader- and he was strong enough to beat any of the other recruits in a one on one, or one on two in most cases. When Jordan requested him as a squad member, William couldn’t have been more relieved. When some of the other squad leaders came to him to complain that he was showing favoritism to Jordan, he offered to assign Ruskin to their squad… and they quickly stopped complaining.

William thought he probably was showing favoritism to Jordan. That didn’t mean he made it easy on him. Ruskin was still a pain to manage, and William gave him no help there. Jordan memorized the members under each other squad leader, and William stopped letting him know which squad he would be up against next, or in what terrain, and with what equipment. Even so, Jordan kept winning.

At some point, William discovered Jordan had effectively raised spies in each other squad to obtain the information he wanted. William didn’t bring that up at all… because that had all been under his own effort. He still told others when they were going up against Jordan Hampson… and it was their own problem if the information leaked to him. 

William made things even more difficult for Jordan. Other squad leaders would basically just give up when faced against him, so he started setting them two squads against one, and eventually bring in another squad late into the battle. Nobody was surprised when he was given a position over several squads, then a whole company, and eventually his orders were only second to William himself. Not everybody liked Jordan, and some envied him as he grew in position… but everyone listened to his orders.
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                William was glad to have a way to talk to Lorelei not only for important matters, but also just for conversation. Lorelei also enjoyed it, because it allowed her to speak freely about matters she would otherwise not have much opportunity to talk about. “Most of the other academies are pathetic.” William imagined Lorelei shaking her head in disappointment before she continued, “I was so close to telling Lila to kill all of them.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“Tch. Probably not. But I am actually considering it with two of them. They think growing fat and rich from selling overpriced magical junk makes them equivalent to an archmage. They’re not even as learned as Lila! Though… don’t tell her I said this- it won’t be that long before she’s probably qualified for the title. If we get through this alive, we need to make sure to place the authority of such titles in the hands of those who know what you’re talking about.”

“How bad are they?”

“They refuse to listen to my orders, and they’re not even supplying the right amount of recruits.”

William nodded, forgetting for a moment Lorelei couldn’t see him, “Right… just remember we’re in a war. Execute the next person to refuse or even delay any order of yours. You’re not dealing with lords, but mages completely under your authority.”

“Damn, you’re right. It’s been so long… the Demon King usually let the heads of the academies sit on their fat, lazy posteriors during the wars. They get replaced anyway, since many of them die suddenly.”

“From heart attacks?”

“The heart always stops when people die.”

“Getting massively overweight and a lack of exercise causes heart problems, sometimes including it randomly stopping.”

“Hmm, I hadn’t had the opportunity to study that. Not enough fat people I guess. Though there are many of the lords… I suppose they do exercise still, because they have to be strong. You can restart a heart with proper application of electricity, right? Not that it would be worth doing on these people.”

“Yeah, but of course too much fries people.” William paused for a few moments, “Does recommending you kill people make me a bad person?”

“Why ask me? You know I’ll say no. You’ve always advocated killing the right people is better for everyone as a whole.”

“How do you know they’re the right people?”

“You think about it, then make the best decision you can. What’s really going on? I mean, have you actually ever regretted anyone you killed?”

William didn’t say anything for a few long moments. “Zhu Fang. He was my friend, and I had him and his clan killed just because they used a different cultivation technique…”

“From the gevai, right? Or from ‘demons’... but they knew the stigmas it had. You can’t say for sure they were or weren’t spies. Didn’t you calculate that it was better, just in case? What’s wrong?”

“Is killing people because ‘it’s probably better’ really alright? I don’t… I don’t want to be like the Demon King.”

“You’re not.”

“But he killed people… and let them die… so that it would be better for the gevai in the end.”

“And himself.”

“I also want things to be better for myself.”

“You should know better by now than to just compare things on a few details. You don’t plan to genocide an entire race. You don’t destroy souls carelessly- I bet in your memories of the Demon King doing so he could feel the wrongness. I haven’t seen it much, but it’s… disgusting. Even so, he did it it just to become stronger- and not always just to humans. The most important thing is that you actually think about whether you’re doing something wrong. There won’t necessarily be anybody but you who can tell you what is right and wrong.”

“Hmm… sorry to get us so off topic. Let’s go back to something more… fun. Since you didn’t have Lila kill anyone, did you at least have her rough them up?”

“The best part is one of them has a black eye. Also some broken bones. Totally worth the cost of the window.”

-----

The war wasn’t going as well for the gevai as William would have liked, but when he thought about why it seemed obvious. The gevai didn’t properly fortify the southern border. Oh, they had keeps and watchtowers before their cities, but most of the area was wide open plains. They didn’t control many of the main mountain passes like the humans did- though in some places humans and gevai had forts on either end.

What that meant was that humans could just waltz into their territory- more or less- and go wherever they wanted to. Of course, there were rivers and hills and other terrain that slowed them or made certain routes impractical, but nothing as good as mountains.

Jordan commented on it as soon as he was given a map. “So… I didn’t grow up with the best education, but I think this map says… we’re as organized and tactically prepared as a drunk chimaera.”

“That sounds about right.”

Jordan shook his head, “Really though, I can already point out ten places they should have forts, and these aren’t even detailed maps. It’s a lucky thing the ports are decently fortified. Who was responsible for this mess anyway?”

“Do you want a real answer?”

“Uhh… sure.”

“Probably the Eternal King. Maybe he didn’t order where every fort should be placed, but he let the lords controlling those territories do whatever felt right.”

“How has nobody seen this before? It’s just terrible.”

William shrugged, “We’re usually on the offensive. Besides, would you say that to the Eternal King’s face?”

Jordan gulped, “Uh… no sir, Lord Rutten. I uh…”

“Relax. He’s not even around right now, and I wouldn’t say anything about it anyway. You have to understand… people have different priorities, such as cost.”

“How much do you want to bet I could draw up a plan which would have shorter supply routes and better located forts that would have been cheaper?”

William shook his head, “I don’t like to lose money.” He turned to leave, then stopped, “Maybe draw up those plans anyway, for practice. You need to work on your arithmetic some anyway.”

Jordan groaned. “Me and my big mouth.”

            

    
        Chapter 362

    
    
    
    
                William looked out at his personal guard training. They were still obviously unused to some of the military maneuvers. Their ability to fight together as a squad was excellent, but since they had previously only been tasked with defending William’s manor, they were unused to marching in formation, among other things. They had learned quickly enough, and had more time to spend since they were already beyond basic training, unlike the new recruits.

William’s personal guard would stay with him wherever he went on the battlefield. Though he had travelled with squads before, they hadn’t been exclusively to guard him. William knew that as a lord he was expected to have such protection… and he certainly wasn’t going to reject it. Besides the fact that Lorelei had threatened to kill him if he was stupid and left himself unguarded, he had things he still wanted to accomplish, so he couldn’t afford to die- temporarily or permanently. William didn’t think he could defeat every opponent- or group of opponents- by himself, so it reassured him to have others he could count on to always be around.

He wondered if Lorelei would actually go through with the threat. In normal circumstances, threatening to kill him if he didn’t protect himself was a ludicrous idea, and the sort of thing only done as a joke among those who were close. “If you get hurt, I’ll kill you!” was a silly sort of thing to say… but William thought Lorelei might go through with it, at least in his case. If he was truly careless enough to leave himself unguarded, she might do it to protect him. The reasons she wouldn’t… William was still necessary to destroy the remaining fragments of the Demon King. Perhaps others could be trained, but William wasn’t sure who to trust with that. Marek could destroy one more- or two at the absolute most. Regardless, William thought she might actually do it if he looked to be careless, at least if she was sure he would come back. It was an interesting thought, but he didn’t plan to test it.

-----

In addition to his own personal guard, William had other elite troops. These were those who showed more promise, and they were given better gear- financed by those who had bought their way out of the draft. William made sure that this was known- people might still grumble about people being able to buy their way out of the draft, but the elite troops could see a tangible benefit from that. William had set the price high enough that he thought his army was better off than just having more troops. Jordan agreed, though it was too late to change the decision in either case.

Even if he had wanted to change his mind immediately, it would not have gone over well… and now it was far too late. The troops were trained, the gear was purchased… and they were marching toward the front lines. Well, perhaps they were the secondary lines? Regardless, he and many other lords had been called in to provide backup, as was inevitable. Jordan claimed that the border counties could have stalled indefinitely on their own with proper keep construction and placement, which would have effectively been a victory. 

Unfortunately, a border of several thousand miles was just too much to cover with a small number of troops without better arrangements. That meant more people had to go, fight, and die… which William supposed might have been the whole point. He just hoped it wouldn’t be too many. That might have been a vain wish… but personally he planned to keep as many of his troops alive as possible. That way, they could return to being prosperous citizens quickly. He had poured quite a bit of resources into training and supplying them, even with personal work involved… but he expected to make it up later. Of course, William knew it was too optimistic to think that none of them would die… but he would do his best to make it a smaller number.

-----

“Why are we going this way? The keep’s right there!” The steady rhythm of boots squelching into mud could be heard all around.

“Shh! Not so loud!” The soldier next to the one to make the first comment chastised, “Lord Rutten might be listening.”

“He’s way up at the front, riding that fancy horse… not walking through the mud like the rest of us. No way he’ll hear us.”

“Then at least be considerate of the others.” The second soldier leaned in slightly, “Besides, Commander Jordan chose this route. You want to tell him that taking the long way ‘round is a bad idea?”

“I just don’t see the point is all. An extra half day trekking through the mud…”

“It’s better than a short march through the mud with caltrops in your feet, and then directly into an ambush,” a third voice joined the conversation.

The complaining soldier looked to the newcomer, “Oh? I suppose you heard this straight from Commander Jordan’s mouth, eh?”

“Don’t be stupid. I know one of the scouts. They said there was all kinds of crap buried in the mud, and suspicious mounds.”

“Suspicious mounds doesn’t mean an ambush…” The soldier looked down, “but I’m glad not to step on caltrops. Once was enough.”

The second soldier added, “The ones we used in training were barely long enough to get through the boot. Remember, real ones are longer… and you don’t want to step on rusty, mud covered ones for sure. A bandage isn’t gonna do much for you there, and even with healing magic you’d be lucky to keep the foot. That’s if you get any, since horses probably come first.”

“Hmm… yeah.”

“Not gonna complain about horses being treated better than us?”

The first soldier shook his head, “I worked on a farm. Animals are damn expensive. Got these scars on my wrist fighting off a pack of wolves with a hoe. That was for an old cow, but her sale paid for my brother’s medicine that season. Without that money, he would have died with nothing we could do. The only other choice was to pay for it and the rest of the family starve to death with him.” The soldier spit to the side, “I don’t like it, but I understand that fancy horses are worth much more than that, which makes them more valuable than me.” The sound of mud squelching continued, “Why do we have to go all the way around though?”
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                As William’s army moved around the keep, the enemy army came into view. It was hard to make out individuals, but the tents were quite visible. William judged that the encampment was about two miles away from the keep. William sighed internally upon seeing it. He had received word of the size of the army, but didn’t want to believe it. Even in the previous wars he had been in, the armies hadn’t been as big. He realized the first war in this world had barely even been a skirmish. Even against the Demon King, the final battle hadn’t had armies half this size.

On the other hand, the Demon King himself hadn’t known it would be his final battle in that war. He wasn’t expecting it, and even if he was he wouldn’t particularly care. If he died, it didn’t matter, because he would live again. William could see how it would be easy to adopt that mentality after dozens of times… though he didn’t quite feel it himself just yet.

William considered that it was much different to see troops encamped than on the battlefield. Although on the battlefield they were much more fierce looking, they took up much less space. As it was, if the numbers were correct, William thought they could fit in a few football fields. William himself had four great gross troops, and the enemy had about a dozen times that. On Earth it would have been around five and sixty thousand troops. It was a mind bogglingly large number… but fit in surprisingly small spaces, if people were standing shoulder to shoulder. 

William found it weird to be on this side of the battlefield. Always before he had been on the human side- the side with larger numbers. Now he could see it from the other perspective, and it was intimidating even with the knowledge that gevai were much stronger individually. On the other hand, his troops weren’t the only ones here. Otherwise the human army wouldn’t be staying outside the keep but occupying it.

While the arrival of William’s army and their entrance into the keep might have seemed like a good opportunity for the humans to attack, their numbers were only adequate to go against William’s troops, and not to assault the fort itself. While the gates would be open, by the time they mobilized most of William’s troops would be in the keep… and closing the gates was a simple matter. At most, they could attempt to trade the lives of some soldiers for many more of their own shot by archers from the walls.

The keep itself was a huge fortification with walls two dozen feet high and half a dozen feet thick. The walls extended for two gross feet on each side. Though it filled his vision, William still felt it was a rather small place to store all of his troops… let alone those that were already there. Then again, keeps didn’t much consider the personal space of the troops. The horses would have more space to themselves, but fortunately there were only a few gross of those, even counting those for the supply wagons. Not that William would want to keep either troops or horses in such cramped conditions for long.

Jordan would take care of the troops arrangements while William went to talk to the commander of the fort. The commander was not a lord, but merely a designated representative. William wondered if the lord couldn’t fight, or was a coward. William wouldn’t fault him too much for either, but didn’t think he would keep his position for too long in either case. William supposed he could have also thought that commanding his troops personally was beneath him or unimportant, in which case William would fault him. Perhaps the troops might be better commanded by someone else, but having the lord present would be a help to their morale.

The commander himself was a somewhat wide gevai with reddish skin. There were traces of him overindulging in meals… but William saw enough muscle as well that he supposed it didn’t matter. The extra weight could even be beneficial as long as it wasn’t too much… or the result of sloth. “Lord Rutten!” The commander saluted. Though he was in command of the keep, he was still lower ranking than a lord. He didn’t have to salute, but it was the polite gesture. “Thank goodness you arrived in good time. The situation here has been shaky ever since the enemy reinforcements arrived. Before they were perhaps an army the size of one part in six. Now their numbers are something we cannot handle on our own.”

William nodded, “The humans are indeed numerous.”

“We have managed to hold the keep, but that was all we could do. I hope you didn’t run into any traps they placed.”

“No. We were… fortunate enough to avoid them.”

“Good. Now that you are here, I have some plans for how we can proceed…”

-----

Later, William discussed with Jordan in one of the small officer’s rooms they had been shoved into. Normally, this room would have been William’s alone, but everyone needed to sleep double or triple. A decent cot had been somewhat unceremoniously shoved into the room, and there was barely enough room to move around… but at least the desk could be reached from either bed, even if the chair had no room to slide out. “So, what do you think?”

“I think…” Jordan looked around, “that perhaps I should not say what I think.”

“Nobody’s listening. Go ahead.”

“Ah… then… I think that the commander is incompetent. If five out of six of those soldiers out there were not there before, the commander here surely could have defeated them with his contingent. It is well known that the standard gevai troop can defeat eight to a dozen troops, and thus they had the advantage. As for holding the fort… can it really be called that if you allow the enemy to set up traps within bowshot? Granted, it is not an easy shot, but there is no evidence that anything at all was done to stop them. There was also no messenger waiting up the road for us with a warning. Surely a single troop could be spared, and would not be noticed leaving. Now it appears we will have to do the bulk of the work…”

William nodded. “It seems he took his orders to hold the keep to be too literal… as if the keep itself were important, and not the control of the nearby area. I wonder if it would be reasonable to kill him and take command…”

“I would advise against it. Killing him, anyway. He was polite after all. If we don’t learn of circumstances he failed to mention we can petition for his removal later, but for now it would be easiest just to take command. He might balk at that, but he might also be relieved to not have to take responsibility. Perhaps you can give me a few days…”

William nodded again, “There’s no rush, besides the fact that this place is horribly unpleasant. I wish the only thing it smelled like was mud.”
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                Marek knew he was of no use in a war, not that anyone would ask him to participate anyway. If they even remembered that the Archmage had once had a brother, most would think he was dead now. Even those who had seen him recently would consider him dead. But he was not dead, only dying.

Why was he dying? He had wondered that, but time made it exceedingly clear. Gevai did not have to get old, but they would anyway. Marek’s sister was the same age as himself, within a few dozen years, but she was still young. Marek could not speak for why others grew old, but he knew for himself quite clearly. He was dying because he was afraid of dying. He knew that many of the old lords were similarly afraid, but lived nonetheless. However, their situation was different. Living was the goal for them, but Marek had another goal.

His sister talked about how unpleasant the Demon King was, how unfortunate it would be if he completely wiped out humanity. After all, if they were all dead, how would she study them? She had slightly changed her opinions in recent times, but that didn’t matter to Marek. He had long felt sympathy for the gevai who died in the repeated pointless wars, but his reason for wanting to destroy the Demon King was more because of his own training.

Marek had not trained in soul techniques and that branch of ki cultivation because he wanted to destroy the Demon King, but because he excelled in that area. That was why when he had been on a battlefield with the Demon King and seen a soul destroyed, he could feel the wrongness, much more strongly than the others. Marek was not a fan of pointless wars with the humans, but killing them didn’t make him feel much of anything. However, seeing a soul destroyed, he was filled with a sensation so foul it could not be described. It was as if the most disgusting worms crawled over him and through him after spending time in a pile of refuse. It was like eating spoiled eggs topped with rotten fruit. More importantly, it was so strong that there was no way the Demon King himself hadn’t felt it. 

If the Demon King felt it, and yet did it again… he was an abomination that couldn’t be tolerated in the world. It wasn’t something Marek could describe. It wasn’t a crime against people such as murder. With murder, someone died, people were upset, lives were ruined… but the world moved on. With a soul being destroyed, Marek got a different feeling. Something was erased, lives stopped being lives… and the world would not move on. It was something that couldn’t be tolerated, something that should not exist. Even so… he had to learn it himself.

The Demon King died, but yet he lived. Reincarnation. Killing him would do no good, and any other solution would similarly be temporary. Except destroying him, the way he destroyed others. That became Marek’s goal, and he developed a technique that could do so. It was perfect. It would surely work… but Marek didn’t use it. At first he had the excuse of not having an opportunity, but that clearly wasn’t the case as time went on. Chance after chance passed by, but he didn’t take them. 

He was afraid. He knew what it felt like from the outside to have a soul destroyed… what would it feel like if it happened to him? The thought terrified him, and he knew it couldn’t be avoided. Destroying the Demon King would destroy himself. So he didn’t do it. That was why he grew old.

If he had been less afraid, he would have destroyed the Demon King, or died trying. He would not have grown old- because he would have been dead, but also because he would have been trying. If he had been more afraid, if avoiding death had been his only purpose in life… Marek thought he actually would be young and healthy. If he only took steps toward that, he could have achieved it. Instead, he did nothing. 

Marek found it unfortunate, but that was the way of things. Was he a coward? He didn’t think so. No one would have done what he didn’t do. Who could ask such a thing from him?

Then he heard. There was someone who took up his mantle. They wanted to destroy the Demon King. Of course, the young man known as William died without even seeing the Demon King, but he worked to make sure it would happen. That barely piqued Marek’s interest when his sister told him. Then… the man was alive again. He reincarnated, like the Demon King. Not like any others, who remembered a few things, or many things vaguely. Instead, he remembered everything. Even so, he continued on with his goal. Marek took notice, but knew he would give up. Nobody could make that sacrifice.

Then he heard the news. The Demon King had died. That was normal, but his sister brought better information. Where the Demon King had died, there was now only a giant crater, and the vague remnants of pieces of dead souls. The human who liked the name William had done it. Marek knew he must not have known what would happen. He must have been misinformed, because otherwise how could he face his own death, his own annihilation- especially after experiencing life more than once.

Then he heard. The man was alive again… or the Demon King was, with pieces of him. Marek had smirked inwardly. He had known it wasn’t something someone could do. William had bet on surviving. Marek was old and had little energy, but the possibility that it was really William had been enough for his sister to persuade him to search his soul and memories. 

That was when Marek found that he was wrong. William knew he would be annihilated, what would happen when he destroyed the Demon King… but he did it anyway. At least at the final moments, he truly knew. He had been mistaken about his own strength, ironically, but he made the choice. Was he a saint of some sort? Marek didn’t think so. Instead, Marek realized it was he himself that was inadequate. His own soul was about as strong as William’s, and his training had surpassed him. He could have succeeded, and possibly even survived and reincarnated… but he didn’t even try. Thus, he would die. William thought that Marek could possibly destroy one or two of the fragments of the Demon King, and then he would die- but that simply wasn’t the case. Marek had no strength left to destroy a fragment… and he was already dead. However, he wasn’t going to let that stop him.
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                Marek took stock of himself. His body stood up, and moved as he wished. His heart beat… but Marek knew he was dead. His body was passable, if aged, but his soul was much worse. It was full of black globs of soul necrosis. Marek had sustained injuries to his soul when he was younger, and seen it in others over the course of time, so he had dealt with it. Now, it was most of his soul.

It hadn’t helped when he looked through William’s soul. Though their souls were of similar strength, that was only when Marek was in prime condition. William’s cultivation hadn’t been as strong, and he’d barely been able to resist… but it was a tiring act anyway. Still, once he had started he didn’t want to stop, even at the risk of damaging himself. If he was merely verifying the identity of who controlled the soul, it would have been simple. William was clearly in control, with the Demon King’s and other’s memories merely being there as supplements.

Marek would have stopped, but he saw the moment where William destroyed the Demon King, knowing what was going to happen- or at least what he thought was going to happen. He did it anyway… and Marek had to know why. Somewhere in William’s memories would be the answer, so he had gone through all of them. Marek himself was only left with a vague recollection of them, with mental notes on the important points… but what he found was simple.

There was no one thing or even group of things that made William do what he did. There was no special thing about him- besides the fact that he could that set him apart from other people. Most importantly, the only important differences between him and Marek was that he did it. 

That had struck a chord with Marek… and even as he found himself devoid of energy afterwards, the thought had filled him with determination. He wasn’t going to let himself die. He still had to destroy the Demon King- or at least what remained of his fragments. He was going to do it… and nothing would stop him. Not even death. That was good, because Marek was sure he was well beyond the recoverable point… or even the point where he was alive. Even partially hiding it in front of William had been a pain… but he could do it. At first he was worried about using up too much ki, and not being able to do more… but then he realized he was already far past that point. He no longer had the energy to destroy the Demon King, but he would be damned if he wasn’t going to do it anyway. He just had to find him first… and that meant going anywhere but the gevai lands.

-----

William found only one problem with taking over command of the keep’s forces. The commander easily capitulated, but having control was the problem. He needed to use the troops, but if he got too many of them killed, the lord who raised them might complain- even if he didn’t care about their lives in particular. Of course, he could sacrifice more of his own forces… but he had no intention to do that. His own troops were something special that he had invested time in… while the others were just… people. He still felt they had value, but not as much as his own.

The important thing was losing an acceptable amount. William had no doubts that soldiers under his command would die. There were far too many involved and so many things could go wrong, even if they had somehow been perfectly trained. The biggest problem were the two forces were nearly evenly matched. William thought his troops were better trained than average gevai, which would skew the numbers in his favor, but he didn’t know for sure how well trained the enemy was. Besides, a frontal confrontation would just result in the maximum loss of life on both sides, which was something William wanted to avoid.

It would be best if the humans just left, but they wouldn’t do that. It wasn’t like he could just go up to them and ask them to leave… William shook his head. He could do that, but it wouldn’t do any good. He did take note that negotiations wouldn’t always be off the table. He could actually speak the language, after all. All of the human languages, in fact… though he was a bit rusty at two of them. However, rusty communication was still infinitely better than none at all. This particular group looked to be largely Ostanan, and he’d made a trip through there recently, so he wouldn’t do too poorly.

First William would have to give them a reason to negotiate. That meant putting them on the back foot. For that, they would have to significantly improve their position here. First they would have to clear the nearby roads. It had been hard enough to get the wagons around the fort with extra troops to help get them unstuck, but future supply wagons wouldn’t have so many extra crew. William didn’t know if he needed to stay long enough for the next wagons, but he still needed to undo the trouble the commander of the fort had let happen.

-----

After determining there were no humans nearby lying in ambush, cleaning up the caltrops was a matter of time… and searching through the mud. It would have been quite impossible without ki senses. Besides those cleaning, scouts were also stationed to watch for any movements from the humans… but it seemed they weren’t interested in starting a conflict at the moment. Perhaps it had something to do with the archers on the walls overlooking the work. William shook his head, wondering how they had even set that up in bow range. Surely arrows weren’t so precious that they couldn’t be traded for enemy lives… and they would even mostly be recoverable afterwards.

William was out with the troops, and while he didn’t do any digging through the mud, he did keep his senses open, warning his soldiers of some of the deeper buried caltrops and watching for enemies. That meant he was out in the mud with them, which they appreciated. He didn’t mind working with the troops… but he would rather do without the mud. “I’m off to hit the baths,” William said to Jordan at the end of the day, “Coming?”

Jordan shook his head, “I wouldn’t call buckets of slightly less muddy well water ‘baths’. Besides, I’m not a big fan of communal bathing.”

“Oh, I’m not using that water. I’m getting my own. Magic, you know. I might suggest you conjure up some of your own while I’m out. There’s mud everywhere, so it’s not hard to get a bit of water.” William was surprised at how little effort the average gevai put into magical training. It wasn’t difficult to get some basics down… and the more they did it the more useful it would be. On the other hand… most of the troops didn’t particularly care about being squeaky clean. There was worse than mud on the farms that many of them came from. William would still enforce a basic level of cleanliness, however. With such cramped spaces, they couldn’t afford to be careless about spreading disease.
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                Ken Clemmens yawned. Night watch was even more boring than day watch. He didn’t have someone else to talk to, and there was nothing to look at. One could only stare at the stars so much. Even if there had been enough light to see clearly, there wasn’t much else to look at besides tents, a fortress, and mud. There weren’t even any demons to see, except a few on the walls, looking out. It had been more than a week since the reinforcements arrived, but they hadn’t done anything yet. They were too afraid, and just cowered inside the walls like the rest.

Ken thought they should have taken the keep weeks ago, before the reinforcements had arrived, but his superiors hadn’t decided to do that. Now it was almost hopeless, so they would have to wait around and starve them out. Thus they would be in for many long boring nights and days.

Then Ken thought he saw something, and heard movement. He immediately looked around. Was it a squirrel? Some kind of night bird? Anything at all to relieve the boredom was good. As long as it wasn’t a snake… He couldn’t be sure where it had moved to, if it was even anything. His eyes and ears could be playing tricks on him, or maybe it was the next soldier coming in for his watch? No, it wasn’t time yet. Still, there was nothing for demons to hide behind. He looked for any silhouettes or shadows, but nobody was approaching. If only there were more light…

Then, Ken got what he wanted. Small bits of fire stood out distinctly against the darkness. At first he wasn’t sure what was happening, but then the fire grew larger. No, that wasn’t right, it was moving closer. “Enemy attack!” Ken shouted, trying to wake people up even before the arrows arrived. Indeed, some people were already shuffling awake by the time the arrow hit the camp.

What followed was chaos. Ken ran around trying to wake people up… people scrambled around trying to pick up weapons and put out fires. More waves of arrows came, and a few soldiers ran out into the darkness, against orders. Ken pulled an arrow off of a tent before it had time to light it on fire, the stomped it with his boot. Around him he saw others doing the same. Some tents were placed too closely, and when one caught on fire it quickly spread. Ken saw various leaders commanding, and people started shoving over tents, trying to slow the spread of the fire.

The spread of the fire was quickly abated, but Ken had to wonder why the wizards weren’t helping. Surely they could put out the fire more quickly… but upon looking toward the rear of the camp, he saw why. There were a few barely controlled infernos in the supply areas, and the wizard were quite busy with those. They were all conjuring water as quickly as they could, until one of them had the bright idea to raise the dirt over onto the supplies. This quickly doused the fires… though the remaining supplies would be somewhat dirty. Ken supposed that was better than burnt to a crisp.

As they dealt with the fires, the soldiers formed up as well as they could, to be ready for an attack… but by that point nothing further came. The demons had already retreated back into their fort. It was another few hours work of dealing with smouldering tents and finding usable bedrolls before the camp returned to a state of rest, though with some trepidation.

In the morning Ken saw the damage wasn’t as bad as it had seemed the night before. At least, more than ten in a dozen tents were still in reasonably good shape, and most of the supplies were at least passable. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any spare tents or bedrolls, so those that burned were gone. Some resourceful soldiers made use of half-burned tents to lie on so they wouldn’t be directly on the muddy ground. Not many had died or been injured- only a few unlucky souls and those who had run off alone into the darkness to attack the demons.

-----

William surveyed the enemy camp. He was glad to be able to afford a spyglass, such as it was. He could see soldiers still dealing with the aftermath of the attack, walking around picking through burnt tents. Not as many had burned as he would have liked, and the supplies were plentiful enough that he didn’t think they would have to pack up and leave. 

For the price he had paid, William found it a good trade. It had only cost him arrows, and some special pitch and rags. He didn’t have an infinite supply of such things, but he wasn’t going to be short on arrows from a few shots per archer. As for casualties… his side hadn’t had any, unless he counted the soldier who twisted an ankle stepping in a pothole in the dark. A little bit of healing magic set him on the path to recovery with no problems.

William wondered if he should have had his whole army involved in the night attack. Lightly armored and unprepared enemies were much easier to kill… but in a desperate state they would fight back more viciously. It would be best for William if he could just make them pack up and leave with little to no losses on his part. Alternatively, if he could provoke them into making an attack on the fort, they would have a significant advantage.

William didn’t think it was the best fortress in the world, but it was quite serviceable. Unlike the rebuilt border fort in his life as Archmage, the walls were high enough that making earthen ramparts with magic to reach the top would be a nigh impossible task, especially considering the lesser amount of magic users among humans. The foundations were deep enough to prevent wizards from crumbling the walls from beneath unless they let them stand nearby and work… but they would be well within bowshot at that point. William was certain the army would have less wizards than he had archers, at 3 companies of three gross each. For that matter, they would almost certainly have less wizards than his single company of trained mages. William wasn’t sure whether they actually qualified for the title of mage… but their capabilities in combat were quite adequate for only a few years of training.

As it started to rain, William saw how there was so much mud. The earth around wasn’t sandy soil, but more like clay, and it held water very well. He wondered if the fort should have a moat… but decided that having a large amount of stagnant water sitting around was just asking for trouble. There were insects much worse than mosquitos that carried even more unpleasant diseases. That would explain why there wasn’t already a moat, besides possible incompetence. Still William thought they could keep the water pure… after all, they didn’t lack mana in the air or people to make use of it.
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                William looked at the army arrayed out before him. It looked quite impressive, even if the numbers were inferior to the human army. Even the troops that weren’t Williams were performing adequately in their formations. It had taken more than a week to get them to mesh well together with William’s troops, but that was mostly because only a few squads at a time had room to maneuver in the keep. It was small and cramped, at least for the number of soldiers William had, and they couldn’t really afford to stay there for too long.

Thus, it was time to move into battle. William and Jordan had considered the possibility of a night attack on the humans, but with the whole army instead of just harassment. However, they determined that the night would be just as much of a drawback for themselves as for the enemy. While the terrain was mostly even, there were enough potholes around to twist the ankle of a gevai- or a horse. They also couldn’t sneak an entire army out of the fort, so the humans would have time to form up anyway. Catching them while they were groggy had its advantages, but they had to consider their own troops fatigue as well. They would either have to stay awake or be woken up early enough to get into formation, and the anticipation of battle could tire them out before it even started.

It had already been determined that the human army didn’t have much in the way of a defensible location. The terrain was mostly flat, and there weren’t any particular terrain advantages they had. They did have a palisade set up, though they must have brought all the wood with them. William suspected that most of it was brought with the larger group of reinforcements, further indicating they would have been easy to defeat when they first arrived. As it was, the humans still weren’t in a good position. 

William and Jordan had come up with a battle plan, though William admitted he only provided a few minor changes to an already solid plan. Optimally, they would have attacked in coordination with the forces from the fort when they first arrived, if their troops hadn’t been tired from marching. That would have been possible if the fort had better contact with them and they had rested nearby. That would have also required them to stop human scouts from sneaking about and setting up traps, but that was the job of the fort, even if they hadn’t fulfilled it.

Thus, they would go with the second best plan… third, if William had total control over the battle plan. The very best option would be to leave the keep and let the humans have it, or just never have built it in the first place. There was no strategic value in a mud hole such as the one they were tasked with defending… but that was their task. The humans also didn’t see that it had no value, so defeating them was William’s job… even if he would rather have set up a fort a hundred miles away in almost any direction.

The humans were clearly uninterested in attacking, so the gevai had to go on the offensive. However, the humans didn’t really have a defensible location. What was a palisade against magic? It was merely a number of logs. While it would be a ponderous duty to break the logs with magic, leveling them by shifting the dirt was relatively easy. William wondered if they had considered that at all, and hoped they hadn’t. Though they had wizards, they weren’t likely to be well studied in warfare… because if they had been, they might not have bothered.

As the gevai army approached, Jordan frowned. “They aren’t coming out to meet us. The scouts indicate that the camp is still occupied… what are they doing?”

William shook his head, “I’m not sure. We’ll carry on with the plan, cautiously.”

As they approached within two hundred meters, archers started firing from behind the palisades. They arced arrows up into the air. They were firing blindly, but with a few brave souls giving them the proper range it was not hard to hit an army. A large number of arrows fell upon the front ranks of the gevai army, but they raised their shields to block most of them. Only a few gevai fell to the first volley.

The army continued to march forward. The palisades did at least protect the archers from retaliatory fire, unless William was willing to send his own archers up front. However, blind firing was less useful, and they were saving their arrows for a coming opportunity. That opportunity quickly arose as the front line approached closer to the palisades. The archers continued to fire, but for the subsequent volleys where the arrows would have a greater chance to penetrate armor the gevai near the front who were the designated mages created a crosswind, nearly negating the impact of the volleys. It only took a small wind to turn and slow the arrows enough to be nearly useless, though it took the work of more than a dozen mages to cover the entire front of the army, spread out throughout the ranks.

As the leading infantry approached within fifty meters of the walls, another group of mages started different magic. This was the furthest they could effectively control the ground below the palisades… and in a dozen seconds a section of the palisades had fallen.

They could not take down the entire side, nor did they want to. Instead they only cleared an area as wide as the front of their army. The narrowness of an entrance benefitted those with inferior numbers… and the gevai were definitely fewer in numbers.

When the walls started falling, the human archers fled to behind the infantry. “It doesn’t look like a trap…” Jordan said, “But I suppose we should continue to advance cautiously.”

William shook his head. “That’s right. As long as we aren’t careless… the humans have trapped themselves somewhere it is hard for them to maneuver that’s to our advantage, but we need to leave them a way out.” That was already part of the plan. The cavalry and more companies of infantry were watching for humans exiting from any of the side entrances, or even coming out of the rear entrance… but if they were to flee from the rear William wouldn’t stop them. William hoped they would do just that, both for their sake as well as for his own troops.
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                Tiburcio had known that the draft was a death sentence. The gevai lords didn’t care about the commoners under them… and he was worse than a commoner. He had been a vagrant, sleeping on the streets, and thus one of the first to be picked up. He hadn’t let the comfort of shelter or warm food trick him. He knew every meal, no matter how filling, could be his last. 

He had to participate in the training just like everyone else… and with nothing else to do, he devoted himself to it. Maybe if he was lucky he wouldn’t die. Wouldn’t that be great? However, he didn’t let himself he would believe he really would survive. Otherwise, it would be even more devastating when he died. He had already accepted it.

Then Tiburcio heard about the special groups. He didn’t even have to be a noble, just talented. He could be a mage, an archer, cavalry, or even heavy infantry. All he had to do was prove he was exceptional. The only problem was… he wasn’t. He couldn’t read, and couldn’t even really pronounce difficult words, so he knew he wouldn’t make it as a mage. Still, he tried out for being an archer. Since he didn’t hit the target, he left without even hearing the results. Cavalry would be good, he heard they got special equipment and training… but as soon as he got near his horse it spooked. He didn’t really have great size or strength to show for the heavy infantry, so he lost all his duels there.

Fortunately, he’d never expected to survive. Dying was the job of common infantry, and he was going to do his job, whether he liked it or not. Since he had nothing else to do, he trained. Most of the time that training was required, but Tiburcio had no friends so he continued to swing his regulation mace after hours, until it was time to sleep. He raised his shield and imagined blocking the blows of his enemies. What else was he going to do, think about death? Swinging the mace kept his mind off it, and when he fell asleep he only sometimes had nightmares about battle.

Then the time had come. They were going to battle. After an unpleasant period of marching, they spent a nerve wracking week doing nothing… then the battle came. Tiburcio took his place on the front line, next to all the others. When would he die?

The first volley of arrows… was not it. Most of the arrows fell behind Tiburcio, and though his shield was raised, nothing impacted it. A second and third volley of arrows… also didn’t spell his death. This time, his shield actually blocked some arrows, though a few of them had tumbled onto him from others nearby, blown off course by magic.

The palisade went down, and Tiburcio found himself marching into infantry. He wondered if he would die to the first soldier with the spear, but he found his shield easily knocking it away. He stepped forward, and both the human and his armor crumpled like paper. People died so easily… and Tiburcio knew he would be soon on the list. However, he didn’t die to the second soldier, or the third.

By the dozenth human he had lost count. For one thing, how did one keep track? Was it only those that stabbed at him with weapons? Only those who he took down with his mace? All around him humans fell, and he couldn’t even keep track of what was happening.

Then he saw him. The one who would kill him. It was a special human, wearing heavier armor. A knight. He’d heard of their impressive strength and combat prowess. He resigned himself to death… but that didn’t stop him from raising his shield to block the sword swinging at him. A shock ran through his arm, vibrating him from his wrist to his shoulder. The power behind the swing was almost as if… as if he was sparring against another gevai. That was all. It was nothing special.

Tiburcio almost found himself dead as he forgot he was fighting. The knight’s sword slashed across his body, away from his shield side. He could only duck, and even then the sword rang off of his helmet and slicing into a horn. Sparks flew, and Tiburcio could only see stars and feel the piercing pain at the base of his horn. This was it. He was certain. However, even though he would die, he was going to go down swinging. He didn’t have a good angle, but he had to swing his mace anyway.

As expected, the knight blocked Tiburcio’s mace with his shield. Tiburcio recognized that sound, though he couldn’t see. He waited to be stabbed in the throat or the eye or anywhere less armored. Perhaps he would be knocked down first, and then his skull would be crushed under a boot. Then his head cleared, and he saw the knight in front of him. For some reason, the knight had backed off, and his arm dangled at his side. The shield wasn’t even scratched, and Tiburcio found himself wishing he had a magic shield too. Instead, he merely had an ironwood shield, which he raised to try to deflect the knight’s next swing. 

Ironwood was nearly as strong as iron… but as wood, it could be grown and was cheaper. Tiburcio had been surprised to even get such a shield instead of some regular hardwood, but he quickly understood why. Gevai could break ironwood easily enough… and apparently so could knights. His shield shattered, buying him only enough time to properly duck beneath the blow.

Even as he ducked, his right arm came up in a swing. With no shield, he couldn’t allow himself to be on the defensive. At least if he forced the knight to block he might be able to keep him from attacking properly. That was when Tiburcio learned two things. The knights arm was not just dangling at his side casually… it was dangling limply at his side. Tiburcio had seen a broken arm before, and he’d even seen someone try to raise a shield with a broken arm before. Humans surprisingly grit their teeth the same way when going through such effort. Tiburcio also learned that this human knight’s helmet wasn’t magical… or at least it was not as sturdy as his shield. He could tell, because the helmet didn’t remain unscratched, but instead dented slightly… and there was a cracking sound as the knight neck bent much too far to the side. Tiburcio brought his mace down on the same spot, standing over the knight, until he was sure the knight was dead.

Tiburcio found he had been partially wrong. The knight wasn’t going to kill him, but he would surely be the death of him. He had no more shield, and he found blood dripping into his eyes. Humans were still everywhere, and he was in a weak state. If only he had been in the heavy infantry. He bet they got magic shields. Then he looked down… and unstrapped the shield from the knight’s arm. So, the knight wasn’t going to be the death of him. Would it be the three spearmen up ahead? That other knight with the mace? The wizards further back? Tiburcio supposed he would have to find out.
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                Tiburcio was amazed at how many humans there were. Their numbers seemed to be limitless, and filled his vision completely. Not that he was worried about the normal infantry too much. He thought they might still kill him, but more likely was the wizards. He could feel the heat of their spells and the sound of destruction. It was matched from behind him onto the ranks of the humans, but that did little to stop the enemy spellcasters who were further back. 

He could see mana flying every which way, though he had trouble making sense of it before it turned into something… for example a fireball. He raised his shield to block, and felt the heat as his skin was singed… but that was all. The bigger danger lay in the humans attacking him with weapons as he had to block… but they seemed to be pulling back. Then there was a minute where the gevai launched no spells, which confused Tiburcio. After all, he could see the mana flowing past him, and hear the chanting… but there were very few spells. Was something wrong? Then he heard a booming voice, loud enough to cause his ears to hurt, and saw the humans turn and run, many of them throwing down their weapons or shields as they went.

-----

Rupert Heyman was an expert wizard. He wasn’t quite a contender for Archmage, but he was one of the elite. He was given the command of a company of mages. He was still subordinate to the commander of the First Ostanan Army, but took orders directly from him. He was proud of himself, and of all the excellent wizards under his command. Finding and training such large numbers had been a great accomplishment for Ostana over the past decades. If they had not gone to war, Rupert knew they would make great strides in the academic fields. However, this portion went to war under his command- they would be the deciding factors in great battles.

That was what he thought, but instead they sat in the mud. Then the battle came, and it was finally their chance to shine. They put their battle training to the test, and rained destruction down on the demon army… only to be met by an equal number of trained demon warlocks. That shook Rupert to the core. The demons not only had fierce warriors, but their innate magical capabilities allowed them to equally match in magical capacity, with total numbers merely one part in twelve. No, perhaps the demons were a bit stronger individually in magic, and with matched numbers… Rupert didn’t know what he could do. Still, the fought on the orders of the commander.

Then it happened. The demons stopped their magic. For a few brief moments he thought they might have tired… but he was soon proven wrong. Even without finely attuning his senses, he could feel the movement of mana, and when he focused he saw the tides rushing into the demon army. However, instead of a chorus… there was merely a single voice ringing in his ears. He saw a great spell forming, though he could not make sense of it right away.

After a minute or so, both a brief moment and an eternity in the chaos of the battlefield, a great figure rose up. A towering demon stood above their army, hundreds of feet high. “Flee, puny humans!” The voice rang out over the army, and the world trembled. Rupert wasn’t in the habit of listening to the commands of demon gods, but as he thought about the battle situation in front of him, he thought he might try it. In a few moments, he would be given no choice anyway, as the soldiers were all turning and rushing toward the back of the encampment.

Rupert found himself fortunate to have his horse with him, so that he could easily leave the cramped palisade. The army barely fit to begin with, and now being pressed back they occupied merely half of it. As Rupert looked back, he saw the press of bodies bring down the rear of the palisade. Cavalry rode out as well, having never even reached the front of the battle. Even the commander was riding his horse as fast as he could, only belatedly remembering to sound the official call for retreat. 

After he had ridden for a few frantic minutes, Rupert realized the demon god he saw was an illusion. It must have been. However, he didn’t change his actions. Perhaps he was still influenced by the vision, but he thought fleeing sounded like the best option. After clearing his thoughts, Rupert realized he had made the right choice. Certainly, it was merely an illusion… but he didn’t want to fight against someone who could make such a large visual illusion and enough sound to shake the battlefield. If all that energy was channeled into a smaller area in the form of an attack, he knew he wouldn’t want to be anywhere near it. Upon reflection, Rupert realized it must have been a demon lord. He had heard they were particularly powerful, but he only truly understood upon seeing it in person.

-----

William watched the fleeing human army. His own army was only under orders to give a halfhearted chase, and to let them flee. He didn’t want to take more casualties to his own men… and he had really only defeated a small part of the enemy force. Perhaps one part in eight or less. That was several battalions of men, and even outnumbered William’s own forces, but he knew if they organized themselves properly they could still give up a good fight. However, William didn’t need to kill them. Merely driving them off was a victory. Hopefully their upper command would realize this fort was merely a mud hole and ignore it in the future, but that wasn’t his problem.

Jordan sat on a horse next to William, also looking out over the battlefield. “What did you do, to get this result? What did you say?”

“Well, effectively… BOO!” William snapped his head closer to Jordan at the same time he raised his voice, and Jordan nearly jumped out of his saddle.

“Ah… and that worked?” Jordan nodded, “I suppose the terrain helped a lot here. They did not organize their forces in an optimal way, and instead boxed themselves in. If they had noticed that our front lines ended up being only a few men deep, they might have reacted differently. That said, we were not quite evenly matched. I’ve heard that gevai can match a dozen humans, but we seem to have done even better than that.”

William nodded, “Of course. What do you think we spent all that money and time training for? To perform poorly?” William shook his head, “Once we loot the supplies left behind in that camp and gather the equipment, we can leave this place behind. We have already given the fort commander here some clear instructions for how he can keep them from setting up nearby again. I don’t imagine they’ll be able to return soon without many supplies.”
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                Dimitri had run his own tavern in Canta for most of his life and before that he had worked at his father’s tavern. He had seen people of every type pass through his tavern. Soldiers, labor workers, wizards, crafters, and even prostitutes and nobles. Some came for the food, some came for the drink, and others came for the song. Dimitri prided himself on running one of the best taverns in the whole city, and while that meant his prices weren’t cheap, he kept the tables clean and hired bouncers to prevent drunken fights at night.

Currently, he was trying to figure out what type one of his new regular customers was. The man came in every day, ordering food if it was meal time and just a drink otherwise. He would take his time enjoying the food, and then he would stare off into the distance as he nursed his drink. He didn’t cause any trouble for the other customers, but didn’t speak with them much either. His darker skin indicated he was from either Eclea or Ustil, but Dimitri couldn’t quite place the accent. 

Almost every day he would come in for a few hours, though at different times. He didn’t come with the waves of laborers or soldiers getting off duty, but his clothing didn’t indicate he was a noble either. He wasn’t someone down on his luck, planning to drink his life away, because he ordered decent quality alcohol. Besides, the vacant look wasn’t the look of a drunk. It was a look of seeking, looking for something, though not in the physical sense. The man rarely even took a glance out the large glass windows that Dimitri was quite proud to have. Instead, Dimitri thought he was some sort of intellectual, or want-to-be intellectual, pondering over the meaning of life… or pretending to. 

He was a strange fellow, but his peaceful presence was appreciated. Business was down since the war had started, with most of the soldiers off at the front. Officers were gone too. Some of the laborers who had wanted something better than cheap swill were absent because of the draft. Business wasn’t as great as it had been, so each paying customer was a blessing.

-----

If Marek had wanted to hunt down the Demon King’s fragments previously, he would have needed to take the crystal staff with him… Chris. That would likely have required his sister, because she was at least trusted a little bit by him. Then William had come, and Chris didn’t wish to be with anyone else. That might have presented a problem, but Marek now had another method to find the Demon King’s fragments.

He had already been working on ways to detect the Demon King on his own, but he had been missing critical pieces. After scanning William’s memories, he had only been left with some vague feelings, and confirmation of what he needed to know. Along with that, he had latched onto one thing. The feeling of a connection to the Demon King, and even a feeling of being the Demon King himself. 

Marek had no way to absorb the true memories into himself, even if he had the power to actually take more than an impression from William. Perhaps he could do something like the Demon King, but he wouldn’t. However, the impressions of the memories gave him exactly what he needed. It was exactly the feeling he had been missing, and with a few years of practice he had finished his technique. It would be able to sense the Demon King’s fragments. In a way, it was better than actually having the connection. It wouldn’t function at such a large range, but it also wouldn’t reveal him as easily. If the Demon King was in a moment where he was sensitive for ki fluctuations he might notice something was off, but he wouldn’t necessarily know what. Even if he noticed, Marek merely needed to find a fragment. Then he would destroy it. He was certainly capable, and this time he was determined. He wasn’t going to let silly things such as his body and soul hold him back.

The reduced range was rather unfortunate. That meant that Marek had to get much closer than a few miles to find what he was looking for. Thus, he had set himself up in his first location, the capital of Ostana, Canta. He chose a location that many people passed by, but more importantly many important people passed by. The humans were far too eager for war, and while such political shifts could be entirely natural, Marek didn’t think so. Lorelei agreed with him, and thus he had come. So far, he had determined that the Demon King had no fragments in Canta. This didn’t discount the possibility of hiding elsewhere in Ostana or even being on the frontlines, but this was just his first stop. He would visit a few more cities in Ostana, but his eventual destination was Ustil. Jeim appearing was more than a little bit suspicious. Although it had been vaguely remembered in the gevai histories, he had heard from William through his sister more about it. They had nearly perfect defenses against the gevai, and there was no sane reason for them to change the way they had been doing things for so many years. 

As for the front lines, the young William would handle that. He would be able to sense the Demon King at a much greater distance, and he could certainly destroy a fragment or two without issue. After all, he had been the one to shatter the Demon King’s soul in the first place. Marek knew that wasn’t a failure in terms of technique or power, but merely a result of what the Demon King had done to his own soul over time. Grafting on pieces of other souls had made his soul stronger, in a way, but also more fragile. Thus, the individual pieces hadn’t been completely destroyed but had splintered off. Each fragment would be much weaker… but Marek wouldn’t give them the chance to grow or combine if he could help it. He just hoped it wasn’t already too late.
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                William’s army gained a reputation for prowess in battle. He knew that Jordan was a significant factor in their effectiveness, but he would have done a reasonably good job commanding himself. As they went through numerous battles both big and small William learned from their successes and even more from their failures. Some parts of war he had been completely mistaken about, either through his own assumptions or just wrong information.. Jordan also became a better commander, though he still had some failures. At that point, the victory had to fallen on the skill of the troops. William’s army had good training, but real battle experience proved to be more valuable.

Even though they had gained a reputation, William wasn’t entirely happy. Besides the losses that had occurred to achieve the reputation, the reputation itself wasn’t necessarily good. It led to them being placed in more difficult situations and there wasn’t much William could do about it. The older lords had more authority than him, and they chose what battlefields he was placed on. Going against them would not be wise… but the most significant reason William didn’t refuse was because they needed him. At least, the gevai needed him. Though he wouldn’t exactly say the humans were winning the war, the gevai needed all the help they could get. The humans had started the war and were in gevai territory… and most of the soldiers were innocent. That was true for both sides, but William was currently more sympathetic toward the gevai. Perhaps that was because he was one of them now, but regardless that was the side of the battle he would have to be on. 

William found himself transferred to the east. He would be north of Eclea, though more inland than near the coast. The mountain range that divided the continent branched out of the relatively solid single chain and formed clusters of mountains in the area. That left a number of routes large enough for armies to traverse, but each was highly defensible. With the dangers of rockslides and collapses in the area it was difficult to safely pass armies through, and thus the area tended to stalemate in the battles between humans and gevai. They couldn’t leave the area undefended but it wasn’t a key point of focus for the wars. Armies were more likely to invade through the port cities, or even move through the northwestern parts of Eclea or as far as Ostana if they were travelling by land.

As they approached the fort, William admired the mountains. The misty peaks brought about a feeling of tranquility and wonder, and he thought he would consider building a home here… if it wasn’t currently in a war zone. Jordan was also admiring the mountains and valleys, though with a somewhat different eye. “The entrance to that valley looks to be a perfect defensive location.” Jordan turned to the other side to stare off into the distance, “So why the hell is the fort over on that hill?”

William shrugged, “The hill isn’t the worst place it could be. At least they can watch the pass, and it isn’t defending mud.”

Jordan pointed, “See that forest there? Given a week, we could build adequate defenses at the mouth of that valley. So why isn’t there anything there? Not even a guard post.”

“I’m sure there must be a reason,” William said vaguely.

“Is the reason that everyone in command is an idiot? Present company excepted of course.”

“Lorelei isn’t. That said, I don’t believe everyone in command is an idiot either, no matter how much they might look it. Perhaps it’s just that some people have a vested interest in as many people dying as possible.”

“Ha. What a terrible joke.” Jordan rode in silence for a few moments, “It was a joke right? You almost sounded serious.” There was another minute of awkward silence. “...How could gevai dying benefit any of us?”

“It helps keep the population in control… and many of the older lords are happy in their comfortable positions. There’s more to it, but it’s best not to say.”

Jordan shuddered. “It actually sounds like you’ve already said too much.” He looked around at the troops nearby.

“Relax, I dampened our voices when we started talking about this.”

“Really?” Jordan frowned, “I must say, Lord Rutten, your abilities are more expansive than I thought.”

“A lord must have at least a few tricks. If I didn't have any, I doubt I would have kept my position until now, and I surely wouldn't be able to hold it in the future.”

-----

The commander of the fort was Lord Clyde Kendrick. He was the ruler of the particular piece of border they were on, and senior to William himself. He was not an ancient lord, but he had controlled the territory for almost a gross of years, after his father died in a hunting accident. William wondered whether the accident involved a spear to the back, as he doubted a few arrows would take out a lord who had survived a Demon King war on the frontlines. William didn’t remember anything about the previous lord Kendrick, but in his studies of the lords in this life he had learned enough to know he participated in that war. William himself had been in the regions closer to Ostana, so he hadn’t encountered him, not that he would have known his name anyway. There was a serious gap in communication between humans and gevai.

Lord Kendrick was a well muscled man with a neatly trimmed beard and horns that curled at the tip. Not many gevai kept beards, but those who did usually preferred them long. In combat, however, a long beard was just asking for someone to yank on it. Though he was likely weaker than the previous Lord Kendrick- or had been at the time of the accident- William could tell he was accustomed to battle. By this point in the war, he had been in a number of real battles, and William heard he participated himself instead of just commanding from the rear. William appreciated that… but he still didn’t like him. There was just something unpleasant about a man who almost certainly had his own father killed. When he spoke, his voice was commanding and regal… but there was something underneath that made William uncomfortable. “Greetings, Lord Rutten. It is about time you arrived. I have your orders for you.”
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                Lord Kendrick stood imperiously behind the table in his office. “Lord Rutten. You have been sent here because we have heard of the effectiveness of your army. There is a task we are sure won’t cause you much trouble, with such skill.” At that point, William knew there would be significant difficulties, but he avoided sighing. “A number of humans have holed up at the end of Stamford Pass,” he pointed to the map in front of him, though the only pass that was nearby was the one outside. “This is a critical operation that must be carried out as soon as possible. You are expected to neutralize them within a month. You will receive a report on the enemy units and composition.” Lord Kendrick stopped, obviously waiting for a response.

“I have heard and understood the orders, sir.” Lord Kendrick was technically higher ranking than William here, and being polite wouldn’t hurt. “Is there anything else?”

“No, so long as you understand. Remember, failure is not an option.”

-----

After they were alone, William looked to Jordan for a response. Jordan pondered for a few moments, before responding carefully. “I fail to see how this is a critical mission, sir.”

“What? You think we should just let humans invade our country?”

“I hear the sarcasm, sir. Both you and I know that the forces already stationed here could hold the pass indefinitely… even without reinforcements or proper fortifications at the nearest choke point.” Jordan frowned, “Lord Kendrick does not seem foolish. He must know that as well.”

“Yes, unlike some of the other lords… Lord Kendrick has a decent track record here, defending the pass. So what do you think about our orders?”

“I must say we have our work cut out for us. Even though we have an advantage in areas where fewer people can reach at once, attacking fortifications is still a hard job.”

“If they have fortifications. We haven’t even received the report on their unit composition yet.”

“...How accurate do you think the report will be?”

William smiled slightly, “I imagine it will be entirely accurate… and also incomplete.”

“I see. Why are we even here?”

“I think it’s somewhat obvious. You know how hard it is to grow a military career, and some people would be interested in seeing ours cut short. At the very least, they want a stain on our record.”

“Wonderful. I am glad to see we are united in these most trying times,” Jordan said with a deadpan look. “I would hate it someone sent a valable unit to take care of a mission that was both unnecessary and dangerous. Fortunately, we have a month to resolve this stalemate that has certainly lasted many years.”

-----

William wasn’t sure how bad it would be. He would certainly lose troops in the assault, but gevai did possess significant advantage in personal strength. If the enemy forces were similar then with the defensive advantage it would be a hard fought battle… but not impossible. Then the report came in. Ten foot thick walls, thirty feet high. A few companies of archers… but more importantly dozens of ballistae and catapults. Unless they were particularly poor quality, those would tear through his ranks regardless of whether they had good shields or armor. A significant amount of resources must have been directed to take care of this particular pass. William thought the defenses were almost excessive, but knowing his own forces he supposed they might be necessary.

Except, that was only if they were attacked at all. Tactically, there was no reason to do so. As the defensive side of the war, the gevai merely needed to hold them off and they would be winning. That made the current stalemate an advantage. If the gevai took the other end of the pass… they would control a pass. If they kept pushing through the mountain range, they could reach Eclea… where there was a giant barrier that would track them and make them easy to maneuver against. William didn’t know the full details of it, but he knew it had been able to do that much in the previous war, even if it couldn’t physically stop entry to the country.

It had already been established that there was no point, but William wondered who in particular wanted him to fail. Was it something personal? That was possible, but most of the lords he’d had real issues with he had killed. It was more likely just the general consensus of the older lords wanting more deaths in the war… and anyone who felt he was gaining momentum too quickly. After calling Lorelei and discussing, they decided it could also be related to their relationship, but had no real clues.

The mages had also been sent to a number of battlefields, but they were under Lorelei’s direct command, and she didn’t technically have any superiors she had to listen to. This irked some lords who had requested reinforcements and not received them, but if anyone were to bring it up Lorelei had statements prepared about the numbers of forces and strategic value. These were real values, though of course there was the factor of whether or not she liked people as well. Regardless, some of the leaders of other academies were starting to cause problems. Lorelei was waiting for an opportunity to deal with some of them- even if that just meant letting them disgrace themselves.

-----

The first thing William did was send some scouts to observe the fort from a distance, to see how accurate the reports were. A visual count of the various defenses revealed numbers of defensive emplacements such as ballistae in similar numbers to what had been reported- but that was just what was easily visible, even though there would clearly be some hidden or further back. Numbers were harder to determine for troop counts, but scouts eventually climbed their way to a better view of the fort, where they could determine approximate numbers. Nothing was particularly different there, but it wasn’t clear how many magical defenses there were on the building, or whether there were knights or others with magical equipment among the defenders.

After the initial scouting, William had his soldiers start cutting trees from the nearby forest to construct a wooden fort at the entrance on the gevai’s side of the valley. It would not be as durable or long lasting as stone, but full logs were still significant defenses. They weren’t entirely without the capacity to gather stone either, because magic could help there. However, William didn’t start that project right away. He was waiting for something else instead.
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                The first day of building the new defenses consisted entirely of cutting logs of the right size and debranching them. The task could have been completed in a single day, but the limiting factor was not manpower but tools. Even so, William didn’t have them start constructing the defenses until the morning of the second day. The troops were tired from marching so he would not work them too hard all at once. There was also no urgent need for the defenses.

William carried the first log himself. Though they were not gigantic trees, each log was about a foot across and a dozen long. They weighed nearly a half-ton each… which wasn’t a comfortable weight for William to carry, but surprisingly possibly. Two gevai soldiers carrying each end would have an easier time of it, but William wanted to show off a bit. He also wanted to show that he would put in some physical labor… that would help improve the attitude of the troops. Once he reached the proper location, he chanted for a few moments and then created a nice hole in the dirt for him to place the log. It would not be sturdy enough with merely how far it could be placed into the ground with brute force, so the rest of the soldiers would also have to use magic or shovels. 

One by one the logs were placed, and even at a casual pace the first row of logs was almost across the width of the choke point closest to the opening of Stamford Pass. That took almost two gross logs, but that meant that even switching soldiers for every log, most of them had not been involved in the labor. William planned for them to all place at least one log in the coming week, so that they could have something they all built together… even if it wasn’t anything impressive.

In the late afternoon, a messenger came down from the keep. “Sir, I have a message for you from Lord Kendrick.”

William nodded, “Go ahead.”

The messenger cleared his throat. “The message is as follows: Lord Kendrick has not authorized the creation of any additional defenses, and demands that work on any such unauthorized constructions cease immediately, and be undone.”

“Oh?” William raised an eyebrow and smiled at the messenger. Almost immediately, the messenger started trembling, and broke out in a cold sweat. “Very well. You may return to Lord Kendrick and inform him we have heard his orders.” Seeing the messenger didn’t move, William waved his hand dismissively. “Go.” The messenger took off at nearly a running pace back up toward the keep.

Jordan came up next to William, shaking his head, “If looks could kill, that would be one dead messenger.”

William shook his head. “You think I can’t kill with a look? I just don’t kill messengers.”

-----

Being unable to construct defenses didn’t particularly bother William. Given their time limitations, he doubted they would have been able to use them anyway. After all, why would those at the other end of the pass bother to attack them when they could stay in their own fortifications and be perfectly safe?

The soldiers grumbled about having to remove the logs after going to all the trouble to get them in the first place… but it was only the normal sort of grumbling. Word had spread that it wasn’t Lord Rutten’s choice… and they didn’t mind having the logs converted into seating. It was much better than sitting in the dirt, or even on their cloak.

William spent the rest of the first week discussing possible strategies with Jordan. A traditional siege- not an assault- would do nothing. After all, they could sit and wait all they wanted, but without cutting off supplies to the fort it wouldn’t matter. All it would do was require them to be slightly more alert. A frontal assault, meanwhile, would probably work… but at the cost of the lives of many of the men. That was how war worked, and it might be deemed acceptable losses in other circumstances… but these were not other circumstances. William wasn’t willing to spend so many of his men on something nearly pointless.

-----

Jordan ran to catch up to William as he was leaving the camp one morning. “Heading out alone, sir?” When William nodded, Jordan shook his head. “Please be careful. While I have no doubt about you defeating anyone in single combat, there is nothing you can do about an army.”

“Relax. I know my own limits. I’ll stay well out of the range of their weapons.”

-----

Over the next week, William was often found going out of the camp into the pass alone. Nobody knew what he was doing, as he had them stay behind. Even if they had seen was he was doing, they wouldn’t have thought much of it. William walked back and forth across the pass, up and down the length of it. Most of the time, he merely shook his head, though occasionally he would leave a small mark on the ground. He even started climbing up the sides of the pass, occasionally looking down on the fort that guarded the end. 

When Jordan asked what he was doing, he merely shook his head. “Just looking for easy solutions to an impossible problem.”

“Have you found any, sir?”

“You should know that nothing comes easy.”

-----

After two weeks, Lord Kendrick rode into the camp followed by a small entourage. “Lord Rutten. It has already been two weeks, and I have seen no action from you. Might I remind you that you need to be done by the end of the month?”

“Lord Kendrick. I seem to recall you specifically forbid my very first action here. I am aware of the passage of time.”

“Very well, but I must remind you that the other lords will be quite disappointed if-”

“I. AM. AWARE.” The entire camp trembled as William enunciated every word. “Go hide in your misplaced fortress!”

“I-” Lord Kendrick frowned, “That is no way to talk to a superior officer. The others will hear about this.”

“GET OUT!"

Lord Kendrick turned in a huff, and out of the camp with his guards.

Jordan sighed, then spoke up after he was out of earshot. “Sir, I don’t believe that was the best way to resolve the situation.”

William shrugged, “Of course it wasn’t. I’ve just been spending too much time thinking lately. In the morning, I’ll go out to see if there’s really nothing I can do about our situation here.” William shook his head. He would need to talk to Lorelei first… and perhaps give the situation some time to cool down.
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                William spoke with Lorelei through their phones. He was extremely glad that he had made it work, because they couldn’t have this conversation very well one letter at a time. “I’m just tired of waiting. Nothing’s going to get better this way.”

“We need more time to solidify our position. Otherwise, this whole thing will fall apart.”

William shrugged, before forgetting he couldn’t be seen. “That’s true, but… if I don’t have an army anymore, or too many die in this pointless war before we act, our plan won’t work out so well anyway.”

“Dammit William.” Nothing was said for a few moments, but William sensed Lorelei had more to say. “You’re right. How long do I have to get ready?”

“I’m planning to act in the morning. So, however fast news travels. Maybe a week or two, depending.”

“Fine… I hate to rush, but it can’t be helped. Listen, just promise me one thing.”

“What is it?”

“...Don’t die.”

“Of course. I don’t want to ruin the plan by disappearing for a long time.” There was silence for a handful of seconds before William continued, “Did you forget I would reincarnate for sure? Dying for me is just like a bad injury. Speaking of which… you aren’t allowed to get yourself injured.”

“Because it would ruin the plan?”

“Because I love you and don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Right. Listen, I-” Lorelei took a deep breath, “I wasn’t thinking about the plan there either, okay? I also…” Lorelei breathed out slowly, “I also love you, William.” Then Lorelei laughed, “It’s stupid. It’s been so long since I’ve said those words to anyone but my brother… and even to him.”

“I understand. I’ve been lucky to be around family recently so I have more practice. I really mean it though.” William paused for a few moments, “I really should get to sleep. I have a lot of work to do in the morning. We’ll talk again soon.”

“Indeed. It’s funny, thinking that we’re so far away and can talk so easily. The rest of the world could use this.”

“As soon as we can get everyone to stop killing each other, I agree. I’d love to spend some time in the lab with you again.”

“Oh? Sure you don’t want to spend the time somewhere else instead? I can think of a few places.”

“... Well, we don’t have to only be in the lab. I really do have to sleep now. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, and good luck.”

-----

The first thing Jordan saw upon leaving his tent was Lord Rutten. “Greetings, sir.”

“Good morning. I’m heading into the pass again. I’ll be around the bend, so you won’t see me, but keep the men ready. However, don’t follow me. Just keep ready in case you see me coming followed by an army.”

“What, gonna go yell at them that they’re cowards that won’t come out of their keep?”

“Ha, not particularly. If everything goes well, I won’t be much closer than shouting distance though.”

Jordan shrugged, “Good luck then. I’ll keep the men ready.”

Jordan watched as Lord Rutten walked off into the pass. More than an hour passed, which was enough time to walk to the end and back. That meant he was probably still scouting around for some special method to victory. Jordan doubted one existed. He didn’t relish the idea of losing good men that they spent so much effort training over nothing, but there didn’t seem to be other options. Perhaps if they did nothing, they might actually save lives… but Lord Rutten and Jordan himself would almost certainly be executed. Then the army would be under someone else’s command, and they would lose more lives than if they attacked. Jordan didn’t like that idea at all, and wasn’t planning to die for others anyway. He had his own ambitions to fulfill still.

A booming sound echoed through the pass, just barely audible to Jordan’s ears. It clearly came from far away. Was it the echoes of shouting? Perhaps the entire enemy army was yelling for some reason. It could have been something else instead, because it wasn’t clear enough for Jordan to recognize for certain if it was even speech. The sounds continued for about an hour. Sometimes, they were louder, sometimes they faded to almost nothing or stopped entirely.

“Sir?” one of the battalion commanders asked Jordan, “What’s going on? Should we go to assist Lord Rutten?”

Jordan shook his head, “Our orders are to wait here, at the ready. If Lord Rutten requires assistance he will send a message or return.”

A few minutes later, another soldier arrived. “Sir.” He saluted Jordan. “The mages have some concerns they would like to bring to your attention.”

“Very well. I shall go see them.” It took less than a minute for Jordan to ride over to the contingent of mages. In a battle, they would be spread out according to need, but for the moment they were organized as one group. “You had something for me to hear?”

The captain of the trained mages nodded, “That’s correct sir. Everyone has noticed the noises, of course, but I believe we have seen something the others might have missed.”

“And that is?”

“You can see mana and use magic, of course, but it is our primary job to do so. Whereas you might not take note of it in your daily life, we are quite keen on changes from the norm.” Jordan didn’t say anything more, but raised an eyebrow. “Ah, the thing is sir… The mana here is thinning. It’s just a little bit, but looking at it, it’s much, much thinner as we look toward the bend in the valley, and the mana is flowing that way. Here it’s not so noticeable, but if you concentrate hard you might see a more significant flow off in the distance. We’re worried that Lord Rutten might be under the bombardment of a large number of mages.”

“I see.” Jordan nodded, “We are under orders not to follow him, but I understand your concerns. I will go myself to take a closer look… but first, I must deal with something else.” He nodded toward the company of gevai that was approaching from the fort with Lord Kendrick at the head, then turned back to the mages as he rode off. “Keep an eye out to see if the situation changes any.”

            

    
        Chapter 375

    
    
    
    
                Jordan rode up to Lord Kendrick and his retinue. “Greetings, Lord Kendrick.”

Lord Kendrick merely nodded in response. “My men and I have heard sounds of a ruckus coming from here. What’s going on?”

“Ah…” Jordan shook his head, “I don’t know the full details. Lord Rutten is working on something… but don’t worry, it won’t affect the mission.”

“Is that so? I must speak to him about something.”

“Ah… He asked that we not follow. If you would please wait…”

Lord Kendrick sighed, “Out there all by himself? Seems dangerous. I suppose I can spare a few moments. I hope he will be finished shortly. If he takes too long-” At that moment, the ground started shaking tremendously. All around, soldiers reacted to the sudden movement. Those with spears and quick thinking propped themselves up, and others crouched down low. Those with horses were worse off, as some of them spooked. There were loud cries of horses and men. Inside the pass, rocks and boulders rolled down the edges with great speed. After a dozen or so seconds the ground stopped shaking, but it took several minutes to calm the horses down and for everything to settle. “Damn.” Lord Kendrick shook his head, “Another earthquake? They are far too common here. I hope the fort was not damaged. How are your men?”

Reports had come in quickly, and Jordan nodded. “Only some slight injuries from the horses spooking. We’re far enough away from the pass here that none of the rocks reached us.”

“Very well. I must go check on the keep. Let me know if- ah. There he is.”

Off in the distance, Lord Rutten could be seen. As he approached closer, his clothes appeared quite dusty. “Is everyone alright? Jordan?” Jordan nodded. “Ah! Lord Kendrick… I had not expected to see you here.”

“Indeed. I had not expected you to go galavanting off on your own. I am here because I am concerned about your progress. It is already two weeks and you have barely stepped into the pass…”

Lord Rutten held up a hand. “Ah, there is no need to worry. I have just reached a solution to neutralize the enemy threat.”

“Is that so?” Lord Kendrick stroked his chin. “That is… good news. Perhaps you will come back with me to the keep? We can discuss your plans there in more comfort.”

Lord Rutten smiled. “Of course. Jordan, why don’t you bring along a squad so we can send messages back here if need be.”

-----

As they entered the fort, Lord Kendrick frowned. “Before we check for stability after that earthquake, we should not spend too much time inside. Perhaps we could have our meeting out here in the courtyard. You men! Get us a table and chairs to rest at, and order the servants to fetch some wine for me and Lord Rutten.”

Lord Rutten nodded, “It is a nice day out, for the most part. Do you get earthquakes here often?”

“Quite. Of course, most of them are minor. A big one like that only occurs every few dozen years or so.” In a few moments the soldiers returned with chairs and a small table, though they were somewhat hesitant to place them on the dirt. Shortly after that, a servant arrived with wine goblets, setting them before the pair. Lord Kendrick took a large swig of his wine before continuing. “So, you have a plan for neutralizing the enemy?”

Lord Rutten nodded again, “Yes, I was thinking…” He took a sip of the wine. “My, this is quite good. It must be at least six dozen years old. Is this from the western regions?”

“Haha, your judgement of wine is spot on. It’s not too old yet, but quite a good vintage nonetheless.”

Lord Rutten grinned as he drank some more. “Anyway, as I was saying…” Lord Rutten slumped in his chair, catching himself on the table with one elbow, tightly gripping his staff in the other. “What…” Around him, he could see soldiers stationed at each of the exits from the courtyard, both further into the keep and at the main gate. “Jordan!” Lord Rutten coughed.

Jordan spoke with a loud voice. “Men!” He gestured around the area, “guard the exits! No one in or out!”

Lord Rutten frowned, slipping out of the chair to his knees. “Jordan… how could you…”

Jordan remained silent, but Lord Kendrick smiled. “Everyone has ambitions. Who doesn’t want to move up in the world? Sadly, that means someone on top has to be pulled down.” Lord Kendrick drew his sword from his belt. “Don’t worry. Everyone will know you died bravely in battle.”

Lord Rutten nodded slowly. “I understand.”

Lord Kendrick slowly walked around the table. “You were a decent leader… but your weakness is your inexperience. I’d say to learn from your mistakes, but you won’t get a chance.” Then he raised his sword, swinging it down to decapitate his fellow lord.

-----

There was a loud metallic ringing as Lord Kendrick struck down… only to be repulsed back. With each of William’s hands one third from the end of the staff, the sword directly struck the center. It was the most basic block with a staff, primarily useful against such straightforward attacks. William grinned, and then spit the poison at Lord Kendrick’s face. Lord Kendrick jerked back and to the side. “What’s wrong?” William taunted, “Afraid of a little poison?”

“You… are not quite as inexperienced as I thought. No matter, you will still not be leaving here today.” Lord Kendrick moved into a real stance from which he could thrust, slash, or parry. Meanwhile William kicked aside the chair to make better room to stand himself. 

William thrust his staff at Lord Kendrick, probingly, but Lord Kendrick took a small step to the side and brought the flat of his blade up next to the staff, preventing William from swinging toward him. Then, there was a scraping sound, or perhaps it was more correct to say two of them. One was the sound of leather being sliced, and the other was the sound of a sword on a whetstone. Lord Kendrick slid the end of his longsword down the length of the staff, toward’s William’s hand. William shifted his grip, but the longsword kept moving.

As he spun the quarterstaff around, he found he was followed every step of the way by the tip of the longsword, never breaking contact. This made it so every move he tried to make was responded to immediately. Meanwhile, the leather case continued to be shorn off and William had to constantly move his grip to keep his hands safe. Finally, William jumped back. “Afraid? I didn’t think you would lose so easily.”

William sighed. “You know, I really liked this leather case. I’d managed to keep this one without any nicks or scars, and now look at it. Just a bunch of hanging straps of leather.” William slammed Chris into the ground vertically, and the leather burst off in all directions. “I must say, though, it is an interesting way to remove it. Kind of extravagant though.” With that, William thrust Chris out like a spear.
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                As Lord Rutten thrust toward his chest with the crystal staff, Lord Kendrick once again leaned to the side. At the same time he parried with his sword, one hand on the handle and one hand above the staff, gripping the blade with his gauntlet. Their weapons once again touching, Lord Rutten and Lord Kendrick continued their interweaving of staff and blade, neither of them leaving contact with the other. However, the only sound was that of a whetstone gently sharpening a blade.

Lord Kendrick frowned slightly. Whereas before he felt like he had some advantage, now his sword seemed to get caught up on the smooth surface of the crystal staff. He had no idea what the strange material was. The staff slid smoothly under his opponent’s grip, but caught on his sword. Lord Kendrick's movements were confused as his sword seemed to stick and slide unpredictably, while his opponent easily shifted his grip on the blue crystal. Every time he came close to his opponent’s gloved hands, they would move. Normally he would take advantage of that slight opening during a change of grip, but it was always at such points when his sword seemed to stick the worst.

Finally, he found an opportunity. He manage to step in and slice his sword upon William’s shoulder. He would have liked the neck, but he didn’t have the angle to slice in that direction. Besides, with the support of ki his sword should slice right through the shoulder, removing the arm- magical robes or not. That was why he was surprised when his magical sword didn’t cause even a slight mark. Instead, the staff came up from the same side, below his left shoulder, causing him to have to step back.

Lord Kendrick couldn’t understand what had happened. Of course his opponent had guarded with ki as well, but a magical sword against magical robes would always go to the sword if there was a good slice. Instead, there was nothing. That could only happen if he had a dull blade. In that case, the support of ki would be less sharp as well, since he confirmed it to the surface. His blade was magical, however, and would reform its edge even without care.

Lord Kendrick glanced down at his blade. The first thing that stood out was a huge chip in the middle. That was impossible. Even without enchantments, the blade was one of the hardest materials available, a steel that contained traces of adamantine. It wouldn’t chip even against another adamantine blade… and yet, the chip was plainly obvious. There were no types of crystal that could do that… no, were there even crystals that were large enough to make a full staff out of? Lord Kendrick couldn’t afford to spend more than an instant looking at his staff, but beyond the chip his senses even told him that the edge was dulled… just from a few moments of locked weapons?

He didn’t have any more time to think about that, as the crystal staff was coming for him. He could still deal with it, though his parry was somewhat weaker than he expected. His left shoulder had nearly been dislocated from the earlier blow. Perhaps he had missed a blow to the head as well? His opponent was speaking loudly in some form of gibberish. It only took him an instant to recognize it as a chant, though he wasn’t sure for what spell. It didn’t even sound like the gevai language at all, but he could see the mana moving. Then… he could feel it.

Lord Kendrick was no stranger to magic himself. He started a spell of his own… but instantly realized he couldn’t do it. All of the mana in the area was under his opponent’s control- even the mana immediately surrounding himself. He tried to wrest the control away from Lord Rutten, but even as he shouted his pyromancy spell, all of the mana in the area continued toward Lord Rutten, whose rumbling voice was infused throughout the whole area.

He couldn’t perceive what form the spell would take, which was disturbing, but there was no doubt it would be exceedingly powerful. He had to stop it. Then, he found his chance. Another thrust. He was confident his armor could block it, but the problem was his enemy could use it to parry any of his moves. This time, he parried the staff with his left hand, gripping tightly onto the staff and stabbing out with his sword in the right. The point of his sword thrust toward his enemy’s heart, and it at least was still quite sharp.

Then, his left hand lost its grip, as if it were holding onto merely soap. The rear end of the staff swung around, deflecting his blow. Lord Kendrick gritted his teeth, ready to receive whatever spell was coming. So far, he had barely been touched, and his armor could receive any lightning bolt or fireball his opponent could put out. He waited, but saw nothing. Instead, the mana was gathered, achieving some sort of invisible form… and then he was dead without even noticing his armor enchantments activating.

-----

William looked down at Lord Kendrick’s dead form. He’d needed all of his ki to protect himself and augment his attacks in that fight, which was unfortunate. Lord Kendrick had been very strong and quite skilled. However, he couldn’t defend against a type of magic he hadn’t seen. Soul abilities were rare enough that very few would recognize them. William had been confident that he could use it as an attack that wouldn’t destroy his opponent’s soul, but he hadn’t actually used it on a person. In the end, it was similar to his ki technique Eternal Dream, merely severing the soul from the body- directly killing someone. The only difference was it didn’t require physical contact, though it was still not usable at long range. Of course, it also required mana- a lot of mana. That made William quite tired, especially on top of what he had done earlier in the day. Still, he couldn’t show it.

William turned around to look at the troops guarding the exit, then stopped to glare at Jordan. “So, anyone who doubts that I can kill all of you here by myself, feel free to take a try. Otherwise, throw down your weapons.”

Jordan was actually the first to throw down his weapon- directly out of the sheath and to the ground. The rest of William’s troops followed suit immediately, then after a few probing glances Lord Kendrick’s troops did the same.

“Good. Looks like nobody else has to die here today… except maybe…” William took a step forward. “Jordan. Why did you betray me?”
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                Jordan stood at attention, “I know you might not believe me, but I did not betray you. This was merely the best way to make sure the men were kept safe. If I’d said something to warn you…”

William looked over Jordan. “Alternatively, if I had lost you could have declared your loyalty to the other side.”

“I stand by my earlier words, sir. I had no doubt about your ability to defeat anyone in single combat.”

William nodded. “I really like you as a subordinate Jordan. You’re a great commander. That’s why I’m sorry about this.” He reached out his hand toward Jordan… who then collapsed to the ground. William looked around at the rest of his troops. “The rest of you were merely following orders. In fact, even those of you who followed Jordan’s commands didn’t listen to an order to harm me. You may return to your duties.”

-----

Jordan felt the rush of energy, flowing into the deepest reaches of his soul. He hadn’t thought about the soul much, and wasn’t even sure if they were real until he felt it. However, he became aware they were both very real and could experience pain. Fortunately, the pain was short and quick. If only he didn’t have to die. He should have said something more. He should have known Lord Rutten would be quick and decisive in his actions.

-----

Someone was groaning. Jordan clutched his head and was going to shout at them to shut up. His splitting headache made loud noises in the morning even worse. Then he realized he was the one groaning, and opened his eyes. He couldn’t really think or say anything, but could only stare at the sky. Then, he saw Lord Rutten’s face staring down at him… followed by a grin.

“You alright, commander? I’ll admit I’m not that good at that, so it probably hurts like hell.”

Jordan slowly set up. “Good… at what?”

“Well… just a quick test of loyalty. I didn’t think you were the type to betray me… but I had to check. You know, it would have been best to tell me about those times you went off while I was out scouting. You must have made a plan with him, right?”

“Well… yes. He wanted me to betray you. I just didn’t tell you because…” Jordan frowned, “I was afraid you might give it away. It would be a good opportunity. If I’d said something at the end our men would have been embroiled in the fight and…”

“You couldn’t have said something about the poison in the wine? You should have known about that.”

Jordan blinked. “With all due respect sir, aren’t you the one who told me never to drink things I wasn’t sure were safe? That was during one of your rants about how it’s not all that great to be a lord.”

Lord Rutten shrugged, “Well, I suppose that’s true. Come on, we’ve got to get going.”

“Why? We still have a few weeks before the end of the month… and with Lord Kendrick dead we can stretch out the timeframe as much as we want.”

“Are you kidding? I’m not staying here. I’ve got things to do. All the soldiers here in the fort also need to pack up and get going too.”

“... I will concede that we do not need to finish our mission as stated, but shouldn’t we leave defenders behind?”

“To defend what? Empty fields? Threat neutralized. I was serious about that. Though, instead of ‘having a plan’ it would be more accurate to say that I had already gone through with my plan.”

-----

William stroked his chin. Rifling through other’s memories wasn’t polite or fun for anyone, but sometimes it had to be done. He also didn’t have much experience with it… but having had his own memories searched through plus a little work with Marek, he got the basics. Fortunately, he only had to get information from the past two weeks, and only surface data. It was enough to know that Jordan truly hadn’t intended to betray him. At least, probably not. William didn’t get any actual memories, but merely the idea of them. It was hard to explain, but since William already trusted Jordan, ‘probably’ being sincere was good enough. It indicated that Jordan wasn’t just telling a convincing lie… and for someone in Jordan’s position he couldn’t be too cautious.

While a commander of Jordan’s caliber was extremely valuable, William didn’t think he would want one who could become his enemy. If he’d retained suspicions… Jordan wouldn’t have gotten to wake back up. It was still possible for them to become enemies- but Jordan seemed to believe in similar ideals. William would rather have a competent ally that he believe was on his side than a less competent ally who couldn’t be proven to be particularly more trustworthy. Except for this incident, Jordan had been completely loyal. Even though William believed Jordan hadn’t actually betrayed him, he decided to become slightly more cautious. If not Jordan, there could be others.

-----

As the troops were getting ready, Jordan came to William. “I’m sorry sir. I was wrong.”

“Wrong about what? I’m already over that little thing before.”

“Ah, it’s not about that. It’s just… I said I was confident that you could defeat anyone in single combat, but couldn’t take on an army. I was wrong. I am now fully confident you could take on an army alone.”

“Why do you think that? Armies are pretty big, you know. Even I’d get tired after a while.”

“Well, maybe not on an open field… but if there are mountains nearby for you to drop on them they wouldn’t be so lucky. I went to see the pass… Just around the corner until the fort is full of rubble, dozens of feet deep. As for the mountains… good chunks of them are shorn off. I wouldn’t even call it a pass anymore.”

William nodded, “Threat neutralized. So, if an army waits around in just the right place for a few hours, letting me do magic all around them, and doesn’t run away from the landslides, I could defeat them. It’s not exactly the same.”

“The earthquake wasn’t a coincidence, though, was it? You can create earthquakes. That kind of power…”

“I can’t create earthquakes.”

“Really? But I thought… the timing.”

William waved his hand. “I’m not saying I didn’t cause it. However, I didn’t make the land tremble under my own power. I just… encouraged an earthquake that was almost ready.”

“Even so… that kind of power is on the level of… the very best. I am glad to be serving under you.”

“Is that so?” William raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad to have you. You want to change this country, right?”

Jordan nodded, “With you, I believe we can make a change for the better, given time.”

“I’ll need you for some things I have planned. Also… it’s too late to back out.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Hah. Let me know how you feel in a year or two.”
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                Some of Lord Kendrick’s troops were reluctant to come with William, until they saw the pass. After that, there was a consensus that there was no more point in staying to defend the pass. Combined with the fact that he was the highest ranking person around, and a lord, they went along with his orders. There was a question of loyalty to their previous lord, but after a few people got themselves killed trying to attack William they settled down.. The question of legitimacy was dubious. William had defeated Lord Kendrick in single combat, but he couldn’t claim his title as a lord since he already was one. Did they have to follow his orders?

The answer to that was they did. He had an army with him, and nobody could defeat him in single combat. William knew that it was a tenuous strand to control an army with, but he worked on improving that as they travelled. He gave speeches, explaining how their lives were wasted by poor tactics, and inferior fort placement. He didn’t directly say what he wanted to- that some of the lords wanted as many gevai as possible to die for their own gain. It was far too early for that. More effective was Jordan’s work on speaking to the troops and spreading rumors- true rumors, but ones that seemed hard to believe spread faster. Was there a conspiracy against William? Against the gevai? But who would do such a thing? William found this far more effective than speeches. Unfortunately, no matter what he did he couldn’t tell everyone everything that they should probably know.

-----

“Where are our supplies?” Jordan had no problems opening up with direct questions to William.

William shrugged, “Back with the wagons.”

Jordan shook his head, “Not those supplies. The next batch of them that should be coming.”

“They’re not due for a few days.” William frowned, “Damn. We’ve been traveling toward them. That means something happened. What do you think?”

“There could have been trouble with weather… broken axles… any number of things really.”

“Indeed. However, what do you actually think happened?”

Jordan pondered for a few moments. “Bandits… are unlikely. Most of them were rounded up and executed or drafted. Most wouldn’t risk angering a lord with an army either.”

“Then what? An accident?” William raised an eyebrow.

“Unless all of the cart animals died and all of the guards with it got sprained ankles concurrently, I doubt there were any accidents. Perhaps a flooded river?” Jordan shook his head, “It seems extremely unlikely for all of them to be caught and unable to swim. Thus, it is most likely that the supplies were taken by someone who wouldn’t have to risk angering a lord.”

“Who would that be?”

“Well, I would posit a stronger lord… but the more probable answer is someone who thought you weren’t coming back. Someone who was told you weren’t coming back.”

“There are a few lords who have main cities on the route. If I had to guess, though, it would be Vimal Novak.”

“Why is that?”

William shrugged, “Lorelei put him on the list for a reason. Plus, he controls Opruta which is just up ahead.”

“Sounds like he needs to be taught a lesson.”

“Is that so?” William raised an eyebrow, “What do you think I should do? Stomp into his castle with no evidence and kill him?”

Jordan laughed. “Of course not. You need at least a sliver of evidence.” Jordan frowned, “Killing him might also be a bit excessive… or at least inappropriate. I have a better idea.”

“Well…” William stroked his chin, “First we do have to get evidence. I don’t want to get the wrong guy.”

-----

For all of his talk, William wasn’t just going to barge into Lord Novak’s manor demanding answers. He didn’t need to make any more enemies… more specifically, he didn’t need to make people that weren’t his enemy into one. If Lord Novak was already his enemy, that was something different. For now, he was just suspected to be on the side of the older lords- including Lord Goddard. Lord Novak himself wasn’t old enough to be a co-conspirator, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t share similar morals or even join their ranks. 

Before he got started with investigations, William needed to make sure the men were properly settled in. Opruta didn’t have nearly enough inns and boarding houses to hold two armies, and it was expensive anyway. Thus, they camped just past the city. It wasn’t really any better than out in the wilderness… except the city was still there. That meant everything a city had to offer- better food, drink… women. The soldiers were allowed to visit the city in shifts, since the various taverns wouldn’t be able to hold them all at once anyway. Taking a day or two to rest outside the city would be a good excuse for William to take the time to investigate.

As for how he would do that… William wasn’t sure. Would Lord Novak still have the wagons with his mark? The horses that pulled them? That was assuming he was the culprit. If he was, and kept anything marked, William could sneak in and find it, assuming it wasn’t in a random warehouse. The horses… William wouldn’t recognize specific ones, and any marks they had were removable. Otherwise it would be impossible to sell them. It could take some time, but given the possibility of it having been over a week horses wouldn’t be a great lead.

William started with asking around for military supplies coming through the city… but those who noticed them didn’t have much to say. A war was on and such supplies came through almost every day. Nobody William found had taken particular note of who owned what, or at least no one William found.

Fortunately, the answer came to him. It was no secret he was in the city- people might not take note of a specific convoy of wagons, but an army or two was a bigger deal. The evening of the first day, a man was escorted to William. “Sir. This man says he has information for you.”

William looked at the man. There wasn’t much to distinguish him from any other gevai commoner, but William happened to recognize him. He was one of the assistants who helped with delivering the supplies. “Nicholas, isn’t it?”

The man scratched his head, “Ah, it’s Nick, if you please Lord Rutten. We weren’t sure if… well, we were told you weren’t coming back. We didn’t necessarily believe that, but we couldn’t all just stay here waiting. I volunteered. Ah, I forgot to say. Your supplies… they were-”

“Stolen by Lord Novak?”

“Uh… yeah. Well, he said he was ‘commandeering’ them, but that’s the same thing isn’t it? How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess. Why don’t you tell me all the details.” William smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. He saw Nick shiver under his gaze... but Nick, at least, had no need to be nervous.
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                Lord Novak was sweating buckets by the time the squad of troops rode up to his manor. He hadn’t been able to relax since the army showed up at his city. He tried not to involve himself in military matters. If he did, he would be out leading his own army instead of staying in his city. He prefered plotting and scheming… but safe plots. A little here, a little there. Never making anyone too upset. 

They’d said Lord Rutten would be dead. Guaranteed it, in fact. If he’d known what he knew now, he’d never have taken the risk. What good was a few wagons full of supplies and some admittedly fine workhorses? It was just a little bit of extra income. Now, there was an army outside of his city, and a very not-dead Lord Rutten. He’d held out hope they wouldn’t know it was him… but the squad knocking on his front gates shattered that hope. “Let-” He cleared his throat, “Let them in.” Could his guards hold against a squad? Maybe, but if they could, they definitely couldn’t hold against an army. The gates weren’t cheap… but they also weren’t particularly sturdy. Better to open them before something happened. Lord Novak put on his best neutral face and went out. “Ah, Lord Rutten. I didn’t expect you to visit. I assumed you were just passing through the city.”

Lord Rutten was an imposing figure. Large and powerfully built- not the biggest gevai Lord Novak had ever seen, but he seemed to consider himself a mage, and the confidence radiating off of him made him seem more than he was. He had a bored expression, merely staring at his nails as he spoke. “I was… but some of my supplies went missing… because you took them.”

Lord Novak was going to deny it. Sure, he had suspicions, but he wouldn’t know… but then he realized his mistake. He was weak, cowardly… and not nearly ruthless enough. He was, however, decently good with people when he wanted to be. Faces especially, and he remembered one of the faces. He had been with the supplies when they were commandeered. That meant there wasn’t any plausible way to deny what happened. It wouldn’t have mattered if Lord Rutten hadn’t come back… but he had. Lord Novak pondered what to say, though his brain worked quickly. What did he know about Lord Rutten? He was an effective military commander… and he hadn’t died when he was supposed to. Sometimes he broke taboos, and had no qualms about going against other lords if they irked him. He decided to take the easy way out. “About that… I was told you would be receiving supplies from elsewhere, and it would be best logistics to send those supplies to my own troops. Given that you are here, I imagine there was some mistake made. I will of course return your horses and wagons, as well as equivalent supplies. In return for the inconvenience, I will provide you with another set of supplies and a convoy of my own, as apology for not looking into the information more deeply.”

“I had thought something along the same lines,” Lord Rutten replied. Lord Novak smiled gently. “However, since you were surely not mistaken about the messages you received, I believe a total repayment of ten times what was taken is in order.” Lord Novak paled at that.

As a lord ten shipments of supplies- and more importantly the wagons and horses- wouldn’t bankrupt him… but it would be very hard to acquire. “Lord Rutten, don’t you think your demands are completely excessive?”

“Is that so? I do not appreciate being stolen from. You should be happy that I am letting you live.”

Before Lord Novak could come up with a response, the soldier next to Lord Rutten cleared his throat. He seemed rather small and weak… was he perhaps an assistant? No, the clothing was too fine, and the insignia was that of a commander. “Lord Rutten, it is perhaps a bit excessive. I might recommend five times repayment. The original, and four times to indicate good will.”

Lord Rutten sighed. “Fine. I can accept that.”

Lord Novak nodded, “I… understand. It will take a few days to prepare, but I hope that my sincerity will help to clear up this misunderstanding.”

Lord Rutten nodded. “Very well. Actually, if you tell me who informed you I wouldn’t be coming back, I can lower the repayment even further.”

“Why, I have no idea who you are talking about. It was merely a miscommunication.”

“Is that so?” Lord Rutten raised an eyebrow, “Well, I await your repayment. Do be more careful in the future.”

It was only when they left that Lord Novak considered that five times repayment was still quite excessive… but he wasn’t going to renege on the deal. That was especially true when he heard that Lord Rutten had Lord Kendrick’s army under his command as well… and Lord Kendrick was dead. The most extreme rumors said Lord Rutten had downed a goblet of pure poison before beating Lord Kendrick to death with his bare hands- through his armor. That one was obviously exaggerated, as was him causing an earthquake and collapsing a pass… but he had almost certainly come out of the fight nearly unscathed. The more important thing is if he would kill Lord Kendrick, he wouldn’t have too many qualms about killing Lord Novak either.

-----

Jordan had always known there was something special about Lord Rutten’s staff. After all, he was a mage and yet used it in melee combat. Even most magical staves wouldn’t stand up to that sort of treatment. Occasionally, Jordan had seen Lord Rutten talking to himself… but eventually Jordan realized it was the staff. He wasn’t sure if that was more or less crazy.

As for the staff itself… it was usually contained in a hard leather case. Even in combat, Lord Rutten kept it there. Occasionally the case would get scarred, and some traces of the staff could be seen, but never the whole thing. Then, during the battle with Lord Kendrick, the whole staff was revealed. Even against a magical sword it remained completely unscathed. While most magical weapons returned to pristine conditions after a battle, they would still get damaged during a battle. That wasn’t the case with the crystal staff. Surprisingly, after that battle Lord Rutten hadn’t bothered to get a new case, and even directly said it wasn’t necessary when Jordan asked if he wanted one. Jordan knew the staff was special, and even had the vague feeling of having heard about it before… though some of those might have been childhood legends. Maybe he had read about it somewhere, though he mostly read about historical battles. Where would it have come up?
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                It took several days for Lord Novak to gather the proper supplies- plus wagons and animals to pull them. He could have gathered them all in one day if he had just put out the word of what he needed instead of sending people to purchase everything… but everything would have been more expensive that way. William understood that, and decided not to force the issue any more than he already had.

After that, they continued on their way- traveling west. “I can’t help but notice, sir, that we have not received new orders.”

“Well, you know how information travels. It will be going faster than us, but not too much faster, then it has to travel back. I figured we should head to where we will be needed to save some time.”

Jordan nodded, “An excellent idea. Might I ask where we are going?”

William pointed ahead on the road, “That way.” Then he shook his head, “I am not quite sure yet, but a more centralized location. I need some more information before I can know if negotiations can go through.”

-----

Marek looked around him. This was probably the nicest city he had ever been in. Clean, wide streets. Buildings made out of adobe as well as those made out of wood. All around, there had been farms, and in the city there were markets with fresh fruits and vegetables. This wasn’t even the best season… if they even had seasons. 

Jeim would have been a perfect city except for one thing. It was defenseless. There weren’t even city walls. Marek had just walked right in, which was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard of. Sure, he walked into many other cities- but this one was especially bad. It wasn’t the lack of walls or any defenses that made it so strange, but rather that they had previously possessed the best defenses possible. When they’d had the bewildering formation, he literally would not have been able to arrive in the capital, and wouldn’t have even known he’d missed it.

Now, Jeim was like a rabbit taken out of a hat. It seemed wrong to compare it to sleight-of-hand ‘magic’, but that was really what it was. It used to be protected by real magic… then like a rabbit out of a hat, it was revealed that it was there all along… and it was a helpless animal. Sure, they had an army, but it wasn’t here. It was off somewhere getting killed. That wasn’t a slight against their quality as soldiers, but merely what happened in wars. People went off and got killed, or stayed home and got killed. 

Marek wondered if he could kill everyone in the city by himself. Not that he would, but it might be possible. Of course, that hinged on him being able to do… anything. Maybe he would just fall over dead. Maybe he had already fallen over dead, and was a ghost. Except he didn’t believe in ghosts. His sister was the Archmage, and she said there were no ghosts- so there were no ghosts. He wondered if he could become something like a ghost anyway. William said his ki cultivation remained with him through his lives. That meant it didn’t need a body. Unfortunately, without a body there was apparently no consciousness or more importantly physical location to do anything from. 

So, he wouldn’t try to become a ghost. It was a stupid idea anyway. He was just going to die. After he finished his mission. He was going to kill the Demon King. Or a fragment. No, however many fragments he could find. Hopefully, there was just one here. He would have preferred there to be none… but that was not the case. There was definitely one, in the biggest and most impressive building.

Ustil had been so well fortified against demons since they created the barrier around Jeim. It had been a perfect record… and then they let a demon onto their grand council. Either that or the Demon King was in there serving as a servant, but Marek doubted that. Of course, they might claim they hadn’t let a demon influence their grand council… after all, they would undoubtedly all be humans. 

Who said humans couldn’t be demons? The humans would say that, of course, but even from their perspective Marek thought that they should have also watched out for demons who weren’t gevai. After all, the Demon King was still the Demon King whether or not he was what the humans called demons. It was a matter of behavior.

Marek had no idea how they managed to mess up so badly. According to William, they were quite talented at divination magic- if no other kind of magic since they set up their grand illusion formation. They had been on guard against the Demon King, but subsequently utterly failed to find him in their own midst.

He was in there… and Marek was almost certain he hadn’t been sensed. He didn’t have a direct connection to the Demon King, so he wouldn’t automatically feel Marek. Meanwhile, Marek had a very long lifetime’s worth of experience with using ki for soul techniques- sometimes subtle, sometimes not. If he had been detected, there had been no signs.

If he was detected, things would become problematic. He wasn’t worried about fighting or dying, but merely that the Demon King might flee during that time. He could go anywhere- Marek would have trouble finding him again, and he would be on guard. He couldn’t talk his way out of any situation. Even if he wasn’t planning to go into a secure location, he could barely put together two words of the Ustil language. He’d gotten to Jeim itself by pretending to be an Eclean speaking bad Ostanan… but Jeim was still getting used to having people from outside Ustil visit. There were quite a number of guards in and around the council chamber, even if there weren’t so many throughout the city itself.

Marek could be patient. He could even wait for the Demon King’s human body to die without problems, but the only issue was he didn’t want that. He had to destroy him before then, just to make sure he couldn’t come back again. So, he stood and watched. Guard shifts went in and out, patrols passed, and Marek waited. Until he was confident, he would wait- even if it took years, and he had to learn the language.
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                Marek found it most unfortunate that the councilors had sleeping chambers in the council building. This meant the Demon King- whatever his current name was- didn’t often leave. Marek wondered what they were even doing. They couldn’t direct the war from Jeim. It was at least a month each way for information. Even with magical communication, if they had it, it would likely be insufficient. Some things couldn’t be conveyed with just words.

It was easy for humans to forget their past. Marek had observed the very same thing with successive generations of gevai. Humans, being much shorter lived, were doubtless much worse. Asking them to remember anything for more than a gross or two of years was a pointless venture, and was merely random chance if there weren’t constant reminders.

Marek continued to watch the buildings and the guards as they patrolled and entered and left. He did this for over a month without really noticing the passage of time. It was not particularly interesting, and the shifts were consistent enough that there was nothing to gain from watching them repeatedly except for confirmation. A human would have gotten bored, though they could certainly have continued the task for a mere month. Marek knew he could continue for years if he needed to- assuming he didn’t suddenly run out of life- but his secret was not that he wouldn’t be bored. He had just learned to deal with it. During a long life, there would inevitably be long periods of repetition and sameness… and it could only be dealt with.

However, though he could conceivably wait much longer, Marek only observed for another month before he thought it was time to act. He had learned nothing new, and didn’t anticipate any changes. Warriors in Ustil primarily trained their body and not ki, so he was able to track their movements secretly. He could have done so to some extent even if they practiced ki- something that uncountable years of experience had to show. This was how he avoided the notice of the Demon King’s fragment.

Marek considered the possibility that the Demon King had noticed him, but that wouldn’t change his plan. He would go in and destroy this piece. With that, the last of his soul would fall apart anyway. Would it make a difference if his soul was destroyed by the Demon King instead? Perhaps it would. After all, he could not reincarnate if it was destroyed by the Demon King. On the other hand, he wasn’t certain he wouldn’t reincarnate anyway. At least not in a way he remembered anything. There was some slight difference between not remembering and not existing, but he wouldn’t be able to experience it no matter what happened.

He would take down this fragment of the Demon King- likely at the cost of his own life. After that, he would be dead… and if not, he would find the next one and do the same. Marek didn’t know how many there were, but there would be more. Divination magic aside, Marek felt that by instinct. His sister also brought up the point that it was possible that there were some among the elves and dwarves- if those races had even survived. That was an issue for another time, one Marek might never have to deal with.

-----

Marek walked along the hallway of the council chamber. Though he’d learned to be subtle with his use of ki, he wasn’t necessarily great at sneaking in the traditional sense. His steps were always heavier than they should be, his breathing wasn’t quiet. However, if one set things up properly, one could still be the best at stealth. It was all about not being noticed… which was easiest when you were where people weren’t looking. 

The route through the hallways was circuitous, but there were points that simply weren’t watched. With so many passageways, they couldn’t have a guard at every corner- and to be fair they hadn’t needed as many guards as they had. Just having guards watching main entrances was enough.

There was only a slight problem. One door was left unguarded for almost an entire minute. Because they didn’t use magic, it was a simple feat to open it with ki. Being able to see the structure of the lock and manipulate any part of it was quite useful. Then Marek had slipped inside. It was a simple matter of going down two corridors, taking a left, slipping into a side room for five minutes… He had a mental checklist of every move he would make. The guards were well trained and consistent, which actually helped. Nobody failed to be exactly where they should be at any given time.

Though it was simple to get where he needed to be going, it still took an hour for what should have been at most a few minutes of walking. Along the way, he actually had to dash at a few points, and the rest was spent waiting for exact moments. Then Marek found himself outside the room that would contain the Demon King. He considered that the door might have magical protections… Any runes could be on the inside. There were no guards outside because nobody should have gotten this far.

Then he just opened the door. As expected, nothing happened. There were several possibilities for this. Perhaps he felt safe, perhaps he couldn’t modify the room without being suspicious… but Marek thought it was probably because the Demon King had never bothered to learn how to do anything but brute force.

Nobody was in the small antechamber, but going through the archway into the small bedroom revealed a sleeping figure. Well, he had been sleeping, but he suddenly woke up, shouting something. Marek didn’t hear it clearly, but it was probably “who’s there!?” or “guards!”.

Surprising himself, Marek actually said something in response. “So, how is it to be human?”

The man frowned, then shrugged. He replied in the gevai language, “It’s awful. They’re weak and soft, not to mention stupid. I didn’t heard word of an army coming here… is it just you? This city’s wide open you know. Easy to conquer.”

Marek smiled. “Just me should be… sufficient.”

“So do you have a message or something? Honestly, it took you long enough to find me. I have no idea how I got stuck in this awful body.”

“A message?” Marek tilted his head as he probed the Demon King in human form. He was… weak. Not only was he physically weak- and even old- but his ki powers were nothing to speak of. Not that they should have been, since they were at best one part in six of his former power, assuming a rather small number of fragments and nothing lost. “The message is… die.”
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                Marek was well aware that wasting words on someone you were about to kill was a foolish and sometimes fatal mistake. However, he was an old man. While it was probably far too important of a task to humor himself, he did it anyway. After he spoke, he lunged forward and grabbed the human’s throat.

Marek had no idea if this body had ever partaken in body training, but it didn’t matter. Marek was an old gevai- but an old gevai was still better than an old man. The Demon King’s current body wasn’t nearly so old- not even in a relative sense- but wrinkles had creased his face and grey hair was the most dominant color he had. “Wh-” The Demon King tried to speak, or perhaps use magic- Marek squeezed down on his throat either way.

There was just one thing he had to do before he destroyed him. He had to be sure. If this was a decoy, he would have wasted his life for nothing. Searching memories took a lot out of him… but he didn’t have to do that. He now had a method to feel if this was the Demon King. He was only worried about if this was a decoy that had been taught gevai, and somehow switched out at the last moment.

Marek’s senses swept over the man, then into him. His soul… was a mess. It was scarred and cracked… but definitely carried the feeling of being a Demon King. Furthermore, the parts that were still solid were full of soul necrosis. Marek almost pitied the man. His appearance of age was actually somewhat deceiving- likely he wasn’t actually as old as he looked. Not that he wasn’t weak and decrepit, but merely that it had happened early. Even if Marek let him go now, he would die within a few years, soul necrosis ravaging him… but that couldn’t be risked. Perhaps there was some possibility for him to survive. That couldn’t be allowed.

Marek’s ki flowed into the defenseless soul, reaching the center and detonating in a specific way. Then, all at the same time, there was an explosion of energy and brightness… combined with a darkness as he lost consciousness for the last time.

-----

There was only one good forest on the border of Ostana and the gevai lands, though it wasn’t immediately adjacent to the mountains. It had abundant trees, flowing rivers, and very few magical beasts. Sometimes the rivers flowed in such as way to create small river islands. In one such place there was a river island large enough for a fort. William had been surprised to learn a fort actually had been constructed there- one of the less common good locations. With drawbridges it allowed access to both sides of the river, and it had a highly defensible position. The river was deep enough nearby that it was difficult to cross, and troops stationed in the fort could harass those passing on either side- or send messages further into the country.

William reigned up at the edge of one river, looking out at the fort. “Hello there!” he called out, “I would like to speak with your commander!”

“Yes sir! I will pass the message on!” The gevai soldier on the wall quickly did as he stated, and within a minute the commander of the fort was on the wall.

“Reinforcements? I hadn’t been told any were coming.”

William nodded in an exaggerated fashion, so as to be more noticeable at the distance, “It wasn’t exactly planned long in advance.”

“Why don’t you come in? It’s a bit inconvenient to talk at this distance. Ah, the keep doesn’t exactly have room for your army…”

“Don’t worry, they can remain here for now.”

William crossed the lowered drawbridge, and soon found himself in a small dining hall, sitting across the table from the commander. “I’m Lord Rutten,” he offered his hand.

The commander reached out to shake, “Commander Mulloy. As I was saying earlier, I hadn’t heard you were coming. However, we could certainly use your troops here. There is a large contingent of humans nearby… They should be within the extent of what your forces can handle.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but we’re not exactly here to take care of them. Of course, we will help out if the fort is attacked, but we’re in the area on a different mission. I’m just here to inform you we’ll be in the area.”

“Ah, that’s a shame, but I suppose there’s not much to be done. They don’t bother us too much here anyway, as our mages and archers make anyone who gets close enough to try to cross the river regret it. They might be able to take the fort with their numbers, but they’re not willing to lose so many men that their bodies pile up to make a bridge. Well, they’d probably wash away downstream…” Commander Mulloy shook his head, “The point is, it’s plenty defensible here, with good enchantments. Don’t have to worry about anyone eating away our foundations or some such nonsense. There’s also few boulders to use in a trebuchet, unless they cart them in. Of course, there’s plenty of wood for them to construct their own little fort… but as long as they remain there it’s not a problem. Your mission…” Commander Mullor shook his head again, “Actually, better I don’t ask. Let us know if you need across the river, I suppose. Otherwise, good luck.”

William nodded. “Thank you commander. Truth be told, the mission is mostly just waiting around. We might need to cross at some point, but unless the situation changes it will be some weeks.”

“Ach, waiting. That’s the worst thing that can be done- unless you’re doing it in a cozy fort. We have some room that you and your officers can stay in, if you’d like…”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. If anything happens we should be with the troops.” It would be somewhat more comfortable, but the fort wasn’t exactly luxurious. Even ‘cozy’ was being somewhat generous, but William wasn’t going to say that. He hoped everything went as planned, even if it took longer than expected.
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                The sounds of training rang out throughout the lightly wooded area. There were sounds of sparring and chants for magic. Other soldiers were resting, and some worked at cookfires scattered throughout the camp. Regardless, it was an idyllic scene- as far as an army went.

“You haven’t told me what we’re doing here, sir.” Jordan said as he looked out on the troops training.

“Didn’t I?” William scratched his chin, “We’re here to stop the war.”

“I don’t foresee any monumental battles taking place here, even if it is a decent position.”

“Battles are only a good way to stop a war if you don’t mind everyone dying. Though, there are certain prerequisites for stopping a war in the best way.”

“What is required for the best way?”

“Communication. Tell me, how many humans do you think speak our language?”

“I hadn’t thought about it.”

“Well, I’d bet on about a few dozen,” William held up a hand. “Maybe a full gross, if you count smugglers who know a little bit. How many gevai do you think speak any of the human languages?”

“Perhaps about the same.”

“Probably. Maybe more, but maybe not. Chances of them speaking the language of Liaoyang or Eclea are even lower. Mainly you’ll get Ostanan, because they didn’t have a giant barrier to keep us out or use of ki to detect us. How many of the wars between us ended with anything but one side finally giving up and withdrawing, or their troops in an area being exterminated?”

Jordan frowned, thinking carefully, “None that I recall.”

“That’s pretty much it. With the Demon King at the helm, nobody wanted to give up on either side. The humans wanted to survive, so they couldn’t- and the Demon King wouldn’t accept stopping until he was dead.”

“Because he wanted more people to die.”

“I’m sure he was also sincere about wanting to wipe out the humans. It was just that the mountains prevented that from being as simple as driving out the elves and dwarves.”

“Elves and dwarves were real?”

“As far as I can tell.” William shrugged, “They might still be alive, if their ships made it to land somewhere. I can see why they wouldn’t be interested in coming back here though. Gevai tried to wipe them out, and humans didn’t really help them.”

Jordan nodded, “I understand that. So, we’re here to stop the war through… diplomacy?”

“That’s right.”

“Doesn’t that take the agreement of everyone on both sides? I don’t know about the humans, but some of us wouldn’t be pleased.”

“And why not?” William raised an eyebrow, “They shouldn’t be able to object to saving gevai lives and getting humans out of our lands.” William held up a hand, “I know, I know. They will anyway. Some of those at the top are especially invested in having more people die. I am prepared to answer their objections, but as far as I’m concerned they can just die.”

“That’s not… a metaphor, is it.”

“It’s not. Things will likely get messy, but it’s the only way things will get better. Or, perhaps we will get lucky.”

“I wouldn’t count on luck, sir. I can’t help but notice you haven’t yet told me why we are here.”

“Sure I have. Diplomacy. We’re waiting here for the humans.”

“Are they just supposed to… show up?”

“Of course not. I’ve already sent them a message.”

“How? When?” Jordan frowned, “You didn’t actually approach the fort in Stamford Pass, did you?”

“Not closer than yelling distance. However, I gave them good motivation to pass along the message. Like not dropping the mountain on top of them.” William grinned, “There was a good reason the keep wasn’t buried, you know?”

“I don’t see what good yelling would do unless they spoke gevai or… you spoke Eclean.”

“Which do you think it is?”

“You must speak Eclean, somehow.” Jordan frowned, “But we’re north of Ostana here. They might just send a delegation from them, if they even come at all.”

“That’s fine. I speak Ostanan too. Plus the others.”

“Is that… so?” Jordan shook his head, “I didn’t know that, but I suppose it makes a bit more sense now. I’ve heard you speaking things that weren’t gevai. Of course, there’s still the problem of convincing them to come.”

“I gave them numerous adequate reasons to send a delegation. Maybe nobody important will show up, but they’ll send someone. I can convince them that we’re serious, and we’ll be able to continue on.”

“What if they don’t show up at all, or it doesn’t go as planned? Even if you negotiate properly, if the other lords don’t go along with it...”

William shrugged, “Then we probably die, and this continent is screwed. As for the other lords, we have enough on our side- or at least the side of preferring to end the war with less gevai lives lost. They’ll be able to participate in the negotiations. I’m not expecting my personal authority to be enough.”

“I notice they aren’t here yet, though. When are the other lords going to show up?”

“Oh, them? They’re currently convening somewhere further away from the front lines. We’ll be able to contact them though. Don’t worry.”

-----

In the city of Canta, the court was full of humans from every nation. One visitor from Liaoyang spoke to another, “Why do we have to meet in Ostana? Do they think so highly of themselves?”

The other man rolled his eyes, “That might be so, but it’s rather practical. It is a centralized location, and close enough to the proposed meeting site.”

“Are we really going to negotiate with a demon?”

“Can we afford not to? You might not have noticed, but our losses have not been insignificant. There’s no way we wipe out the demons. If we were even interested in some of their territory, could we hold it?” He shrugged, “I think it’s worth meeting with him, and if it’s some kind of deception we have the chance to kill a powerful lord.”

“Or they take the chance to kill a few of our key leaders.”

“I’d say don’t go if you’re afraid… but you’re not important.”

“You wound me with your harsh words. I understand why we’re here though. The Demon King even appeared in Liaoyang all those years ago… we’d hoped he was dead and gone.”

The second man’s eyes became serious, “It is not that easy to get rid of him. That is why we are here. That is why, through every generation… we watch.”
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                Having a long period of downtime was good for William’s training, if not for the progression of his overall plans. His training continued to progress steadily in all areas. His recent experiences at Stamford Pass had been very useful for his magical training… especially his ability to manipulate large amounts of mana. William had the Demon King to thank for that, since William gained a chunk of his magical abilities as well as those of others. William loved being able to do magic, but he would have given it up to not have the Demon King at all, even though it meant he wouldn’t be experiencing his current life at all. 

His body training progressed smoothly, but there was nothing particularly exciting there. Being stronger and faster was always better… and he was also harder to kill. It wasn’t to the point where he could ignore a sword stab, but his muscles and bones were denser and stronger, which meant an attack at the same power became progressively less dangerous. His enemies might become more dangerous with him, but William thought he would be growing faster more quickly. He couldn’t be sure about the old lords, but their advantage lay in their long history and not so much their speed of growth over any short period.

His main advantage was in his ki cultivation, and more importantly the strength of his soul. He had no idea what they had attained in other areas, but the Demon King was certainly an exception in the strength of his soul. William had still shattered his soul into pieces, and he was only stronger now. The Demon King had been weakened from a long battle, but William was confident he could now destroy him in his peak form, if given the opportunity. As for actually fighting with him in other ways… William wasn’t sure. He certainly made a more efficient use of mana, but the Demon King had been able to wipe out large swaths of people with his magic. William wasn’t sure if he was capable of that, but it didn’t really matter. The old lords would be easier to destroy than the Demon King- William would just need to take care of his own safety to make sure they wouldn’t kill him first.

-----

News taking time to travel worked as a double-edged sword for William. It meant no new orders had yet been able to reach him- or more importantly any armies or strong lords. However, it also meant that it took longer for the humans to gather and debate. He spent months wondering if they would meet with him, and whether orders would arrive first.

Of course, if orders did arrive, William would just ignore them. They would still cause problems, however. It was better for him to be done before any orders could reach him. If he managed to get the humans to withdraw their forces from gevai territory, nobody could complain. If they did, he would have more justification for saying they just wanted to lose more gevai lives. News was already being spread about the truth, though it was veiled in the cover of rumor. It wasn’t quite time to announce everything to the world.

Finally, however, a messenger came. It was a human messenger, obviously quite nervous about approaching a gevai camp… but he was escorted to William. He stumbled over his words as he tried to deliver his message. “Sir- uh… great lord?” He obviously wasn’t sure what manner of address was appropriate. It took a moment for William to figure out what was wrong, but then it hit him. This man was from Ustil, but speaking Ostanan. No wonder he was so clumsy. “You are… the Ostanan-speaking lord?” He looked him over up and down, his eyes lingering on the crystal staff in William’s hand. 

William nodded, “That is correct. I am Lord Rutten.”

The messenger held out a scroll, and William took it. As he read it over, he nodded. “You may return. Tell your leaders I will meet them at the agreed upon location.”

The messenger bowed, and nervously backed away. He then turned, but kept glancing over his shoulder even when he was out of the camp, as if he couldn’t believe he got out of a gevai camp alive. William shook his head. What was the point of killing a messenger- especially one with a message he had asked for? A single human would have been worth nothing even if it were some sort of deception or trap.

“Jordan,” William turned, “I will be heading out with my personal guard.” He pointed to a map, “We’ll head to here.” The location was a few days away, at the edge of the forest.

Jordan nodded. “Yes, sir. Might I point out that the location is… very open.”

“I suppose that is the point. Don’t worry, I’m not afraid of a few arrows or something. Because it’s open, Joel will be able to see their moves and respond appropriately. If the letter is correct, they won’t have more than a few companies with them anyway. If they have more, I will reconsider approaching. Optimally, there will be no conflict at all. That’s the whole point of this.”

“Very well. Be careful, sir.”

-----

The few days riding through the forest felt like months. William hadn’t had much to look forward to but waiting for the past few months, so something finally happening made it seem all the more eventful. He wanted to start negotiations right away, to save lives on both sides- and not entirely for moral reasons. In a practical sense, he wanted as many gevai alive as possible for… future events. 

The forest started thinning out, and then it disappeared completely. As it did so, William saw six companies of humans waiting. Far in front of them was an open tent, basically just a cover from the sun. There were a handful of people and mounts already there. “Okay Joel, form up here. You know what to do, but remember not to act first no matter what.”

“Yes, sir!” Joel was more specialized in combat than Jordan. That was why he was the head of William’s personal guard, and not a commander. Jordan was needed back with the rest of the troops to handle them, especially if something unexpected happened.

As William rode closer to the tent, he realized something was wrong. The tent style was familiar. As he looked out over the troops, he recognized they were warriors from Ustil. The messenger had been from Ustil as well, even though he’d spoken Ostanan. Was it a trap? If so, they brought inadequate numbers. William frowned. It might be something even worse than a trap.
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                As William approached the tent, he knew his guess was right. Though there were a handful of diplomats and guards, none were from Ostana, Liaoyang, or Eclea. He rode forward at a measured pace, dismounting his oversized gevai-bred horse at a distance of thirty feet from the tent, walking the last of the distance. He then loosely tied his horses reins to a pole next to the tent.

“Greetings, Lord Rutten.” One of the older diplomats stepped forward, bowing slightly.

“Greetings, elder.” William bowed respectfully in return. “I have not had the pleasure of learning any of your names.”

After polite introductions, the elder spoke again. “You appear just as described… and the staff as well. Though, we were expecting you to bring others with you.”

“Do not worry, I have sufficient authority to discuss peace possibilities, and can communicate with others in a timely manner as necessary. On my end, I was rather expecting more...” William looked over the group, “diversity.”

The elder sighed, “The others decided to be… cautious. Human interactions with demons have been…”

“Terrible? War, war, and more war? First, I would like to clarify something. We are not all demons. We have a name for our people- gevai. Of course, with the Demon King’s repeated appearance, you have not had much chance to see us as anything other than demons. I hope you are willing to try to understand we aren’t all like him.”

“Of course we will try. Otherwise, we would not be here. If you can show us you sincerely desire peace, we may be able to convince others to join in the talks.”

William would have preferred if they had just showed up from the beginning, but he couldn’t get angry at those present for what others did not do. It just meant the whole process would take longer. “Of course. I might start by pointing out that the humans have nothing to gain from attacking us,” William held up a hand, “Of course I understand that we have long gone to war, and a preemptive strike can have certain advantages… but it is clear that is not the case in this war. If it was truly a preemptive strike we would not have had time to build our forces. Perhaps the goal of the war is to weaken our forces, but here you have no advantage of terrain or supply lines. Quite frankly, it would have been more wise to stay in defensive positions… Quite frankly, humans had nothing to gain from these attacks. What provoked the humans to action, besides old enmity?”

The elder turned to those beside him, speaking in the language of Ustil, “Should we tell him?”

“It is unclear. We have no confirmation that the plans have come to fruition.”

A third spoke up, “Indeed. We also do not know if this is the right opportunity.”

William managed to avoid the grin trying to enter his face. They assumed he didn’t speak the language of Ustil… and he didn’t plan to mention it just yet.

“There also is the issue in Eclea. Ostana seems clean, and though Liaoyang had some reports, the divinations indicate nothing.”

“Yes. We cannot know this lord’s true intentions just yet. The abridged version should be sufficient for now.”

The main diplomat nodded, then turned to face William, continuing in Ostanan. “The war was pressed for by various factions and leaders among the various countries. They swept up the hearts of the populace, and nobody thought of the consequences to our countries. Now then, we should discuss the conditions for peace…”

William wanted to say that all they had to do was remove all the human forces, and there wouldn’t be a war. Of course, now that the war had started it wasn’t that simple even if he wanted it to be. Still, it could be done. He just had to convince the diplomats why it was in their best interests. Though they seemed sympathetic to the idea of peace, they would also need a way to convince the populace of the decision- and convince the other countries to agree. It was unfortunate that people dying for no gain wouldn’t be good enough, but William had discussed methods with Lorelei. He just needed to be able to stop the war with the humans without revealing too much of his later plans… just in case they thought of them as an opportunity.

-----

Marek was surprised to wake up. He had been completely confident in his ability to destroy the Demon King fragment, and even his ability to shield himself from the aftermath. He even had the willpower to survive even with the overuse of his abilities, though he hadn’t been certain of how viable that actually was. Somehow, his soul hadn’t collapsed just yet. Even so, that hadn’t been his main concern when he lost consciousness.

Quite frankly, there should have been a massive explosion, and then he would be a helpless gevai in the middle of human territory. Though it would have taken them some time, even a child with a knife could have killed him while he was unconscious. Based on the feeling of his body, it had been several days.

He slowly opened his heavy eyes, to find himself inside. Ah, it would be a cell then. He wondered if they took the care to reinforce it against gevai… but it soon became obvious they hadn’t. He saw mana flitting about, his ki flowed as freely as possible, given the state of his soul, and the chains holding him down were light. As he surveyed his wrists, he realized the chains were nonexistent. His hands were clearly not covered in disguising magic anymore, so there was no possibility that he was mistaken for a human.

Looking around, he was definitely in a cell. The torchlight outside his cell lit it up enough that he could make out the details. As prison cells went, it was not the worst. It was almost clean, and he found that he even had a straw mat he was lying on. However, things were still quite strange. He was covered in bandages and simple clothing, but in a corner of the room was a pile. It was his old clothes- or what remained of them anyway. Magical enchantments could only do so much, and soul-explosions were not easy on nearby materials. Certainly, unlike the full Demon King there would not be a large lake, but Marek also didn’t expect that the building he had been in was in particularly good condition.

Marek stood up shakily and walked over to the bars. It was then that he realized that the door wasn’t locked, just shut. Peeking his head out into the hallway, he noticed that there were no guards… or other prisoners. Just torches placed in regular intervals until the stairs. Perhaps it was some kind of trap… though he couldn’t expect what there was to gain. What would they do, kill him? If they wanted him dead, they just had to leave him there to die. At the very least, they should have avoided bandaging him up. 

Marek supposed that maybe he had died. Maybe this was an afterlife of some sort. He wasn’t sure if those existed, with reincarnation being in the mix, but he supposed that could be the case. If that was so, it was different than everyone said. Most importantly, it wasn’t hell or anything like it… unless hell came with merely mediocre living conditions and food. He wasn’t sure why it was this way, but Marek had the feeling that he was still alive, but not why.
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                William wished he could talk with Jordan about how the negotiations had gone, but Jordan was several days away. All he could do was send a messenger with the news that the first round of negotiations had passed and he would be waiting for more. He hoped they would come sooner rather than later, but he had little control over that.

He hoped that the rest of the human representatives weren’t too far away, because time was still important. It was frustrating that he’d had to go through a round of negotiations to even truly start negotiations, but he had avoided displaying that. Those from Ustil had actually shown up, after all, so they were not at fault. Besides, he actually wanted to make peace with the humans, so getting angry at them wasn’t productive. 

William made sure to always keep men on watch. While he thought the representatives from Ustil were sincere, it wouldn’t hurt to be more careful. Besides, others might not agree with them. There were enough factions and infighting in an individual country, separate countries could be even more so. It was also possible- though unlikely- for there to be humans who had not heard about the peace negotiations in the area. That would only come about if they failed to keep track of their men, but William didn’t want to discount that possibility.

-----

The dungeons were rather dark, but not actually damp. The temperature was also rather comfortable. Perhaps a bit chilly, but Marek was capable of warming himself with magic if necessary. He could even go stand out by the torches if he needed to.

Marek had considered leaving, but he wasn’t exactly in a great state. His injuries weren’t exactly light, and his soul needed time to stabilize. It was still in a state where it could fall apart at any moment, and Marek found much of his time and energy was devoted to holding it together.

He continued in that manner for several weeks as his wounds healed. The only thing he ever saw was several times per day the torches were changed and a meal was brought. The human who brought him his meal completely avoided looking at him, and also ignored the existence of the open cell door. The food was sufficient, if not necessarily to Marek’s tastes. The food was mostly bland, but considering that he was in a prison it was actually much better than expected.

Eventually, Marek declared himself sufficiently healed. He supposed it was time to leave. He wondered if anyone would stop him. He certainly didn’t get that feeling from the cell door- and he’d confirmed that the door would latch if it needed to, along with all of the others. Not that it would stop him or even significantly hinder him. With his body, even old as it was, he could bend or break iron bars. With ki, he could unlock any physical lock. With magic, he could do any number of things. However, if they truly intended to keep him, they would have at least chained him up or locked the door.

Marek decided he would just walk out. He didn’t know where he was, but certainly still in Ustil, from the looks of the one who brought him his meals. For the sake of himself and those who had taken care of him, he decided to disguise himself as he left. His magical equipment had been destroyed, but he could still keep up an illusion for some time. He could have gone without a disguise at all, but he doubted the general populace would tolerate a gevai- a demon- walking openly on their streets.

Outside his cell block stood two guards. They only acknowledged him with slick flickers of their eyes, but didn’t say anything or try to stop him from leaving. His ki senses extended behind him, and he found that they went into the cell block he had just left after he was out of sight.

It wasn’t hard to find his way to the outer door. Before he stepped out he considered what his plans should be. Where would he go? How would he survive? He didn’t particularly have any money, and he couldn’t maintain his disguise indefinitely. Living off of the land in the desert wasn’t easy, either. Jeim itself was hardly desert, but Marek didn’t plan to stay in Ustil, and thus he would be going through most of a country of desert. Water wasn’t too much of a problem with magic, but food might be. He couldn’t guarantee he would be attacked by giant scorpions or lizards. 

Perhaps he would need to steal food. He didn’t like stealing, but he would to survive. He didn’t care that humans and gevai were at war, he still appreciated the work that went into producing food, and he had nothing against those particular people. On the other hand, it wouldn’t bother him too much in the grand scheme of things. Destroying the Demon King’s soul, no matter how much he deserved it, was a much worse crime than stealing to live. 

Marek recreated his illusion and stepped out the door, where he found all his thinking had been for naught. The door opened out into an alleyway, and directly across from him was a travelling pack. It contained food, waterskins, a compass, a map, and even small tents. The possibility that a traveller lost his pack directly in front of this particular door- in the middle of a city- never even crossed his mind. The hooded clothing in the pack indicated it was someone who wanted him to get out of the city unnoticed- or at least not recognized for what he was. 

It was almost too easy… but once again Marek considered how easy it would have been to kill him earlier. There weren’t any magical enchantments on the gear that would let them track him, so he took it to be a gift.

Maybe they just wanted to lure him into a false sense of security before slaying a demon in public. In that case, they needed to make sure he was alive and healthy for it to be believable. In that case, though, Marek would give them a run for their money. Unless he found himself surrounded by an actual army, he was confident he could escape anything- and there were plenty of buildings around for him to climb up and jump between if it came to that. For now, he would take the pack as a gift that he truly hoped it was.
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                It took Marek a moment to orient himself in the city, but after a few moments it became trivial. He was only a street away from the council chambers, easily the most recognizable building- at least to him. It wasn’t that he couldn’t have just picked a direction and walked out of the city, but his location confirmed some of his suspicions. 

He headed north, because everything was to the north. North and east or west would get him anywhere he needed to be. Walking out of the city was easy. He probably didn’t even need to use magic to disguise himself, but he did so just in case people glanced under the hood or thought too much about how it stood up at the top. He didn’t have to pass inspections by guards at the gates- because there were no gates. Not on the city of Jeim itself. Traditionally, there had been no need. Ustil itself was harmonious, and nobody else could even reach the capital, or knew it existed. At most, outsiders had seen a much poorer city. Walls were only necessary when you had something to keep out, and that job had already been accomplished.

-----

Several days into the desert, Marek accidentally stumbled across something. It was the only thing that wasn’t sand or an occasional cactus that he had seen since leaving the fertile area around Jeim. It was just rubble, but Marek was curious so he stopped to look at it more carefully. He quickly determined that it was the remains of a small pillar. Presumably at some point it had been buried in the desert sands. 

Marek turned pieces of the destroyed pillar over to get a look at the rest of it, and quickly determined that it had magical formations inlaid. They were inert now, but he could still determine something of what they had done. His sister could have done better, but Marek already pretty much knew what this one did.

This pillar was part of the grand magical formation that had covered Jeim since antiquity, until only a few years prior. It had served to confuse the movements of those who weren’t from Ustil, and had an even greater effect on demons. Marek sat and pondered as he looked at the various bits of formation. Interestingly enough, from what he could tell it was actually two parts in one formation. The second part was the stronger part that worked against demons. The enchantments were powered in the same way, but they were separate enough that they could have been destroyed individually.

Marek pondered what that meant. He knew they must have been destroyed deliberately by the nation of Ustil. At best, someone might luckily stumble upon a single part of the formation, but there were likely hundreds of pillars. Even if one or a few were destroyed, the formation as a whole would remain active.

If they wanted to open up Jeim to allow all humans to enter, they could have destroyed only that part of the pillars. However, they were completely destroyed. Did they not know how the formations worked? Marek shook his head. They showed little signs of wear, until perhaps the recent years, so they must have been maintained. That required some understanding of how they worked.

The Demon King had worked his way onto the council… but there would have been no way to convince the council to allow demons in- if he even knew the functions were separate. Opening Jeim, and thus Ustil, to mingle with the rest of the humans in harmony? That sort of line would make sense, Even so, they had been completely destroyed- and almost certainly in a deliberate manner. Those who were doing so should have understood… so why did they?

It had certainly made things easier for him. Without it he couldn’t have entered Jeim at all. Marek frowned. Could that have been it? He had heard Ustil’s only magic was divination magic. HIs arrival and destruction of a fragment of the Demon King… was it predicted? Marek shook his head. Divination usually wasn’t that precise. On the other hand, someone had taken care of him afterward, and even if they were especially sympathetic to demons- to the gevai- they would not have taken care of a criminal. They must have had a reason.

Marek sat down and looked at the map. There weren’t any geographical features he needed to see, so he had merely used the compass to make sure he kept heading north. He didn’t need to go to oases since he could use magic to get water, and it was better to avoid humans if he could. Now, however, he realized it was somewhat different than expected.

The human lands were well marked, if not detailed, mentioning only particularly large cities. Beyond the mountains to the gevai lands, everything became even less clear- and mostly incorrect. The important thing was the additional marks not denoting of interest, but something else. They were simple circles- the kind drawn by hand and without much care. They didn’t even always connect up at the ends, and their shapes were irregular, but they served their purpose. They marked particular places.

There was one in Liaoyang, but it was crossed out. In Ustil, there was the same. Another circle in Eclea, but none in Ostana. Then there were a number of them in the gevai lands. They were half-crossed out, as if uncertain… but Marek got the point. The locations were vague, at best, but the numbers lined up with the number of fragments he had destroyed. There was just one additional circle on the border between Ostana and the gevai lands. This one was marked with test- ‘unclear’. Marek was not extremely fluent in the language of Ustil, but it meant something to that effect. Unclear. Uncertain. Unknown.

Besides the one in Eclea, that was the only circle that was an unaccounted-for fragment of the Demon King, if he was reading it correctly. He wasn’t sure what was special about that one, but it was different. On the other hand, he could have been incorrect. Maybe they were just locations that something significant happened. After all, he hadn’t destroyed a fragment of the Demon King in Liaoyang, and neither had William. Either way, he had no reason not to head back to the gevai lands. Perhaps something would happen at the marked location, perhaps not. Either way, he was quite certain that Eclea’s magical barrier was still working, and he had no interest in bringing the wrath of a country down on himself- with no benefits in sight.
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                William was almost disappointed when the envoys finally returned. His training had started to go extremely well. He would need every bit of strength for what would be upcoming in the future… but he had to get to that point first.

As he watched the large group of humans riding closer, he was happy to see more diversity in their numbers. They carried flags representing each country, though he could also see their different styles of dress.

He waited in the tent left behind by the group from Ustil. He supposed the group could be coming to attack him, but if more than just the diplomats moved beyond a certain point, Joel had orders to advance. If necessary, William could yell orders across the distance between them, but he hoped it wasn’t.

He had not needed to worry, because the main part of the escort group stopped at the agreed upon distance. Out from them rode the same handful from Ustil, a knight and wizard from Ostana, a pair from Eclea, and two martial artists from Liaoyang. This contrasted with William, who was alone- or at most with just Chris, if he counted. Their superior numbers didn’t concern William. He knew he could hold them off or kill them by himself. Purposefully or not, they represented an approximate ratio of the populations of humans and gevai, and also combat strength.

“Greetings.” William offered in Ostanan. It could be useful to maintain the illusion that he only spoke Ostanan and Eclean, so he kept his words simple. The envoys responded similarly. Though Ostanan was not the first language of most of them, it was the only common language, being the most central. Ustil also bordered the other three countries, but they had been rather insular politically until recent years. Perhaps some of the envoys spoke all of the human languages, but picking one language to stick to was easiest.

There were only a small amount of political niceties available for sides at war, even those discussing peace, so they quickly got into the meat of the discussion. Perhaps because they had been the initial group to arrive, the group from Ustil spearheaded the operation. “Before we get too far… we do need to know you have the authority to bring peace.”

“Of course. Though they could not be here in person, I am in direct contact with several dozen of the other lords, and less direct contact with more. They are all in agreement that peace between our nations would be for the best.” William reached down to a box on his side, then placed the object inside on the table. It was determined by both himself and Lorelei to be necessary to reveal the phone. William watched the reaction of the envoys, but all the showed was mild interest. “I requested the presence of the one who came up with the design for the train. Were they unable to make it?” William looked especially toward the pair from Eclea.

“I’m afraid that is impossible. She’s dead.”

William frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. May I ask how?”

The man shrugged, “It is merely a result of the passage of time. Though I cannot say I have such grand ideas, I was her apprentice.”

William hadn’t even considered the possibility, though he should have. The person who came up with the train could easily have reincarnated from Earth shortly after the Demon King war. The fact that they had arrived sometime after the mark a gross of years later was actually somewhat extraordinary, but still enough time for a human to die of old age. It was just about two gross years, the end of the time the Demon King would reincarnate at. “That’s unfortunate… we might have had some things to talk about. However, your presence is also quite useful. Perhaps you will be able to confirm that this device truly functions, and isn’t a trick.” William cleared his throat. “Lorelei?”

“Yes, I hear you,” Lorelei’s voice came from the device. It had apparently been a pain to set it up so that Lorelei and some of the lords could hear the device, but she could also translate for the rest without providing feedback or constantly speaking through the phone.

“Excellent. Why don’t we get some introductions. How about lord Carmichael?”

A number of lords introduced themselves, and relevantly the regions in which they operated and their banners. This allowed the humans to match them up to specific armies and somewhat verify their identities.

William saw a shining in the eyes of the ‘apprentice’. He was old enough to be a head researcher. “You may inspect the device. Be gentle. It’s not particularly fragile, but it is one-of-a-kind.” William didn’t mention that he could probably make more and better ones given some time.

The man took the phone and spoke excitedly. “This design… oh yes. I hadn’t thought about using these materials… The idea of a single reciprocating pair linked together is fascinating…”

After a few minutes of that, the other Eclean envoy tapped him on the shoulder. “Kaspar.”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. It does appear to be a fully functioning auditory transference device.” He set it down carefully in its position on the table. “There should be a number of real people at the other end, and we should be able to hear each other.”

With that out of the way, William went on to list some of those who had not been identified, as well as those who were not in attendance but had given their support to negotiate for peace. “As you can see, we have a majority open to negotiation, and certainly even more would approve but have not yet voiced it through messages.” William tactfully didn’t mention that some lords would disapprove of peace with humans in all cases, and others would only agree vocally and secretly wish for more war.

“Very well then, the negotiations can begin.” The leading representative from Ustil nodded seriously. “Is there anyone who has any concerns before we begin?”

At this point, one of the representatives from Liaoyang spoke, “There is one concern we have. Lord Rutten… Have you ever been to Liaoyang?”
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                William felt the ki senses of the Liaoyang representatives sweep over him, probing. As long as they just stayed at the surface, he had no reason not to let them. “That’s right, I have been to Liaoyang.”

“Is that so? Some years ago, there was an… incident… with some de- umm… gevai?” he questioningly said the new word, “in Liaoyang. One of those involved had a similar appearance to yourself.”

William raised an eyebrow. “Really? Is it the horns?” He tapped his finger on the tip of one of his horns.

The envoy blinked, unsure how to respond. “There was… similar colored skin, robes similar to yours, and a staff as well. A large number of people agree on those details.”

“I might recall such an incident. What of it? If I recall correctly, I let your people off lightly.”

“Ah… we do appreciate that. May we ask why you were in Liaoyang?”

“Personal business.” William couldn’t exactly say he was hunting fragments of the Demon King. While humans wouldn’t necessarily be opposed to that, they also wouldn’t likely believe him. At the very least, this wasn’t the right time. However, he didn’t want to leave it at nothing, or it would sound very suspicious. “I was looking for one of ours.”

“Ah, the woman?” the envoy nodded, and William let him believe what he wanted.

“Anything else?” William looked out over the group.

The next to speak was the second in command behind the Archmage of Ostana, Eldin. “If we might ask… where did you get that staff? What do you know about it?”

“This?” William raised an eyebrow. “It was left in our lands after a battle late in the previous Demon King war. Before that, it was in the hands of someone from your land,” he gestured to the martial artists, “Before that it was in the hands of an archmage of Ostana, and before that it sat around unable to be used. Though, at the very beginning it was created by gevai.”

The knight looked questioningly at the wizard. “Is that right, Eldin?” He also looked to the representatives from Liaoyang, who nodded.

Eldin spoke to clarify, “As far as I know, that is… correct. You are aware that it is probably cursed?”

“I am, but as you can see it’s not hitting me.” If this hadn’t been a serious situation, Chris might have actually chosen to bop William over the head at such a point, but even as a staff he had more social awareness than that.

“Well, that is true, but even those who have tamed it… met with unfortunate fates. They both died in battle.”

William wanted to point out that he’d technically been assassinated after the battle the first time, but that seemed like information that was a bit too specific for him to have. The second time he would have died in battle anyway, but would probably have failed in his goals without Chris. “Many men die in battle, even with great weapons and armor. Perhaps they would have died even sooner without it.” William shrugged. He doubted there was any real curse associated with Chris. It was true that he wouldn’t have been able to find himself in those situations without Chris, as he was a necessary part of everything that was happening, but in those cases he might have just died powerlessly or been a figure of little importance. Knowing everything he did now, he could have gotten by without Chris, but he was an important part of getting to where William now was.

The head representative from Ustil smiled gently, “Very well, I think we have asked Lord Rutten enough about himself and his equipment. It is time to get onto the key negotiations. Lord Rutten has already proven that he and those with him truly desire peace, but before we can attempt to create any sort of treaty, we must ask if peace is even possible.”

William frowned, “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Tell me, Lord Rutten, how do you feel about… the Demon King?”

William thought many things about him. He hated what he had done. He felt pity for his misplaced ideals. Having never actually had a conversation with him, he couldn’t necessarily say he destested him as a person, but his actions indicated they would not have gotten along. “I do not agree with his ideas. It is foolish to try to wipe out the humans, even if we actually could. We could have peace and growth instead of always having to rebuild and recover from wars.”

“Indeed. That might be possible, but not with him around. He always returns. How can we know he won’t just overrule the decision for peace?”

“I cannot guarantee anything lasting forever, but what I can say is this. The Demon King is not around to make such decisions.” He didn’t want to say that he would stop him even if he showed up, because some of the lords might have still been loyal to him. A number of them were only on the side of peace because the Demon King detested wars that were done without his approval, though William suspected some of those were just afraid of the Demon King and would be perfectly happy without him. None of the very old lords would be able to overhear the current conversation.

“Could he not be hiding among you, waiting to see what you do?”

William shook his head, “We have ways to determine his presence. If he showed up in front of me, I could pick him out- and many people have been searching for him, waiting for his return. It seems something is different this time.”

“I see.” The older man nodded slightly, though when William considered they were probably of similar physical age it was strange to think of him as old. “You say you could pick him out if he stood in front of you?” His eyes flickered briefly toward the representatives from Eclea.

“That is correct.”

The representative to Ustil turned briefly to the rest, and spoke in his native tongue, “Perhaps we could use this person to pick out the last part of him, from Eclea. The one in our midst was finally dealt with, after all.” He almost whispered, but William had keen ears and the support of ki so he had no problem hearing.

The other one frowned, “Unless he is… It’s not clear.”

At this point, William brought Chris down on the table, snapping it in half and causing various representatives to jump back and draw their weapons.
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                The reactions of the various envoys to William breaking the table were quick and loud, but William was louder than any of them, “Oh no! I think I broke it!” He ignored the fact that many of the humans had drawn weapons, quickly sweeping the phone off the table and throwing it into the box before snapping it shut and throwing it away from the tent. “Sorry about that, but I couldn’t risk being overheard. It won’t be long before I have to ‘fix’ that and we can continue the negotiations, but I overheard something I had to address immediately.” He looked toward the representative from Ustil, who had backed away several meters, “What is it in Eclea? Something about the Demon King?” The representative stared in shock for a moment, not speaking. “Seriously we don’t have long, so I’m just going to say this. I know the humans tried to destroy the Demon King’s soul in the previous war. There are some among the gevai who would be very interested in confirming his permanent demise. What do you know?”

William was taking a risk. Perhaps he had been reading into things too much… but Ustil had been terrifyingly accurate with their divinations to try to defeat the Demon King before. He hoped that trend continued. The representative from Ustil spoke cautiously, “If there were something… like the Demon King here… what would you do?”

Sometimes, dramatic measures were necessary… and William had been observing those from Liaoyang closely, and listening to their whispers. He intentionally released the feeling of his ki flowing, though only as a display of power. He raised Chris into the air above him. From the perspective of those not trained in ki, the tent above merely rippled slightly, but the eyes of the two martial artists widened as William attacked the air above him. Nothing happened, because there was nothing there with a soul. He locked eyes with one of those from Liaoyang, addressing them in their own language, “Convert the soul to power. Destroy the cycle of reincarnation. Shattering of the soul.” It was slightly different from the original scroll, but the one they would be familiar with would be the one he had made. “The Order survives, does it not?”

The two martial artists trembled, “W-what… how did you…”

“It doesn’t matter. Just trust that I can and would do it to him. Maybe tell the rest that.” His eyes looked at the knight who still had his sword drawn, ready to fight if William made even a slight move toward the rest.

Surprisingly, it was the representative from Ustil who spoke first, in his own tongue, “I see now. The enigma of the Demon King who is not the Demon King.” He closed his eyes, as if in memory, then nodded. Finally, he opened his eyes and spoke in Ostanan, “We believe what you say.”

“Just like that? What did he even say?” The knight kept his sword in a ready stance.

“That he would destroy the Demon King if he stood in front of him… more or less.” The representatives from Liaoyang nodded together, “And we believe he could.” They turned to look at those from Ustil, “He is much weakened, as we know thanks to you.”

“That’s right, and there’s just one more. In Eclea.” The representative of Ustil turned toward them.

“Is this that nonsense about fragments of the Demon King becoming human? We will not let one of our own be killed for such nonsense.”

“Why not? We did it.” The representatives from Liaoyang nodded.

Those from Ustil concurred, “Us as well, though we had to wait for the right opportunity.”

The knight just shook his head, “What are you even talking about?”

“It doesn’t concern you. Ostana was lucky. It doesn’t matter right now, however. We believe peace is for the best, and actually possible.”

“Right.” The knight nodded. “If you think this… man can be trusted, we can negotiate terms of peace.”

William smiled, “If you’ll give me a moment, I need to go ‘fix’ the sound device.” As he did so, he kept his ears open, listening to the whispered discussions between the groups. They had already discussed their plan before they had come, but with new details revealed some of them had more to say. The representatives from Ustil had gone from somewhat wary of him to almost supremely confident in him, while those from Liaoyang were more conflicted. Even so, they still urged peace at any cost. William went over to the box with the phone and banged on it a bit. “Hello?” he said with a hand covering his mouth, then more banging, “Hello? Is it working now? I think I’ve fixed it.”

“You’re coming through clearly now, Lord Rutten.” It was weird to hear Lorelei address him that way, but this was a formal setting and it was most appropriate. 

“Excellent!” William brought the phone back to the group of envoys. There was no longer a table to set it on, so he settled for holding it awkwardly. “Now then, we were going to discuss terms of peace. I propose a complete removal of humans from gevai lands,” he held up a hand to stave off the protests, “Hear me out before voicing your complaints. I know your men have fought long and hard for what they have gained… but it is truly nothing of import. A few forts in unimportant places? Even if we let you keep them, there is no point in your men staying here. It would trouble you to provide them with supplies.”

The knight- vice-knight-commander by his insignia- couldn’t help but speak. “How do we know this isn’t just a ploy to get us out of your land while you prepare a counterattack?”

“I suppose you will have to trust us… but if you don’t trust us, trust in the strength of your walls. You would be in a much better position to fight us from there. If I might be blunt, your current attacks aren’t doing much but resulting in unnecessary deaths. If you really wanted to defeat us, you should have come up with a better strategy. But of course, you can’t just return empty handed. Nobody likes to declare a loss, or even a stalemate. If you fulfill the terms of our agreement, we can return some of your men that we have captured.” William watched everyone’s faces to see how they would react to that news.
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                The vice-knight-commander visibly trembled. “You… have captured humans?”

William shrugged, “I trust you can agree that is much preferable to killing them, would you not? We don’t need to go over all of their names at the moment, but we thought we might list a few. If you would?”

Lorelei’s voice came through the phone, “Jeffrey Bauer… Jiang Huan…” She continued to read off of a list some of those they knew were more important. They’d only been taking prisoners for the last few years, as that part of the plan hadn’t been developed before. It was difficult to keep prisoners of import since they were strong, but some of the lords more sympathetic to diplomacy had helped with the process.

The knight carefully licked his lips. “Is there a… Nicholas Leone?”

“Ah… let me look.”

While Lorelei did that, William asked some questions, “Do you know the last battle he was in?”

“It should have been to the west… a year and a half ago.”

After a few more moments, Lorelei’s voice came through. “The list doesn’t have anyone by that name.”

William quickly interjected, “I see. If we don’t have his name on the list, it’s not without hope. Many of the prisoners were reluctant to give their names. We can ask around to see if we can find him… and some others.” William didn’t mention the other possibilities, such as him being dead already.

-----

The negotiations stretched over several days, but that was to be expected. William was actually surprised at how expedient everything was. It helped immensely that the representatives from Ustil seemed to go along with whatever he said. He tried to avoid pushing that too far, though. Meanwhile, the pair from Liaoyang were simultaneously intimidated and respectful. William understood that he’d come very close to completely ruining the peace talks with his display, but it had paid off. 

Of course, nothing would have worked if people hadn’t been receptive to the idea of peace to begin with. Since it was the first real negotiation between humans and gevai in most of recorded history, William thought it had gone rather well. It helped significantly that the rest of the gevai lords weren’t physically present, as some of the things they said wouldn’t have gone over well… but weren’t in the languages humans spoke. The ones who did speak human languages were more reasonable for the most part.

The biggest sticking point was reparations. Of course the gevai lords wanted repayment for damages that had happened to their lands or armies, but it was already almost the limit just to have the humans withdraw. William shook his head. People were insane, because even though both sides wanted peace, they still wouldn’t agree easily.

The captives were very useful, because they not only brought about a sense of goodwill, they could also be exchanged for some of the reparations that the gevai lords sought. They were the ones who were more on the fence, so they did need some material goods to convince them… even though the humans could have just withdrawn and that would have been the end of it. 

Once the negotiations were almost over, there were several more days of writing out the details in multiple languages. Each country got a copy in every language, and every version was combed over to make sure it read the same in each language, to the limits of what could be said anyway. William also made a version in the gevai language, though it wasn’t an official document since none of the humans spoke gevai.

After that, it was the tedious process of sending out messages on both sides. The fighting had already ceased some time prior. They also released the first wave of hostages, as a sign of good faith. The rest would be released in various groups, with the final group being released upon the total removal of human forces from gevai lands. The humans weren’t terribly happy about waiting for some of them, but upon seeing the (relatively) good condition of the prisoners, they didn’t complain much. The prisoners were fed enough to keep them relatively healthy, and they were unharmed, but some of them required significant restraints for the sake of security.

One interesting result of the negotiations surprised William, though it should have been seen as an inevitable consequence. The head envoy from Ustil chose to stay in gevai territory in a permanent fashion. The other nations promised to send envoys as well, but the current representatives weren’t available for a long term position. Of course, William offered to send a gevai to each human country as well, though he had no idea who it would be… or if that would even be possible in Eclea. They remained silent on the matter… which was reasonable enough for William.

-----

William was glad that only the envoy from Ustil stayed right away. The whole plan he was involved with had just begun, and he didn’t want humans getting any ideas. Specifically, he didn’t want them to change their mind and decide to attack the gevai...  while they were busy having a civil war.

Did William want a civil war? Absolutely not. Was it going to happen anyway? Almost certainly. If possible, William would just kill all of the old lords… but he doubted they would just fight him one-on-one until he killed them all, if that was even possible. If he was actually winning, they would find some excuse not to fight him individually. After all, their lives and personal power were their primary concerns… not the lives of others. Thus, they would use armies, and they would fight William and the other lords who didn’t see any point in trying to wipe out the humans. Then, it would be a civil war.

William had plans to reduce the numbers of deaths of regular soldiers, but they weren’t perfect. He couldn’t just convince them not to fight with the promise that no harm would come to them. It was true, and he just wanted to kill the lords, but they wouldn’t necessarily believe him. Some of them would be truly loyal to their lords, others would fear the lords they served more than him. Likewise, he couldn’t bet on the lords on his side going to all of the trouble of making sure the common gevai life was not thrown away. Thus, there would inevitably be casualties.
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                Marek’s travels had been easy, as far as anything he did could be considered easy with the threat of falling apart at any moment. Fortunately he didn’t have to spend literally all of his time in concentration. He could still sleep, though he spent an hour before and after in meditation to stabilize his soul and its connection to his body. He also didn’t sleep much… but that hadn’t really changed. He’d had far too many things to think about even when he hadn’t been motivated to do anything about them. Then, it had been out of worry and disappointment in himself. Now, there were new worries- but he had also made progress in destroying the Demon King. As it was, any fragments in the same state as the latest one he had met probably didn’t even need him to do anything.

The only problem was guaranteeing they were all in such a state. There were two more that the map from Ustil indicated existed… or maybe one? He would have preferred a written page of notes explaining one of them, the one they were uncertain on. Regardless, he could actually get to that one most easily, so that was his target. Of course, there was no guarantee that there weren’t more that nobody knew about… but he hoped they would be filled with soul necrosis and unable to recover from it, like the other fragments he had briefly seen.

When he finally arrived in the marked area, Marek couldn’t help but hold his head in his hands. Of course it was William. They had run into the same thing themselves. Marek could see he was in a meeting with some humans. That was a surprise, as it meant the plan had been accelerated… but at least they almost certainly didn’t have to worry about the Demon King popping up and interfering… and certainly not any strong remnant of him. Marek thought that the chunk that William had gotten was at least as big as any of the rest. Marek didn’t stop to greet William, as he didn’t want to interrupt the negotiations… among other reasons.

It was time to go see his sister again. She always could help him sort out what he should do- even if he didn’t always do it. Plus, this could be his last time to see her. So could the previous time, but he didn’t want to miss each chance. The rest of their family had long since died, though statistically they were probably related to many gevai, just none they knew about- and not closer than a dozen or more generations.

By the time he arrived where she was, all of the negotiations were over. Not that she was out of things to do- she always had things to do, and if there weren’t an important event to be involved in she would be researching something… or possibly just playing around in her laboratory. Marek wasn’t entirely sure on the difference.

“Greetings, sister.”

“Greetings, brother.” Lorelei smiled, “It’s good to see you again. How did your mission go?”

“Well, I didn’t die.” Marek shrugged, “Which means it went even better than expected. I took care of a fragment of the Demon King, got taken care of by some nice humans, and they even gave me a map.” He pulled out the aforementioned map and handed it to Lorelei. “Take a look.”

“Got taken care of by humans, you say?” Lorelei continued the conversation while looking over the map.

“They bound my wounds and put me in an almost comfortable, unlocked prison cell… so yes. Taken care of describes it rather well.”

“Interesting. Did you draw this map?”

“I told you I was given it… and you know my handwriting.”

“I know.” Lorelei nodded, “But besides me and you, I’m surprised anyone knew about what happened at those locations. Well, and Chris I suppose…” she shook her head, “But he’s not particularly talkative. I haven’t had much chance to visit anyone of import in Ustil, with the barrier. I’ve only heard they have startling divination magic from William.” She frowned at the map, “I don’t recall you destroying a fragment in Liaoyang, and William would have mentioned it…”

“True… but about the more ambiguous one there…” Marek pointed.

“What? I suppose that’s William. We made the same assumption… but you checked him out.”

“I am not perfect.”

Lorelei shook her head, “In that state he was in, I don’t doubt your success. Besides, I have spent ample time with him. I know you had little interaction with the Demon King and none with William, but I have spent time with both. Every second with the Demon King was unpleasant. Unless he miraculously became a perfect actor or was always even better at fooling me, William is William. Why even bring up the possibility?”

Marek shrugged, “It’s good to be sure. Also, the last one is in Eclea, and I can’t go there.” Marek scratched his head, “Even this had its doubts, and no reason to trust them over my own experiences… but it was still worth bringing up.”

Lorelei shook her head, “Seriously, why even mention it? Is the thought of there being just one more fragment that bad? I’m sure you can find something else…”

Marek shook his head, “We both know I am at an end either way… and I would hate to end in failure after everything.” He grinned as his eyes looked off wistfully into the distance, “Not that I could do anything even if he was truly part of the Demon King.”

“Well… maybe it doesn't have to end there. You have a strong soul… so maybe when you reincarnate you will remember me.”

Marek nodded, “Maybe I will reincarnate.” Left unspoken was the uncertainty that he would reincarnate at all given his current state, let along with any sort of memories intact. Neither he nor Lorelei wanted to mention that, but they both knew it. William had done so even with an injured soul, but he already had a history of reincarnating with memories… and his circumstances were different. He had suffered sudden, if significant, damage to his soul. Marek’s, meanwhile, had been held together and attached to Marek’s body by pure willpower, especially for the last dozens of years. It was hard to say what would happen, but he doubted it would be so convenient as to give him what he wanted.
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                William went to see Lorelei and the others as soon as possible after the peace treaty wrapped up. It was a practical choice, as they would be able to work on a number of things that needed doing much better in person… but he didn’t hurry for that reason. He just wanted to see her again. It also happened to bring him closer to Lila and his sister Sarah, which was nice. He hadn’t seen them in years, along with the rest of his family. He wasn’t sure how long of a ‘break’ he would have, so he wanted to take the opportunity right away.

Though he had been in indirect communication with Lila through Lorelei, it wasn’t even close. He found her in her office, surrounded by piles of papers. “Hello, headmistress.”

Lila blinked and looked up, “Oh, you’re alive. I mean, you’re back. It’s weird to hear you call me that.”

“Is me being alive surprising?” William shook his head, “I got back yesterday afternoon.”

“And you’re just now coming to see me? Where were-” she shook her head, “Ah, no wonder she disappeared suddenly. You could have at least come to meals or something…”

“Well, we were… busy.”

“For a whole day?” Lila raised her eyebrow, “Actually nevermind don’t answer that, I don’t want to know. You know, you sure know how to make waves.”

“And you don’t? I remember a manor falling into a sinkhole…”

Lila shrugged, “That’s the most I’ve done in a long time. Gevai learn to take their time with things.”

“Didn’t you have to deal with some of the other academy heads? What happened to them?”

“Oh, I merely crushed them… in a debate.” Lila shrugged, “It was much slower than the other way, but more… acceptable. Also, it got them to stop calling themselves archmages.”

“Wow, and you didn’t even beat up a single one?”

“Well…” Lila grinned, “There was one. He said women were only good for talking and… anyway, now he can’t talk anymore. You, though… you killed another lord, took his army, and then went off to negotiate the first ever peace treaty between humans and gevai.”

“It helped to know I had backup… and they were already very in favor of peace. The war was sort of a rash decision on the part of the humans. The representatives from Ustil were very helpful, and Liaoyang sent two people from the Order. That made some things… easier.”

“Didn’t you essentially found the Order of the Watchful Sentry?”

“Not really. I just sent letters to some people and hoped they would prepare to fight the Demon King properly. Most of them would have done basically the same thing.”

Lila shrugged, “Maybe. It’s hard to say what a few small actions will cause down the line a few gross of years. I mean, look at the Demon King.”

“I’m not sure that starting a series of wars counts as ‘a few small actions’. That seems pretty significant.”

“Who’s to say the wars wouldn’t have started anyway? The wars just were dumber than they should have been… though if they weren’t, I wouldn’t have been born. At least, not as a human.”

“I… probably wouldn’t have been born here at all.” William frowned in concentration, “At least, I couldn’t have become a gevai so…”

Lila laughed, “Do you think the Demon King knows he caused himself to be destroyed by accidentally bringing you here?”

“I mean, don’t people always have to deal with the consequences of their actions? He made a lot of enemies, and Marek had long since come up with a technique to destroy him. Someone would have destroyed him eventually.”

“Would they have? Marek had given up, and nobody else was really looking for that kind of solution. Nobody even bothered to look that in depth on the records but you. If the Demon King hadn’t been destroying souls left and right, you probably wouldn’t have even appeared here, right? You would have just gone into the cycle of reincarnation back on Earth or wherever. Weren’t you the one convinced that the gevai would win in one or two more wars?”

“I remember some people from Eclea had the same idea…”

“But you were the one who did something about it. Plus, you were the one who actually destroyed him. Nobody else was strong enough for that… and actually willing to do it.”

“Alright, the Demon King brought about his own destruction. I doubt he knows that though.”

Lila shook her head, “And now you’re planning a civil war to wipe out all of the oldest, most powerful gevai.”

“I mean, I’m preparing for a civil war. I’m sure they’ll start it.”

“But you would if they didn’t. The thing is, even if I did a lot of flashy stuff like killing a dragon, you’re causing a lot more ruckus… of course the thing with the Demon King outflashed everything I’ve ever done. Just because only a handful of people know you did that doesn’t make it different.”

“Right. Is there a point to all this, or did you just want to point out I’ve gotten up to more stupid stuff than you?”

“Well, some of that… but mostly I wanted to say that you’ve been a pretty wild success so far. Don’t give up before you’re done with all of this, or things are going to turn to hell. Lorelei and I will support you until the end. Just make sure it’s a good one.”

William shook his head, “I’ll be honest, I wasn’t expecting to come in here and get a motivational speech. What brought that on?”

“Oh, I just thought you could use it. You’re the guy who became Archmage of Ostana just because nobody else could fill the boots. We’ve already got an Archmage here, but please… don’t hesitate to step up and fill a role if it needs to be done.”

William shrugged, “Sure, I can do that. Though to be honest we’ll probably just need a good general, and I’ve already got one of those.”
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                For the next few weeks, most of William’s time was spent with Lorelei creating more phones. Clear, instant, point-to-point communication would definitely be very useful in the future. Even if the war they were anticipating somehow didn’t happen, they would be a valuable resource.

After making some improvements on the phones and crafting an adequate number of them, William had to switch over to more diplomatic work. While many lords had agreed to peace with the humans, that didn’t mean they were necessarily on his side. Some of them hadn’t particularly cared… but had been persuaded with offers of magical equipment or other things. One of them had just wanted a large-scale refrigerator installed. He’d heard of them, but the designs hadn’t spread to his territory yet. That was something easy to take care of, and William didn’t feel bad about such bribery.

Some lords had wanted things he wasn’t willing to offer, and he’d either stopped seeking their support or in some cases threatened them- or in most cases Lorelei or Lila threatened them. The latter wasn’t a particularly good way of making friends, but at least he had secured peace with the humans. Those lords wouldn’t be much help in the future, and he would have to watch out for them… but nothing had really gone outside of the normal diplomatic relationships between gevai lords. Nobody had actually been killed, and only a few buildings were destroyed.

William knew that a society based on who was the strongest wasn’t the best for long term stability, but that was what he had to work with. While it might have seemed like the many long years of a unified country were a sign of stability, that was really only skin deep. Various different territories went under radical changes from one lord to the next as they fought among each other during the times when the Demon King wasn’t around. When the Demon King was alive, his threat to their lives was enough to keep the lords from killing each other. Though they might die in a gross or two of years if they fought among each other, they certainly would if they made the Demon King angry. William hoped he would be able to change they way the lords thought and change things for the better, but it certainly wouldn’t be a quick fix.

Of course, other than settling the agreed upon promises, William also planned more. He wanted as many lords on his side as possible… or at least a promise to stay out of any conflict. He wouldn’t necessarily be able to trust any such promises, but if he looked to be the stronger party it would help immensely. Of course, old lords with entrenched power would look rather strong, so once any real conflict started he would need to show dominance in some way. He just wasn’t exactly sure about how.

-----

Over a year had passed since the end of the war with the humans and the signing of the first human-gevai treaty. William had expected a quick response from the old lords, especially based on his killing of Lord Kendrick, and his… creative interpretation of orders, follow by subsequently not waiting for new orders. He had almost expected an army to show up… but he didn’t even receive a message. That didn’t mean they were happy with what he’d done… or that they still didn’t intend a ‘swift’ response. Instead, their view of what swift was likely differed from Williams. 

Because of the time that passed, William had to release his troops- and Lord Kendrick’s- back to their normal lives. That happened gradually, as William received word of the more northern lords reducing their armies. All of the old lords lived in the north, which made sense in a way. They knew there would be constant battles with the humans, and they didn’t want to risk themselves or their territories in battles. 

William couldn’t afford to keep his army raised, not just paying them but also the impact of them not being in the workforce on the economy of his territory. He also couldn’t afford to not have an army ready to fight, so as a compromise he implemented an army reserve system. A small portion of those who had served in his army was kept active, but even those who weren’t on active duty were required to train. That way, when he actually needed them, they would be ready to fight and didn’t have to start training a new army. While some of them might grumble about the requirements, they did receive some pay… and most of them were just happy they didn’t have to be on active duty.

William still kept his personal guard… though it was noticeably larger. That was where those who wanted to continue in the military as a career mostly went. This included a number of good officers, though some of them wanted to go back to their previous work. Jordan remained, though it wasn’t like William would have given Jordan much choice anyway. Jordan had become an important part of future plans.

William brought his personal guard with him everywhere- even though it was inconvenient. He didn’t want the chance of being caught out alone. Not that they followed him into buildings or anything, but when he went to Ducson to see Lorelei, they travelled to the city with him.

“Jordan, I must introduce you to someone. This is Lorelei, the only true Archmage in all the lands, and my lover. Lorelei, this is Jordan- my most excellent commander.”

Jordan saluted smoothly, “Greetings, ma’am. I have heard many good things about you.”

“Oh?” Lorelei grinned, “But how many bad things have you heard?”

Jordan’s eyes flickered off to the side, “Well, everyone has unpleasant things said about them. I’m sure none of the things said about you would substantiate.”

“Oh, are you?” Lorelei leaned in, “That’s not quite true… I’m sure some of what you’ve heard is accurate. I can be pretty jealous. I’m sure you heard about me driving out all of the mistresses at William’s estate?”

“I heard that he did so himself, actually.”

“Well, certainly… but only because he is a kind and compassionate man. It was much better for them that way.”

“Noted.” Jordan stood awkwardly, not knowing what to say.

William waved his hand, “Well, I’m sure you two will have more time to talk later. As for now, Lorelei and I have more work to do.” Jordan nodded, and took the opportunity to leave gracefully.

Lorelei put her finger to her lips. “You do know that Jordan is a woman, right?”
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                William only nodded in response to Lorelei’s declaration to Jordan was a woman, “I knew from the beginning. Jordan volunteered in the initial wave, when it wasn’t clear that I was accepting women into the army… and perhaps was to embarrassed to say anything. Of course, I’m sure it’s more convenient to be seen as a man.”

“Being a woman has its advantages as well. For example, half of the population will likely underestimate you.”

“Though that’s not necessarily good either.” William shook his head. “I know all the trouble you and Lila have gone through with some of the headmasters. I’d offer to help, but that would just make them feel justified.”

Lorelei nodded, “We can handle them. You might want to talk to your sister though. She’s been having trouble adjusting.”

“I don’t know if I will be much help. I didn’t get involved with politics and war until I was… much older. We don’t really have the same experiences.”

“Really? You never had the desire to show you were better than others?”

William shrugged, “When I first came here, I couldn’t even use magic… also the second time.”

“And yet… you had to prove you were better anyway, didn’t you?”

“I suppose so.”

-----

William knocked on Sarah’s door. “Sarah? It’s W- Josef.” He almost called himself William, since he didn’t use Josef often. At best he was called Lord Rutten.

“Brother? Come in!” an excited voice came from inside.

The first thing that William noticed was the room was very pink, with the occasional purple. Pink curtains, pink bed sheets, purple pillows… it stood out as a stark contrast to the grey walls. William blinked a few times. “Wow, it’s very… pink. Isn’t that expensive?” A faded red color wasn’t particularly hard to get cheaply, but a true, vibrant pink was. A nice dark purple was similarly difficult to get.

“Well, it started out expensive… but that annoyed me so I came up with some new dyes. They’re not particularly cheap at market price, but the materials aren’t so bad and just require some magic to mix properly.”

William nodded. “That’s great. You’ve… really grown.” While it was easy for him to recognize Sarah, she was definitely quite different. The last several years had transformed her from a girl into a young woman. She also looked more like what one expected of a mage. William saw she had a new staff in the corner. She was also wearing magically enchanted robes, and though they had pink and purple they were used merely as an accent to the shimmering reds that changed as the light caught them differently.

“Well you… look pretty much the same. Except, is that a new staff?”

William shook his head. “Chris? No, he’s not new. I just kept him in a case. I just decided not to bother with that anymore. He appreciates it too.”

“Uwah… you named your staff? And you talk about it like it’s alive… though I suppose that’s not the weirdest thing about you, brother.”

“Chris is alive. He can think, communicate, and even do magic… and cultivate ki. He just also happens to be a staff.”

“What? That’s ridiculous! Do you have any idea how much power it would take to imbue an object with a soul?”

“Do you?”

“Umm… it’s a lot!” Sarah frowned, “Well, it would be if it were even possible, but it’s not.”

“Who told you that it isn’t?”

“Lorelei. She knows pretty much everything.”

“Did she actually say it wasn’t possible?”

“She said… the closest anyone ever came required the power of dozens of gevai and still failed to achieve the intended results.”

“That is… not incorrect.” William looked over at Chris, “Chris was definitely not the intended result of that.”

“You’re saying this staff is the result of that experiment?” Sarah moved closer and looked over Chris. “I mean, it’s a gigantic crystal. It’s got to be capable of pretty powerful magic, but that doesn’t make it alive. Wait, you said it could talk right? Have it talk.”

William shook his head, “He doesn’t talk, but he can hear you. He can glow different colors and move around, but do you see any mouth for him to talk with?” Chris demonstrated by doing a flip on his own, without William touching him.

“Umm… hmm…” Sarah frowned, “It- he doesn’t have ears either, you know?”

“That’s… true. Chris, anything to say about that?”

Chris spun around in circles… then started to emit a hum. In a few moments water condensed onto the floor in a precise pattern. “My body can absorb vibrations, and I feel the sounds. It’s just very hard to make sounds by moving.”

Sarah’s eyes widened pointed at the water on the floor. “The- the staff! Just did magic!”

“I told you he could. You even saw him flip over earlier. Why are you surprised?”

“I just thought you did something sneaky with ki to move it around! But that magic definitely came from it… him.” Sarah got an intense look of concentration on her face, her eyes closed, lips pursed, and eyebrows scrunching. When she opened her eyes, they were even wider than before, “Whoa, he really did cultivate ki! And he’s really strong.”

William nodded, “Well, he’s had a lot longer than you, but it seems pretty difficult to do when you’re… a staff.”

“He’s amazing. How did you manage to get him?”

“Well, I said, ‘hey, wanna be friends?” and he said, ‘sure.’ and then we were friends.”

“Oh. He wasn’t in some kind of ancient tomb or something? You didn’t have to kill a dragon or anything?” Sarah looked slightly disappointed.

“Do you know of any ancient tombs where people have valuable magic items… that weren’t looted shortly after?”

“Well… no. How come you’re the one that got him then, instead of anyone else?”

William shrugged, “Luck, mostly. Plus, I treated him like a person, instead of just an awesome magical staff.” Chris glowed a light pink, in the imitation of a blush.

“Aww… you mean if I was born five dozen years earlier I might have had a chance?”

“Eh… not really.” William shook his head.

Sarah sighed, “I know… I didn’t even really believe he could be more than a staff. Still, I would have had the chance!”

William grinned. There might have been some chance, but it would have required her to be born much more than five dozen years earlier.
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                William looked around the room, but the only place to sit was the chair in front of Sarah’s desk or on her bed, so he remained standing. “So, Sarah, how have things been for you here?”

“Everything is… fine.” Sarah bit her lip slightly, “The headmistress and Archmage take good care of me, and I’ve been able to learn a lot… but I don’t know if I deserve their attention. I do well in classes, but when I was taken to be part of a real battle… I froze up and couldn’t do anything.”

William nodded gently, “It’s alright. Everyone gets afraid in battle.”

“Do you though? I heard about all the battles you were in, and you even killed another lord!”

William shook his head, “Winning a battle doesn’t happen because you weren’t afraid. It happens because you overcome it. Even I am afraid of losing.” William had to admit that he wasn’t really afraid of dying as much as he probably should be, but he was aware of the other consequences that would come with that. Even if he would reincarnate again, he wouldn’t be able to do anything to protect those he loved while he was dead. William took some comfort that those he cared about in his current life wouldn’t die of old age if he was gone… but that wasn’t his primary concern about their welfare anyway.

“Really?” Sarah looked down, “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to really fight.”

“Then… don’t.” William shrugged, “What good does fighting do anyway? We already have so many people who can fight. I suppose we could always use more until *snap* suddenly we don’t need anyone who can fight. Then we only need other people, people with constructive abilities.” William shook his head, “I mean, with monsters and magical beasts around, we’ll need some people to fight, but if humans and gevai stopped killing themselves and each other, we wouldn’t need armies. Either way, we still need people for other things… like making new dyes.”

“You think new dyes will actually be useful?”

“Sure, why not? Now… people will buy it, and money is useful. Later, maybe it will be cheap and anyone can afford it. Then some artists will use it to make something beautiful.”

“So I… don’t have to fight?”

“I wish I could say that… and while showing favoritism to family members is par for the course I don’t believe that should be encouraged. On the other hand, we truly need things other than a larger fighting force. You just have to show you’re more valuable doing something else. Make this dye profitable or come up with something else. If you have no ideas… find someone with ideas but no time, and make that work.”

“Do you have any good ideas?”

“I have many ideas. Some of them are probably good, but by the time I could explain them I could have done it myself. At least, for the most part.”

“Oh.” Sarah frowned, “I guess… I can come up with something.”

“Don’t rush. Make it something good.”

“Okay.’ Sarah nodded seriously.

-----

William returned to his manor. It was a great opportunity to relax and fiddle with new magic designs… but he didn’t get to do much of that. 

There were many preparations that had to be made still, and while he wasn’t personally involved with everything, he needed to remain alert. While the old lords hadn’t yet done anything, that didn’t mean they would wait for him to act first. William would be content if they did, as long as they had finished all the groundwork, but they weren’t done yet.

As the lord of a region, William was also responsible for mediating disputes among other things. While many lords delegated that work to a subordinate, or merely took bribes, William had to seriously consider the issues at hand. He wanted to make the world better, not just kill off some of those making it worse. Most of the disputes were minor, but he was currently dealing with a dispute between two trading houses… made more complicated by the fact that they didn’t operate solely in his territory. He knew he would need to look into it more before making a decision.

-----

William had just spent the afternoon working with Theresa Bennett on his current financial situation. She had been worried about the continued expenses for his larger personal guard, but his frugality in other areas made up for that. He didn’t spend large amounts of money on rare and exotic foods, or mistresses. He wasn’t even spending much on magical materials for his laboratory at the moment. William was somewhat surprised that the food expenses of some lords could be relevant compared to the wages of more than a gross of soldiers, but some of them managed it- even without counting the feasts they threw.

Interestingly enough, Theresa had recommended that William throw a banquet for the other lords. With decent vintages and the expected quality of food, it would be quite expensive… but William understood that it was somewhat expected for him to throw and attend banquets. He needed to maintain good relations with as many lords as he could.

“That is the end of my financial concerns, Lord Rutten.” Theresa nodded and started organizing papers on her desk. “There is just one unrelated question I have. I have heard rumors that some of the lords have a conspiracy to regularly go to war with the humans. Then the deaths of the gevai fuel their personal power. Is it true?”

“What makes you think I would know?” William raised an eyebrow.

“You went to inspect the… Eternal King’s castle. You might have seen such information there.”

“An excellent point. It is quite true, though most people won’t believe it.”

“Those involved will know, though.” Theresa nodded seriously.

“Yet without any specific names in the rumors, people will add their own ideas into the mix. Unfortunately it’s hard to control rumors changing.”

Theresa shook her head, “Those involved will suppress the rumors in their own territories.”

William smiled, “If they don’t, it could spell trouble for them… and if they do, the rumors gain credibility. Sadly, rumors are just rumors. They might sway some people, but they’re not enough. We’ll need more.”
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                Marek sat on top of a mountain, looking down on the land below. It was more of a symbolic gesture than anything useful. It would be impossible to recognize any individuals from such a difference, even if he knew what he was looking for. However, he couldn’t really do much else. Below him lay Eclea… and with it a gigantic barrier. It wouldn’t actually stop his intrusion, but it would track him inside… and he would quickly be attacked by squads of soldiers- or an army.

He needed to enter, but he couldn’t… so he waited. Perhaps the last fragment would come out. Would Marek be able to recognize him? Unlikely. He couldn’t sense people at such a distance.

It was likely that he had become a figure of some import. In that case he would likely be surrounded by guards if he were to leave Eclea. That was what Marek could watch for. When he saw such a group, he would approach close enough to sense them. Then, he would return to his perch.

Marek considered that the barrier might go down at some point. William had mentioned that it would likely only track those who entered the border while it was functional. If it went down, Marek would take the opportunity to enter.

Perhaps that would keep the fragment in Eclea. He could be uncertain about whether he would be distinguished as a demon. He could also somehow know that fragments were being destroyed, or he could be busy with his political position.

Marek didn’t know. He didn’t even know if the fragment continued to survive. Perhaps that fragment had died from soul necrosis, or age… but it could also live.

Thus, he sat and watched. Then, when he could no longer put it off, he would sit and meditate, holding himself together. He would reinforce the tenuous bonds between body and soul… bonds that surely should have broken a long time prior… and then he would watch, and wait.

-----

William sat in his office, not really looking at the papers in front of him, just thinking. In his first life, he had only been responsible for himself. As such, he hadn’t really accomplished much.

Then he had come to this world and taken on more responsibilities. He helped define the future of Ostana by becoming the Archmage. Perhaps they would have been fine without him, but there was no way to know for sure.

His third life, he didn’t have an official position but fulfilled an important role. He destroyed the Demon King, which changed the fate of nations… though perhaps not as much as he would have wanted. The fragments weren’t as big of a problem… but the Demon King wasn’t the only one who would cause frequent wars with the humans and even seek to destroy their souls. The Demon King had not come upon such an ability himself, but learned it from others. William wasn’t sure if they could use it as well as he did, but even if they couldn’t repeated wars weren’t good for humans or gevai- especially not wars meant to wipe out the others entirely.

Now, in his fourth life, he had influence over whether humans and gevai fought… and whether or not those who had perpetuated that mentality continued to live. He was not solely responsible for such, but he was definitely an important part of the process. 

While it wasn’t a sudden increase in power and responsibility, it went far beyond what William ever thought he would have to deal with. The fact that he had the ability to made him feel like he had to do something about it, but he didn’t know if he was doing things the right way. It was merely that he couldn’t think of anything better.

Then there was a knock on the study door, breaking William out of his musings. “Lord Rutten, there is a guest here to see you.”

“Send them in,” William answered. At least he would have something else to think about.

-----

William hadn’t expected to see Stefan, but there he was. “Greetings, Lord Rutten.”

William shook his head, “Oh please, don’t start with that. I’m still Josef, am I not? You could even be something like a lord yourself….” William frowned, “Perhaps I should have required that you stay with me, instead of remaining as farmers.”

Stefan shook his head, “Mother and father wouldn’t be happy with that, and neither would I. We can still do important work with our positions, and we aren’t the type suited for politics.”

“You think I am?” William raised an eyebrow. “I’m just good at fighting and yelling at people. Other than that, I just rely on people with more experience than me. Besides, if you had joined me you wouldn’t have been drafted and…” William looked pointedly at Stefan’s left arm… or what remained of it.

Stefan patted his left sleeve, which now stopped at his elbow, “Oh, this? It could have happened anywhere. I got careless, and that would have been just as dangerous when working with animals. I wouldn’t have been content to just sit around during the war anyway- this could have happened serving under you too.”

William leaned back and looked at the ceiling, then sighed. “I just wish… I was free to do what I wanted. Why does my brother have to lose an arm when I can’t even grow it back yet?”

“It’s just the way of life. I’ve got another arm still, Josef. I also have my wife… and we’ll have children as well. I would like to think that having them grow up in a better world is a good thing, even at the cost of an arm or two.” Stefan frowned, “Wait, did you just say something weird again?”

William shook his head, “Don’t worry about it. Unless you have a lot of spare time to study lizards.” William furrowed his brow in concentration, “Though maybe with magic… piece by piece…” He started muttering to himself.

“Um, Josef?”

“Huh? What? Oh, well you see some lizards regrow their tails, and perhaps magic could replicate similar effects, given time.”

“That’s… interesting. But, do you really have to fix everything?”

“If I can? Absolutely.” William nodded gravely. “So, I suppose you didn’t come here just to catch up? What is it?”
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                Stefan nodded, “That’s right, I do have other things to say… though catching up with my brother is a pretty good reason. Our winning over of the common people is going fairly well.”

“That’s not the kind of thing that requires you to come all the way here,” William commented.

“That’s right. Actually, I’m thinking of heading north.

“Absolutely not. That’s the most dangerous area, and we already have spies there. What’s more, I’m sure many of the lords would love to take the chance to capture you and use you against me.”

“They would… if they even glanced down at a one armed peasant. There are plenty of us around, you know? They won’t recognize me.”

“The lords might not look, but if they truly cared to capture you they would have others do it. You can’t avoid the scrutiny of every town guard.”

Stefan nodded, “If they even know what I look like… and if I even look like that.”

“A magical disguise will be even more obvious.”

“Of course it would… but a bit of mud and some rags would work just as well. I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think it was important. It would make your job much easier if you only had to fight the lords and some guards… and not armies. At least, there could be smaller armies, and in the best case you could have revolutionaries on your side.”

“Others could do the same…” William shook his head, “But I don’t think you plan to listen to me. What about Gisila?”

“We agreed that we would rather not have children grow up in a world governed as it is in many places now. Of course, we are also not content to live in such a world ourselves. We could die just as easily for crossing a lord on accident as we could for spying on them and doing something.”

William thought back to the experience with his father. Lorcan Harridan had merely been traveling through the area, and one of his guards had nearly killed him when he stood in front of Gisela. At the time, Gisela had merely been a little girl, pushed out into the road by the jostling crowd, and she hadn’t even truly hindered Lord Harridan’s progress. While lords weren’t particularly keen on traveling in recent days, similar incidents would still happen if the status quo remained the same- and those were only casual acts of cruelty.

“Fine. I won’t stop you… but you must avoid capture at all costs. I can’t afford whatever price would be required to save you, and I don’t want to have to make the choice not to.”

“Understood. I don’t think I would enjoy being captured anyway.”

-----

Several more years passed, and William was just waiting. Somehow, it was worse when he had an actual timeframe he was waiting for… but the fortunate thing about such anxiousness was that it was short term.

William was not at all surprised when he was woken at night by a knock on his door. “Lord Rutten! Wake up! It’s urgent!”

“Ah, just a moment!” It didn’t take long for William to throw on his robes over his nightclothes, then he opened the door. “What is it?”

“Captain Joel says there is a group approaching the manor, Lord.”

William yawned, “Alright. Tell him to prepare everyone, though I’m sure he’s started. I’ll be out to see him in a moment.”

William walked over to beside his bed and opened up a box. “Lorelei! Wake up!”

After a few moments, he heard a creaking sound, “William? Have they arrived?”

“That’s right.” William sat on the bed, pulling boots onto his feet. “Honestly, they chose the worst time. I was having a nice dream.”

“Oh? Was it about me?”

“Hah! It wasn’t that nice. It was just about a day where I didn’t have anything I had to do.”

“Mmm. Sounds nice.”

“Indeed. Well, I should get going. Tell the others, would you?”

“Of course.”

-----

William sat, waiting and listening. The only problem with being able to see people coming from a long distance was waiting for them to arrive. Of course, it was very useful for giving the guards who hadn’t been on duty time to wake up and get ready. William supposed that was more important, but he almost wished he could have just kept sleeping. He wasn’t even sitting somewhere comfortable, just in the entryway in the dark.

His ears perked up when he heard sounds outside… the clops of horses hooves, and then a rattling sound. “Open up! We have an immediate summons for Lord Rutten!

William heard his captain of the guard responding. “Oh? From who?”

“From the Grand Council! Now open the gates!”

“Come back later!” Joel answered.

“You-!” there was a loud harrumph and then the voice shouted, “Men!”

After that, there was a scream, and William finally stood up. He threw open the doors, “What’s going on here?”

“Sir!” Joel turned to salute him, “These bandits are trying to force their way onto your property!” He gestured toward the gate, where there was a smouldering body. Beyond the body was a large group of gevai soldiers, more than a gross, arrayed information.

“I am no bandit!” The most well dressed and armored man shouted, “I am Lord Ingvar Heinrich! I come bearing orders from the grand council!”

“Really?” William walked toward the gate, “You’re acting like bandits. How do I know you’re not a bandit?”

“I have the official summons!” Lord Heinrich unfurled a scroll and read from it, “By the decree of the Grand Council of the gevai, Lord Josef Rutten is to be brought in for questioning under the watch of Lord Ingvar Heinrich, and to stand trial for war crimes, including disobeying the orders of a superior.” Lord Heinrich turned up his nose, then continued, “You will come with me.”

William waved his hand, “Give me that so i can read it.”

“You have no right to lay hands on the orders of the Grand Council!”

In a flash of movement, William pushed open the gate and leaped the handful of meters toward Lord Heinrich, striking him in the chest. Lord Heinrich barely moved, but then collapsed off of his horse. William held out a hand to catch the falling scroll, then looked over it. “Oh, it really does say that. Unfortunately, Lord Heinrich is dead.” William tapped the body in front of him with his toe. “Since he was supposed to be my escort, I suppose they’ll have to send one that’s not as stupid.” William looked at the surprised soldiers in front of him, “Well, go on! Shoo!” He waved his hand dismissively. The soldiers all drew their weapons, and William grinned, “Not leaving? Well, I’m sure we can show you the error of your ways.”
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                Those soldiers who didn’t have weapons drawn did so- both those outside the manor and inside. At the same time, those nearest to William attacked with drawn swords, swinging down toward him. William parried one and dodged another as he stepped back, arriving at the gates to his manor at the same time as a hail of arrows.

As the arrows reached the walls and the area of the open gate, they suddenly slowed and then shortly after fell to the ground impotently. In response, William’s guards opened up with their own volley, causing a handful of casualties among the enemy ranks. They still numbered nearly a gross, more than the number of guards William kept at his manor, but numbers weren’t everything.

The center section of the first rank of enemy soldier charged toward the open gate, At the same time, William’s guards stepped up to either side of him, standing about a dozen men wide against a half dozen mounted soldiers.

On both sides of William, his guards set pikes to stop the charge of the enemy, while William himself remained standing still. The enemy soldiers lowered lances and held their shields ready. Then, when they were about to collide with the pikes they angled their shields to deflect them, and then a moment after they would be in range for their lances to strike.

Then there was a clanging sound as pikes collided with shield… after which all of the charging soldiers were dismounted, with their horses continuing to move out from underneath them..

“Tch.” William shook his head, “Not even enchanted stirrups.”

That had actually saved the soldier’s lives, as their attachment to the horses had given out before their shields and armor. William could see that some of them still had broken arms. Though they had tried to deflect the pikes, William’s guards were trained with enough precision that they could still strike a solid blow even on angled shields.

The horses didn’t continue to charge without their riders, but their momentum carried them into the line of guards, who hurriedly dodged the horses. Behind them, other guards caught their reigns.

The fallen soldiers would quickly be able to return to their feet, but the front line took advantage of their prone position to pierce their armor. Though pikes weren’t optimized for stabbing downward, they were still good enough, and with the ground at their backs all of the force of the pike was able to be applied instead of knocking them back.

William almost regretted the damage to the magic armor, but it had to be done. There was no sense in holding back in combat for such a reason.

Of course, in normal cases it would be hard to pierce magical armor- even with equivalently enchanted weapons. That was only true when all other factors were the same, and William’s guards weren’t the same as these soldiers. Although they were likely the elite guards of Lord Heinrich, but they still weren’t as good as William’s guards.

William had personally trained his guards, and while he thought his training methods were somewhat superior, it was also relevant that they grew stronger more quickly just by being around him. As time had gone on, the effect became more pronounced. Humans reached a plateau in terms of bodily strength after a few years of training or less, and gevai also worked similarly. Even in ki training or magic, everyone would reach a point at which their growth seemed to come to a halt- even if it was really just significantly slowed. The same had happened with William’s guards, but the plateau had come later and their growth remained several times faster than others who had reached their nominal limits. Combined with the fact that most gevai only lived a few times as long as humans, after a few dozen years William’s guards were among the best gevai had to offer.

Though nearly a dozen of them were dead, the enemy soldiers weren’t deterred. Instead, they quickly changed their tactics. They started to dismount and draw their swords. They spread out and raised their shields to protect themselves from further arrows, and started moving closer to the manor walls. Several dozen formed up in rows and headed toward the gate, while the rest moved close to the walls to receive cover, and prepared to attempt to climb over.

Knowing the strength of William’s guards, they weren’t careless in moving toward the pikes. While pikes had the great advantage of reach against swords, if they could get inside that reach they would have the advantage. Their organized assault let most of one rank move in unscathed, and those few who were injured were replaced by a later rank. They moved forward to attack the now vulnerable guards. Several of them also went for William.

Their swords thrust out, synchronized in such a way that it would be hard to dodge or block all of them… but William just stood there. As the tips of the swords passed the line of the gate, the soldiers went into convulsions as electricity ravaged their bodies, and they started smoking from inside their armor.

William shook his head and taunted the enemy, “Are you blind? Can’t you even see mana?” Of course, being gevai, they could- but that didn’t mean they knew what it meant. To be fair, the horses had gone through unscathed so they had likely assumed there was no danger… but William had merely manipulated that part of the barrier. 

Those who touched the walls found themselves in a similar state, until they fell backwards away from the wall. They weren’t necessarily dead, but they would be in no state to fight. Those at the gate were quickly finished off as they fell in front of WIlliam and his guards.

Now nearly a quarter of the enemy soldiers were casualties, and William had not had even a single injury on his side. Even so, orders were still called out from a person William assumed was their captain… or perhaps vice-captain. William didn’t really want to continue fighting… but on the other hand it gave him the chance to make a bigger impression.
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                If nothing else, William admired the soldier’s determination. They couldn’t get through the gates or climb the wall, so they built a pyramid several people high and tossed a soldier over the wall. Of course, he met the same shocking fate as the rest of the soldiers who crossed the property line… but even if he hadn’t the guards waiting behind the wall would have gotten him. 

Seeing that none of their tactics were working, the enemy captain called for a retreat. They had likely assumed the defenses continued around the entire property, and they would not have been incorrect. However, the defenses could not last indefinitely. The energy had to come from somewhere, and there wasn’t enough natural mana to support continuous use. On the other hand, to get to that point they would have to sacrifice more men.

As they started to move away toward their horses, William called out, “You think you can leave just because you wish to?”

The captain looked toward William, “And what can you do, cowering behind your walls like that?”

William shook his head, “A wise commander uses all tactical options even when they aren’t necessary. As for what I can do…” William thrust Chris out toward him. From a distance of almost a dozen meters, it seemed like an empty gesture… until the captain slumped forward on his horse. William’s voice rumbled throughout the area, “None of you are leaving. You can either surrender… or die.”

William had stepped out past the gate, wich made some of those soldiers think it was an easy opportunity to attack him, but as a dozen of them charged toward him, he merely swept his staff across in an arc, and all of them collapsed before even getting close. 

Out from the gate poured dozens of William’s guard. Though they weren’t as numerous as the enemy, almost half of the enemy soldier were defeated now- and all of those ranked higher than a squad leader. Some of them ran for their horses, or just ran… but it just took William a series of movements to defeat them as well. “If you throw down your weapons, I will guarantee your lives.” William spoke calmly, but he projected his voice out so that all of them could hear him easily. “Just throw down your weapons.”

The enemy soldiers started dropping their weapons. It didn’t seem like they had any way to win, or to escape. Some of them were hesitating, but when they saw more guards riding around from each side of the manor, they also threw down their weapons.

-----

William didn’t really have room for so many captives, but he made it work. The biggest problem was restraints… but he wasn’t too worried. His guards would be able to deal with it if anyone tried to escape. They were stronger on an individual basis, and they would be the only ones equipped. There was no need to worry about them being overpowered, though he did leave a dozen guards on duty at all times, just in case. They wouldn’t be staying in his manor dungeons for long. There were better places, and he wouldn’t be keeping his guards at the manor.

People coming to abduct him at night was a perfect excuse to trigger the next stage of the plan. He would have come up with some other excuse for whatever other way they approached him, but this one easily achieved the results he wanted. Perhaps they thought it would be easier to catch him off guard, or perhaps they thought he wouldn’t dare to resist a summons from the grand council… but that was exactly what he wanted. Besides, he did plan to go to the meeting chambers of the grand council… he would just have an army. 

-----

William could have re-raised his army much more quickly if he didn’t care about disrupting the economy of his territory… but he did. Thus, he started with a quarter, including those who were in the active reserve. It didn’t matter if it took him a bit longer, because the other lords would be even slower, and he didn’t need a fully army right away.

That said, he still had a use for the portion that was ready. Lord Heinrich’s territory was just to the north, and if they were going to start a war William might as well start off strong. Unless he had been particularly subtle, Lord Heinrich didn’t have any real army in his territory. He might have had several times as many soldiers as he brought with him, but they would be spread throughout the territory. There might be some city guards or such, but William didn’t have to fight them. He wasn’t planning to touch the cities at all, besides taking over important points for management. 

Part of William’s strategy was to make it very clear that the regular citizens had nothing to fear from him- which actually meant his presence would likely improve their lives. It wasn’t of any benefit for William to burden their economies with heavy taxes or to treat the citizens with cruelty. He could just kill the old lords, and that would be it.

Of course, he knew that even in an idealized scenario he couldn’t just stop there. Many lords would die, destabilizing the country as a whole. William wasn’t going to just leave it at that, because otherwise what was the point? Well, he supposed it would eventually recover, but even though it was better than intentionally causing war and deaths for his own personal gain… it was still right to clean up afterward. He was glad he wouldn’t have to handle it alone.

He tried not to think about the fact that, if he lost this war, the old lords would be perfectly happy. While it might throw whatever numbers they had off somewhat, many gevai dying would be to their own benefit and it would allow them to exert more control. That was why William wasn’t going to lose. 
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                One advantage William had was communication. He was able to contact everyone he needed to instantly, instead of waiting weeks for a messenger to travel. Even messenger birds would take a few days, and they could be intercepted.

William considered that the old lords might have a faster communication method, but if so they didn’t give anything like that to Lord Heinrich. That meant there would likely be days to weeks before they expected to hear anything.

While that hadn’t been enough time to do everything he might want, it had been just enough to take over Lord Heinrich’s territory. While it could be argued that he barely controlled it, since he only controlled Lord Heinrich’s manor… and his other manors. There was one fort of note that he had not yet taken, but he would accomplish that soon enough.

William inspected the fort carefully. It wasn’t taking up a mountain pass or anything, but it was on top of the largest hill nearby. That gave it a good range of vision, and it was also placed strategically enough that troops could be sent to any part of the territory in a short time.

Neutralizing the fort would be easier than taking it over. If William just wanted to be rid of it, he could just cause the ground beneath it to crumble and slide. Even if it had magical defenses that extended into the ground, WIlliam would just have to dig a bit deeper. He was capable of magic on a large enough scale that he could do it in a few days or less… but he wanted the fort. 

The problem was the fort was actually worthwhile. It had solid walls, and a good compliment of defenders. He could starve them out, of course, but he didn’t want to spend months doing so. With a gross of defenders in the keep, he could easily lose several times that many in a frontal assault. That is, if the troops qualities were similar. He was confident his soldiers were better, but that just made their loss more impactful. 

William wanted to ask Jordan for tactical advice, but she was helping secure other parts of the territory. William reminded himself that Jordan hadn’t chosen to reveal herself yet, so thinking of her as Commander Jordan was probably more appropriate. He didn’t want to slip up… some people might not care, but others would. William thought that it would be interesting to reveal after Jordan had trounced some of the old lords or their commanders on the battlefield. They were the type who definitely thought women were inferior. It might even be true in their territories, but only because they took efforts to keep it that way. He could imagine that they would be exceptionally embarrassed to lose to a woman. On the other hand the lords would also be dead if he got the chance, so it would mostly be a moot point.

William focused his vision on mana. He could naturally see it as a gevai, but now he was filtering out other things. This didn’t mean he could see mana through solid objects or anything, just that there were less distractions. The fort had magical defenses- that was what kept him from just climbing to the top of the front gate, taking out the guards, and opening the door. 

The important thing is he couldn’t be sure if there was more to them. The magical formations were inside the fort so he couldn’t tell if there were things that weren’t active. As it was, he could tell the walls and gate were reinforced with magic, and they would launch attacks on anything touching them. 

Destroying the gate would be a good step forward. However, he didn’t have any siege weaponry. He could build some, but it would take time. He would prefer a faster solution. Could he just throw magic at the gate? That was possible, but if he wanted to be able to damage it through the magical defenses he would likely have to be close enough for archers to shoot at him. That wouldn’t be a complete disaster, but he relegated it to backup plan.

He’s already tried asking for their surrender. Unfortunately, he hadn’t thought to bring Lord Heinrich’s head with him. Rather, he had no interest in carrying around a head to begin with. He’d buried the body… just not in a fancy grave. The commander of the fort didn’t believe he had killed Lord Heinrich, and he couldn’t blame him. He should have brought Lord Heinrich’s armor with him, but it was sitting in the armory back in his manor. That would take too long to retrieve.

“Any good ideas, Chris?”

Chris rarely had good ideas, but that didn’t mean he never did. Chris mostly went along with the flow, and didn’t usually initiative communication. This time, however, he wrote a response, “I do have a good idea. You want to open the gate?”

“That’s right.”

“I can do it!”

William stroked his chin as he considered that idea. William had no doubt that he could break the gate open while wielding Chris, but he wasn’t sure if he could defend himself at the same time. However, that wasn’t what Chris had said. Chris said he could do it. “What do you mean?”

“Simple. I go up to the gate. I hit the gate until it breaks. It doesn’t even have to open far. Then I can go inside and break the mechanisms, then push it open.”

“That’s… not going to be as easy as you say it. All the attacks they’ll throw at you… will do nothing. That’s fine, but what if they just come out to grab you?”

Human had a lot of trouble wrestling Chris into physical control. Gevai would be able to, though. Perhaps Chris would still kill several of them, or a dozen, but eventually he would run out of ki and be left with just his standard operating strength. Chris had a simple solution for that, though. “If they come out to grab me, the gate’s open.”

“Yeah, that’s true. They would have to turn off defenses to move through there, if they even have any defenses on the open air. What if… they just let you hit the gate? It has defensive enchantments.”

“Everything will run out of energy eventually. I don’t get tired though- I regain my normal uses of energy as fast as I expend it.”

“That doesn’t mean you can overcome their restoration rate. Though they probably have a finite power source.”

“If it doesn’t work, we just try something else.”

William nodded. It wasn’t like the plan was without risk, but it was good. He could imagine several things going wrong. Chris could still get captured somehow, but they wouldn’t be able to actually hurt him. Unless they had similar power to the Demon King’s soul explosion. William doubted that was the case. Since they couldn’t really hurt him, capturing Chris would actually make things harder for them. It would also mean that William was somewhat hampered in using large magic to attack them, but it would probably be offset. As for the other possible problems… well, he would deal with them as they came.
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                William intentionally moved inside bow range of the fort. Arrows flew down at him, but with a few words he summoned a gust of wind to blow them off course. They had enough momentum and spread that some of them would still hit him, so he deflected them with Chris. Since this was a display of power, he wasn’t going to dodge the arrows. He hoped nobody noticed the one that he failed to deflect… either way, it barely had any power left and merely bounced off his enchanted robes and fell to the ground with the rest.

William continued to stand there. He knew that arrows were a finite resource. Perhaps they might have a great gross or even several times that many in the fortress, but if they spent them three dozen at a time they would quickly run out. William could continue to do what he did for that long… or he could just retreat. He wasn’t far enough inside bow range for them to be able to hurt him much anyway.

It seems they knew that, because they didn’t fire again. It would be better for them to save the arrows for a situation they could do some use. Not that killing him wouldn’t be useful, but the probability of it actually happening was low enough at the distance they were at. They were still almost three hundred feet away, so their arrows wouldn’t have much penetrating power anyway.

After waiting a few moments, William tossed Chris forward. That wasn’t necessary, but he thought it would make it seem like he was under William’s control instead of independent. William could see the archers debating on whether to launch another volley at him now that he didn’t have his staff.

Before they could come to a decision, Chris had reached the gate. He struck it, but it was a thick, heavy gate made to withstand the force of battering rams powered by gevai soldiers. Coupled with magical enchantments, it was clear that Chris wouldn’t do any damage. In fact, he was knocked back flying, electricity sparking around him. 

Then Chris continued forward and hit the gate again… and again… and again. Each time he was flung backwards, but it all seemed like part of a pattern. Chris repeated the same movements almost to perfection, such that William almost thought he was watching a looped image.

Then he had to look away, as the archers had apparently decided- or been told- to fire again. A bit of magic to throw the arrows off course once again did most of the work, and then William swung his arm in front of him. He had made something like a wall of ki, and it swept the arrows away. It took more energy than doing the same with Chris, because the ki had to extend further away from his body into the air… but he could easily do the same dozens of times more before he had to consider retreating.

At the rate things were going, William could see this taking hours… or days. Not that would be a problem for Chris, but William didn’t want to stand around for days… and on the chance that Chris would need him when he left, he decided the process needed to be sped up.

William started with a quick spell… to no obvious effect. He nodded his head. At least they weren’t incompetent. He wasn’t able to gather mana to inside the fort and use that to pull a lever to open the gate. William suspected he would be able to do it if he was standing right next to the wall and uninterrupted… but that wouldn’t happen.

That particular barrier covered the whole fort, so it would be hard to do something like heating up the metal reinforcements in the wooden gates and causing it to break apart that way. He could create fire next to it and heat it up that way… but that would be much less energy efficient.

He had to pause his thoughts for a moment to deflect a lighting bolt. He had seen it coming a mile away… well, technically less than three hundred feet, since it came from on top of the wall of the fort, but it was obvious long before it came. He had seen the trail that had to be made creeping toward him. At this distance, the lightning wasn’t very strong. It barely even took much effort to deflect it into the ground by making an easier path with his ki. The caster on the wall tried to extend the trail into him, but that was easy enough to prevent- especially with the distances involved.

However, just because his opponent had trouble using magic at that distance didn’t mean he would. It would certainly be easier with Chris, but he didn’t plan to do anything large and flashy anyway.

WIth only a few seconds of chanting, William launched an attack that started right next to the fort. A fist sized ball of dirt flew up, impacting against the wall. William frowned and shook his head, then tried again. The second one was the size of a head, and that provoked the reaction of the barrier. The clump of dirt was rebounded back at the ground instead of sticking to the wall like part of the other one did.

William then tried a size directly in between his previous two, and had to go slightly larger the time after that, before finally discerning a size close to the minimum required. He took a bit longer for his next chant, and thus lined up a volley of five double-fist sized clumps of hardened dirt to impact at the same time as Chris hit the gate. The barrier performed its function, and there was still not even a scratch on the wall or the gate.

William grinned. Every single piece had provoked the same reaction, at the same level of power. Each of them carried enough power to knock a human off their feet… but not much more than that. He couldn’t harm the walls with what he was doing… but he didn’t need to. William started walking parallel to the wall, flinging more hardened balls of dirt at the wall as he went.
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                William walked casually around the fort, occasionally dashing to one side or the other to avoid arrows. He couldn’t be bothered with dealing with the arrows head on. The defenders on the walls knew he was up to something, though they might not have figured out exactly what just yet. Unfortunately for them, he was far enough away they couldn’t do much to him. 

By the time William had finished a full loop around the fort, nearly an hour had gone by. There was still no damage to the fort or the gates. William started walking around again, but this time he used ki to enhance the volume of his voice. The louder volume of his voice meant he could reach mana further away, though he still had to be able to control it at such a distance. That was a bit more difficult, so he spent more time on each individual section to gather the same amount of mana as his first trip around the fort. 

Over an hour of near continuous chanting was tiring, but William took occasional short breaks. He wasn’t in urgent need of speed, so he took his time. As he was just about to finish his second loop around the fort, he finally got the results he wanted. The balls of dirt he chucked at the wall hit it, and broke apart. The only result William got was a little bit of dirt on the walls that wasn’t terribly distinguishable from what had naturally been there.

William continued his assault until he came back to where Chris was, at the gate. He looked at the gate and cast one last invisible spell. Then his figure blurred as he dashed toward the gate. A few arrows shot toward William, but when they hit the ground about a second later he was already far past them. In a few seconds total, he was at the gate, 300 feet away.

Chris was banging on the gate, but no longer being knocked back. William could actually see some dents in the middle of the gates now, but nothing significant. William picked Chris up, gathering ki as he did so, then he stabbed toward the middle. There was the sound of wood splintering, though William couldn’t see anything. However, he knew he had broken the bar keeping the gates closed. Without magical reinforcement, it couldn’t stand up forever.

William could have kept beating on the gate or attempted to ram it open, but that would have been foolish. Instead, he reached for the slight gap between each side and pulled. The gate opened outward, after all. That made it harder for a battering ram to break through it- though it was hard for them to anticipate someone who could break the foot-thick hardwood bar without first getting through the gate. They also hadn’t anticipated their magical barriers running out of energy so easily.

William stepped past the gate. There was a small corridor and then a portcullis, and William started walking toward it. When he was about halfway there, another metal portcullis dropped behind him, and arrows rained down from holes in the ceiling. William didn’t have much room to dodge, but he didn’t feel the need. William swept his arms up above him, using attached ki to deflect the arrows again. Though they had enough power to actually injure him at such a close range, all he had to do was direct them a bit away from himself.

William looked up at the ceiling and grinned. Before the archers could nock a second arrow, he started launching attacks toward the ceiling. Invisible, almost undetectable ki was the true part of each symbolic punch. Perhaps if the magical barrier still had energy it would have prevented such attacks… but perhaps not. Very few were knowledgeable enough about soul attacks to even realize they were an option. Certainly, the guards didn’t have a chance to react as half of them fell before even firing a second arrow. The seemingly unexplainable deaths of their comrades caused the others to hesitate long enough for William to finish them all off.

Back behind him, William saw Chris where he had left him, underneath the portcullis. William hadn’t sure he would be able to support it… not because he doubted his structural integrity, but he just hadn’t been sure if he would have slid out to either side. Fortunately, The portcullis was quite thick, and had impacted Chris with a flat bar against his flat top. There was a slight crack in the stone below, but Chris was holding the gate at his full height, a bit more than six and a half feet up. It was plenty for anyone to walk underneath, though they would have to duck slightly between the spikes at the bottom.

In a few moments William’s soldier’s arrived… though they had to dismount their horses. William couldn’t lift the portcullis, or at least not for very long- and not usefully. Where they were, they had cover from those on the walls because of the gates. Despite its advantage for resisting battering rams, that was a big drawback for the gates opening outward. Not that it should have gotten to such a point in most cases.

The soldiers who had followed after William quickly went over to the other portcullis to try to lift it. Though they should have been capable of lifting it together, they weren’t able to. It seemed to be locked in place. That meant they would need to get into the upper part of the gatehouse to open the inner portcullis.

It wouldn’t be long before more soldiers from the walls got in place to fire down through the murder holes. Even if they didn’t have bows… they could just pick up the bows from those before them. That meant they had to work quickly.

With a quick hop, William was on the outer side of the first portcullis. That got him to the top of the underside of the gatehouse. The wall material wasn’t good for climbing, but William was able to use ki to provide the necessary amount of friction to hold him up, effectively driving tiny spikes into the wall. The muscular strength to support his own weight was trivial, and he scurried toward the top of the wall. At the top of the wall spikes stuck out to prevent the very thing he was trying to do, even though in most cases he would have been electrocuted to death long before reaching that point.

Since he couldn’t fit in between them, he decided to use a spike as it was. He grabbed onto one, protecting his hand with a gauntlet of nearly solid ki, then pushed off the wall, using his grip on the spike as a pivot to launch himself around and over. William grinned at a surprised defender, “Hi.” Then he threw the soldier off of the wall.
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                The soldier who was thrown off the wall probably wouldn’t die. What was a thirty foot fall to a gevai anyway? 

William didn’t care about that though. Within a few moments he was inside the gatehouse. There, he saw a dozen more soldiers, with more heading in from either side. Without a weapon, William would find it troublesome to defeat armored soldiers… if he had to rely on just his body.

Unfortunately for them, he didn’t have to consider their armor at all. It was even easier to take them down with soul attacks when he could reach them in melee. All he had to do was dodge around their spears. They hadn’t seen what caused their archer allies to collapse earlier, so they were surprised when he took down the first half dozen of them, such that they weren’t ready for him for the second.

It only took a few moments more to take down the other soldiers who were showing up and shut the doors. That wouldn’t stop people for long, but it might make it take longer for them to realize how bad the situation was. 

William went over to the secondary portcullis and set it up so it could be raised, then started turning the winch. Preferably there would be help, but when his men saw it started moving they helped lift which shortened the process. William could sense that more of his men were showing up below, now that there weren’t many archers on the side of the wall facing them.

William brought up the other portcullis. While horses wouldn’t be great inside the fort, he didn’t want to just leave Chris there. After that was done, he dangled a strand of ki down through a murder hole. They were bigger than the diameter of an arrow, because otherwise they would have required perfect precision. While it would have been hard to stab a spear through them, lifting a staff wasn’t too difficult- especially when the staff could control its own orientation.

After retrieving Chris, William thought of something he should have done long before. He began chanting, drawing on mana from a large distance around… and also creating a large scale effect. In total, the actual amount of energy required for the spell was small, but it was harder on a large scale. In addition, William wanted to drain most of the mana in the nearby area to prevent his spell from being undone easily.

All around the fort a fog appeared. William’s men had been trained to fight in fog. It wasn’t dense enough to be a problem for melee combatants anyway- it would just stop the archers on the walls from shooting his men as they entered the courtyard.

William left the gatehouse and moved along the wall, defeating defenders as he came to them. By the time he’d made a quarter loop, his men had taken over the rest of the fort. They had superior numbers and training, the only thing stopping them had been the gates. While William had left many of those he defeated alive, he wasn’t going to ask his men to risk their own lives to do the same. 

The fog had dissipated within an hour, and William looked over his new fort. There wasn’t anything particularly wrong with it, which actually was much better than most of the ones he had seen. All he needed was to replace the power source for the magical defenses.

-----

The old lords clearly had not expected the sort of response they got from William and the others. He wasn’t sure what they had expected- him to go with Lord Heinrich or to be successfully captured, or even something more… but they hadn’t expected a wide scale rebellion. Except, it wasn’t exactly a rebellion. Tradition dictated that the older lords would be listened to, and they had more political power… but officially all lords shared the same rank. The Grand Council was full of many powerful gevai who could enforce their will, but as far as actual legalities went… the Eternal King had all the legal power.

On the other hand, it wasn’t that they couldn’t legitimately enforce their own views either- much of the actual legal basis among the gevai was centered around ‘might makes right’. As far as actual laws and regulations… they were a mess. Each territory had their own laws, and it was up to the rulers of those territories to enforce them.

In short, the Grand Council was basically in their rights to do whatever they could get away with… and so was everyone else. It was just important to take into consideration who might want to stop you.

Everything was rooted in tradition rather than codified as laws. In a practical sense, it wasn’t much different… except it made it easier for someone who wanted to change the system to proclaim themselves in the right. That said, if anyone actually caused a big stir, their power would be fleeting. The Eternal King would return and make an example of them.

That had always been the case… but it wouldn’t be any longer. William knew he wouldn’t return with any sort of power… and wasn’t afraid of him anyway. The Demon King had great personal power. William wasn’t confident he could beat the abilities he displayed, nor that he could defeat him in single combat… but that was only if he took soul attacks out of the equation. While the Demon King had been worn down when William defeated him, William was much stronger now in ki cultivation and the strength of his soul. As long as the Demon King wasn’t focusing all his efforts to prevent soul attacks, William was confident in destroying him again.

That was important, because he wasn’t sure how strong some of the old lords would be. They had remained alive for longer than anything else, and they would be very strong. Even if they didn’t grow quickly, given that much time they would be very powerful. The only thing William was counting on was that their souls would be weaker than the Demon King’s. He was definitely an exception, like William himself. That was a weakness he could exploit… and he would destroy them. He didn’t like to do it, but he couldn’t chance the possibility that any of them would reincarnate even with partial memories. William just wished he could have stopped at the Demon King. He didn’t want to destroy more souls… but he would for the sake of what they would do if he didn’t.
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                The war started slowly, which William was somewhat disappointed with. The other lords on his side took longer than him to raise their armies, so it was necessary… but it also gave the northern lords time to do so as well. Unfortunately, William didn’t think he could take on half-prepared northern lords all by himself. He might have been able to push further into their territory on his own, but then he would have found himself besieged from all sides.

The only benefit was that his propaganda had more time to spread. This included much of the same information as earlier, but also that Lord Heinrich had come to his territory to try to kill him in the night. Even though it was almost completely true, it was still propaganda. He just hoped it helped.

-----

William sat staring at an army, the hot summer sun beating down on him. He could have sat protected in a tent, but he figured he deserved it for putting his soldiers through it. Actually, he was still better off than them since he wasn’t wearing heavy armor.

His army sat on one edge of a narrow winding valley, the opposing army on the other. At the bottom of the valley was a stream. Though the sides of the valley were gentle slopes, neither side wanted to move to attack the other. Attacking uphill was a terrible idea. While William thought he could win anyway, it wouldn’t bring about the solution he wanted. Too many men would die, his and the enemy’s. Jordan wouldn’t forgive him if he did something that stupid anyway. There were better options- including just leaving. They didn’t have to fight here.

That said, he needed to go through this territory. It led to the first real goal of the war, and even if they went around through another territory they would have to worry about being attacked from behind or having their supply lines cut off. 

William had something to try before giving up here, though he wasn’t sure if it would work. On the other hand, he couldn’t see any chance of it backfiring if he tried it.

He moved forward to the edge of the valley. There was still a fifth of a mile or so between him and the enemy army, but William’s voice could reach that far- with the help of some boosting from ki. “Some of you may have heard that I, Lord Josef Rutten, am not a fan of bloodshed. Mostly, however, you will have been told that I am some sort of horrible monster. They will say I defied the council’s orders and other rubbish, when their orders were designed to make sure as much gevai blood as possible was shed in pointless wars. With so many wars between humans and gevai, you might wonder why so many of the northern lords have survived for so long… and never participated in the wars themselves. It is simply because that way they can continue to amass personal power through the deaths of their own people.” William knew they wouldn’t suspect it was quite as literal as he meant it, but it didn’t matter.

William continued his speech, though he could see the enemy lord shifting uncomfortably. “Of course, your own lord has only ruled for a few gross years. He is not a founder of this ages old conspiracy, merely a pawn of it.” William never paused long enough to give opponent a chance to retort. “Lord Herrera might just be an unknowing pawn, in which case I offer a simple deal. Just return to your homes and let us pass through your territory. I swear we will not take a single step inside your cities… except to spend coin if you would let us. Not a single person has to die here this day.”

Once William finished his speech, he waited. Lored Herrera started a response of his own, though William thought he had to put more effort for his voice to carry far enough. “Why should we listen to the words of one who killed his superior commander in a sneak attack? If you care so much about gevai lives, you would surrender yourself so that your men might live.”

William laughed, “Is it a sneak attack when he attempts to poison me for finding a way to not get all of my men killed in a suicide mission? At least some of you should have heard about my successes in the war up until that point. He was one of those who didn’t like that I, a new lord, was prospering.” Lord Herrera started to speak, but William raised his voice to overpower him. “As for caring about gevai lives, you should know that I was among those who negotiated the end of the war with the humans and caused them to withdraw from our territories. Where were you, Lord Herrera? Hiding? Preparing ‘reinforcements’ weeks of travel away from any combat? What qualifies you to be a lord?”

“I-I have proven my strength and leadership many times! You have no right to judge me!”

“Leadership? Is that what you call it when you have people starving in your territory even though you eat wyvern steaks at every meal?” William thanked the information that had been gathered for him… and the fact that many lords were terrible managers of their territory. “Your strength… is that what you call it when half of the young men with potential mysteriously die when out on their first ‘command’ hunting magical beasts? If you were strong, you could face them even if they were allowed to grow… or you could fight me.”

“You… have no idea what goes into running a territory! You think your little experience and luck accounts for anything? You think you have any strength of your own just because you defeated a few young lords?”

“Won’t we know if we fight?” William was grinning, not that they could easily see that from the distance they were at, “In that case, I challenge you to a duel to the death. Pick any location around here,” William swept his arm across the entire valley, “Our armies will watch from a distance to make sure there’s no interference. If I lose, you may do what you like with my men, but when you lose…” William waved his hand dismissively, “Your men just get to go home. I don’t really care.”

“How could we possibly trust your men to surrender?”

William held his arms out for an exaggerated shrug, “I don’t know about you, but my men listen to orders. Besides, it’s still a victory for you. I know about the bounty your side has on me, because they can’t trust you to do anything without incentive.”

Lord Herrera ignored the casual insult at the end, “Fine. We will duel tomorrow, after we have scouted out the optimum spot for a duel.”
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                William walked toward the rock outcropping where the duel would be held. It did have a nice flat center area where they could fight. Other than that, William debated its status as an ‘optimum’ location. The armies would barely be able to observe the duel because of how the boulders stood up and covered most of the sides. It was also on the same side of the valley as Lord Herrera’s army. On the other hand, if the army actually moved toward William it would be easy to spot it. He wasn’t particularly worried about that possibility.

“You’re late.” Lord Herrera snapped when William came into view.

“Am I?” William raised an eyebrow, “I don’t recall setting a specific time, and I didn’t want to miss breakfast. Besides, I had to walk much further than you did.” William looked over Lord Herrera. This was the first time he had seen him from up close. As was typical of gevai lords, he wore heavy armor- magically enchanted as well. He wielded a spear, which was a very solid weapon. It was also inlaid with many designs, but William couldn’t tell exactly what sort of enchantments it would have without looking more closely.

“Let us start!” Lord Herrera exclaimed, then lowered his spear. He lunged forward and thrust toward William, who merely sidestepped.

William did bring up Chris to block the sideways sweep of the spear. Though it wouldn’t be as dangerous as being hit with the tip, he wasn’t going to let himself be hit so easily.

Lord Herrera made good use of his spear’s reach, keeping William at bay while occasionally thrusting at him. He avoided overextending, so William could only circle around. He occasionally tried to move forward, but Lord Herrera merely took a similar number of steps back. He was swift, even in full armor. 

Then he began to chant, and William could see mana gathering toward his spear. William admired his concentration to be able to do that while engaged in melee combat. It did cause him to slip up slightly, allowing William to strike him a few times. However, without his full effort behind each hit, William found he had little effect against the armor.

The effects of the magic soon became obvious even to anyone without the ability to see mana or discern its effects. The head of the spear was a glowing red-hot. Normally that would weaken its structural integrity, but William guessed that some of the magical enchantments helped with that.

Even when the spear brushed past him, it was uncomfortably hot. William had to take great care to make sure it didn’t touch him. Even so, it was hard to avoid completely. Once it approached close enough to his robes, he felt the heat and vaguely sensed the strain on the magical enchantments of his robe. He thought he even smelled the slight scent of burning, though that might have just been the spearhead itself. 

He also had to block with Chris, but that turned out better than it might have. As long as he kept his grip away from the spear, there were no issues. A normal staff might have charred, or at least heated up… but William noticed no difference in Chris’ temperature.

William continued to circle, dodge, and parry. Occasionally, he would step forward to attack. As he did so, Lord Herrera stepped back and to the side as well… until his back ran into one of the boulders. William parried with the center of his staff, hands separated, then held the spear away from him as he moved forward. Lord Herrera couldn’t withdraw his spear because of the boulder behind him. He tried to swing it up and over, but William merely moved his hands with it. 

William kicked out at Lord Herrera with an attack meant to rattle him around inside his armor, but as he got in close Lord Herrera grinned. William’s kick connected, but barely moved him. He merely got forced back into the rock behind him. Lord Herrera still wasn’t willing to give up his grip on his staff, so William continued with another kick. The second kick was taken in a better stance, and the force of the blow wasn’t able to be absorbed by movement with Lord Herrera’s back directly against the boulder.. It wouldn’t seriously injure him through armor, but as it connected Lord Herrera frowned.

There was a blur as William shifted his grip on Chris, bringing him down, around to swing into the side of Lord Herrera’s knee. The force of the blow knocked him over, but still would cause little damage through magical armor. Even so, William grinned. “What, worried that your assassins haven’t done anything? Don’t worry about them.”

From a prone position, a spear was useless. Lord Herrera finally let go of his spear, and at the same time brought his arms up to block. There was a clanging sound of crystal on metal, and Lord Herrera’s arms trembled at the force of the blow. 

He tried to kick out William’s legs but William merely took the chance to jump onto his stomach, bringing the staff ringing down on the top of his helmet. When he grabbed for the easy to reach legs, his fingers got struck for the attempt.

He roared in rage as he rolled onto his front and tried to push himself to his feet, but William’s staff swept under him. There was the normal ringing sound, but also the horrible cracking sound of an elbow breaking. 

The battle continued as such until a few minutes later when William wiped sweat off his forehead. Though he was only mildly scorched and bruised, he had depleted much of his physical stamina. Even so, he still had plenty to pick up the body at his feet and throw it out of the outcropping. Then he went around and did the same for the other half-dozen bodies that were hidden among the outcroppings. He stood there with one foot on Lord Herrera’s body, waiting for a reaction from the army.
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                William stood with one foot on Lord Herrera’s body and projected his voice toward the army, “Well, what are you waiting for? I killed Lord Herrera and the assassins he planted here. Send someone to come bring the bodies over for you to look at.” William wasn’t interested in carrying the heavy body into arrow range while he was tired, so he asked them to come to him.

It was a few moments before two soldiers moved forward. William backed up slightly to make them feel more secure as they nervously walked forward. They cautiously flipped the body over and grimaced, but one of them took his hands and one took his feet as they carried him toward the army.

William really didn’t want to fight this army… so he had sent them a message. He didn’t particularly like it, but he consoled himself that most of the damage was done after Lord Herrera was dead. Other than his face, everything was beaten and broken, including the magical armor that looked like a pile of bloody scrap metal.

William knew that displaying himself as brutal wasn’t particularly good… but he hoped they would also realize that he let nearly the entire army away unscathed- all but the hidden assassins. He was true to his word on that point. After more soldiers came to pick up the other bodies- after carefully asking for his permission- William hoped they would see that he even treated the assassins with some form of dignity. At least they were just dead. Only their lord was without his dignity. Once they had sufficient time to react, William called out to them again, “Go on, get going! And take all that junk in your camp with you!”

They were cautious as they watched William’s army across the valley, but William’s men stayed where they were without interrupting the preparations of the men who had once followed Lord Herrera. As they could, they packed up and walked away… leaving behind only Lord Herrera’s body. It was likely none of them wanted to be responsible for it. 

-----

William took a risk in letting the soldiers keep their weapons and armor, but his gamble was successful thanks to a general trait of people. They didn’t like to get involved in things they didn’t have to, or to risk themselves for a cause they didn’t believe in. The strongest among them might even appreciate what he had done, since it left the position of lord open for the taking. As he travelled through the territory, nobody further attempted to stop him.

He still left spies to make sure that they weren’t just waiting for him to try to send supplies through the territory, or gather to attack him from behind. Just because it was in their best interest to leave him alone didn’t mean they would always do so. 

He received word that the other lords were successful in their advances as well, though they went less smoothly. Even so, the other lords had support of mages from the academies- at least the ones that were willing to listen to the Archmage. Lorelei had understood which group was which, and avoided informing those who wouldn’t listen of the plan. Some forces were being devoted to keep those who were less cooperative but in the southern territories under control. As long as they didn’t do anything, they would be left alone.

William’s army didn’t have any mages from the academies, but he had trained some of his soldiers to be equivalent to a standard mage, at least in the area of magical combat. While William would certainly have loved to have more mages and especially Lorelei or Lila with him, it wasn’t an optimal arrangement of troops. It was also good to have people he was certain he could trust in other locations. 

The other lords weren’t necessarily to be distrusted, but they each had their own objectives. If things started to go poorly he couldn’t be sure what they might do.

-----

Tiburcio stared out into the forest that would soon become a battlefield. This time there would actually be a real battle. Somehow, they had managed to avoid most of those up to this point. The fort had been a real battle, but it wasn’t dangerous. Lord Rutten had done most of the work there, and all he’d had to do was go inside with some others to take it over. 

Then they hadn’t even fought the next army. Lord Rutten had just challenged the enemy lord to a duel and killed him. After that, the army didn’t want to fight. Tiburcio could understand that. He didn’t want to die either.

Considering that he might have died already if he hadn’t been drafted, he wasn’t sure exactly how to feel. After the war with the humans ended, he stays signed up in Lord Rutten’s army. He somehow hadn’t died under his command up to that point… and he didn’t want to go back to sleeping on the streets. Life in the army came with food, pay, and shelter- though not comfort.

Even though he would almost certainly die in this war, Tiburcio thought it was better than being on the streets. There, he had almost wanted to die. Now it was just his inevitable fate.

The enemy lord was at fault here, but he couldn’t blame him for refusing to duel Lord Rutten. He wouldn’t have accepted it either. He knew he was going to die, but he wanted to at least try not to die. Putting an army between you and certain death was a good start.

Tiburcio wanted to put an army between himself and the enemy army, but somehow he found himself on the frontlines even though he had been promoted. At least he was paid more and had better equipment. Maybe it would protect him from the inevitable ambushes and traps that he would find in the forest. 

When Commander Jordan’s orders came, Tiburcio obeyed. Nobody was perfect, and Commander Jordan was no exception… but at least listening to Commander Jordan’s orders resulted in significantly less death for his side than the other side. Tiburcio wasn’t good with numbers so he couldn’t say how many more, but it was many. He wondered how many enemies he would take down today, before he got killed. After all, he knew gevai were much stronger than humans.

            

    
        Chapter 408

    
    
    
    
                Tiburcio heard the leaves crunch and the twigs snap beneath his boots. He wasn’t sure why he was walking through this particular section of forest, but orders were orders. Just because nobody was trying to kill him at the moment didn’t mean they wouldn’t be doing so soon. 

Ah, there they were. Tiburcio nodded as he saw the archers. It wasn’t hard to block anything important with his shield, but if he didn’t an arrow to the eye would kill him. As the arrows deflected off of his shield and armor with no effect, he wondered if they knew that they wouldn’t have any effect.

Then Tiburcio swayed to the left. His instincts told him he had just dodged something dangerous. They didn’t tell him to dodge. He always acted before he knew what was going on. There was no way he had time to think about what he was going to do before he did it.

Tiburcio took a short moment to look behind him. He had expected to see an arrow stuck in a tree, but he didn’t. Not that it hadn’t hit the tree, but he couldn’t see the arrow. There was just a hole through the tree.

Most bows and arrows couldn’t penetrate good, magical armor. Crafting magical arrows was very expensive and often equated to just giving the enemy an expensive gift. Meanwhile, a bow’s materials could only handle so much strain. Since ki quickly fell off in power with distance, very few people used bows against those with good armor.

Tiburcio knew that Lord Rutten’s army had some archers, but they had very special bows. Most lords didn’t equip their soldiers nearly so well, but apparently there were some among these archers who had proper equipment.

His eyes easily picked them out. Their bows were much bigger, and instead of regular arrows on their backs, they looked like javelins. Having seen the effects on a tree, Tiburcio knew they would be able to penetrate his armor. It was best not to give them many chances to shoot him.

Tiburcio started running forward. They were supposed to remain in formation and advance steadily, but they couldn’t afford to do that here. Several of those around him were wounded already.

Tiburcio couldn’t possible watch all of the important archers. That meant he wouldn’t be able to avoid getting hit. Inevitably, an arrow would pierce his heart or head, killing him instantly. If that didn’t happen, an arrow to the leg would slow him down enough for him to be filled full of holes. 

Being out ahead made him more of a target, which meant an even higher chance of death… but he wasn’t just going to wait around for it to happen. When he finally die, he would stare death in the face.

In this case, death was a handful of oversized arrows. He saw them flying at him… which gave him some time to move. Unfortunately, they were fired in a coordinated manner. He could dodge some of them, but the others were aimed at his only valid dodging locations. He dodged to the right, which only put him in the line of fire of two arrows. He angled his shield to receive one and slashed at the other with his mace.

Knocking arrows out of the air with a weapon was usually a practice in futility. Tiburcio knew how hard it was, and that was why he would fail the next time. Well, regular arrows wouldn’t be a problem, but these other arrows traveled more quickly and with much greater force. Tiburcio was glad his shield was magical, because a regular shield would have been torn through even receiving the arrows at a good angle where he could try to slide it off.

He wasn’t dead yet… but they had more arrows and he was now further out ahead. The second volley… failed to kill him. He had to twist his body to the side while blocking and deflecting, and even then an arrow caused a bit of a dent in his armor… but it didn’t penetrate.

He thought he managed it for the third volley, but then everything went dark as he felt a piercing pain in his chest. This was it. He was dead. He wasn’t exactly sure how he wasn’t flat on the ground though. He had felt himself falling…

Then he realized he had fallen before the pain happened. He looked down after shaking his head to get the dirt out of his eyes. He was in a trench filled with metal spikes. They were angled so that the weight of those falling in would impale themselves. Several of them had merely scraped against his armor, but one went right into his ribcage.

Tiburcio thought it had pierced a lung. It was hard to breathe, and every attempt filled him with stabbing pain. Yes, that was it. He couldn’t move, though. The spike was anchored into the ground. His weight was pressing down into it.

He shook his head. This would probably kill him, but he wasn’t going to just sit around while it happened. He detached his shield, then grabbed onto the spike with both hands. If he pulled it out he would just bleed to death, or perhaps die from blood filling his lungs, so he pulled the spike in two opposite directions. It snapped under the pressure, leaving him with a spike in his chest.

He grabbed his mace as he stood up and jumped out of the trench. He charged toward the nearest archer, who seemed to have forgotten to run. His mace bashed in a skull as he ran past, but that archer was unimportant. His real target was one of those with the better bows. Tiburcio smashed and kicked his way through a few more gevai before he saw his true target, just a dozen feet away.

Then an arrow flew toward him. He moved to deflect it with his shield. He’d forgotten he took off his shield to have his hand free to break the spike. Fortunately, he was deflecting instead of just angling his shield. His arm was moving, and his hand knocked away the shaft of the arrow. The archer was turning to run after releasing the arrow, but Tiburcio was already up to full speed. It only took a moment to catch up to him and bash in his skull with a mace.

Tiburcio coughed up blood. He wondered how many more he could take down before they killed him. He knew there was only one way to find out, though he was already off in his count. Was that three or four? Should he even count the regular archers?
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                Jordan wished it was possible to see the whole battlefield, but the sea of trees prevented that. She just had to trust that the elite footmen’s flanking maneuver was going as planned. It wasn’t necessary for victory, but every successful maneuver reduced deaths on their sides.

Meanwhile, her current position was basically a standard battle… just with trees making it harder for cavalry to maneuver. If one didn’t count the lords involved, they were at a slight advantage. If she counted the lords… the advantage grew bigger.

Lord Rutten was currently facing off against the enemy lord and a half dozen of his personal guards. Around them, Lord Rutten’s personal guard were facing the rest of the guards and more than their expected share of the enemy’s army. 

If the reserve troops went in, the battle might have been over already, but it couldn’t be certain that the enemy didn’t have some troops hidden elsewhere. It was best not to underestimate them on their own territory.

The heavy infantry should have arrived already… had something gone wrong? Jordan wished they could give a phone to every commander… but even if they had that many, carrying their pairs around would require a cart for the commander. Lord Rutten said it could be done in another way, but he didn’t have the development time. Jordan wondered what would happen if they did have more time…

Finally, the heavy infantry appeared. They looked a bit haggard- clearly they had run into trouble. One of them had lost their shield… and somehow picked up a bow. It looked like a fine metal longbow, but instead of shooting arrows… it was being used to bludgeon people. In essence, it was an awkwardly shaped metal staff. 

Jordan looked back at the sound of Lord Rutten’s voice. Somehow, the enemy lord was dead, along with the five personal guards. That wasn’t a surprise, but it seemed too quick. He seemed to be getting stronger… even more quickly than he had before. Then there was the staff… Jordan had never seen anything like it.

It didn’t matter though. Him being strong was good, and they were on the same side. As the enemies retreated, Jordan thought about their next stop. Their first real goal in this war was mostly symbolic, but important nonetheless. They would be taking over the Eternal King’s castle. Its central location was good for a base, but it was more important what it represented. The Eternal King was gone. That seemed to actually be true, but Lord Rutten knew more about it than he would say. 

-----

There was no lord of the territory surrounding the Demon King’s castle. That would have been the Demon King himself, but he was dead. At the very least, no part of him was capable of ruling in gevai territory. 

Even without him, there would still be resistance at the castle. His personal guard… had all died with him, as had everyone else in the battle. There would be some new guards training, but without the presence of the Demon King they would remain quite average. Nothing that could stop an army.

The only issue was that a smattering of mages had moved in, along with Borislav Womack, gevai lord and self-titled archmage. They could provide just enough resistance to make the takeover of the castle delayed enough for reinforcements to arrive. Because they could not spread news instantly, they would not be aware of how close William was to the castle, but they could still have reinforcements on their way after hearing of him moving through nearby territories.

William hadn’t received any word of reinforcements on their way yet, but sadly he couldn’t give every spy a phone- so he wouldn’t hear about it more than a few days before their arrival, if they were quick. If he’d had a dozen more years to produce them with Lorelei he could have gotten a good start on phones to distribute throughout the northern lands… but they had other things to do, and not unlimited time.

When William’s army arrived, Lord Womack stood on the walls and made a declaration, “Leave this place, rebels! You shall not sully the Eternal King’s castle with your presence!”

William laughed, “Oh, you think I could possibly sully this place more than you? You’re not even a real Archmage!”

“Bah, that bitch you keep as a mistress is the one who has no right to be called an Archmage!”

If William was a bit closer, he would have killed Lord Womack in that moment… but it would be harder from his current position. Instead, he kept his cool- at least outwardly- and retorted, “It is interesting that you should say that, since the Eternal King himself declared her Archmage, and not you or any of the others. Clearly, you have no real respect for him. I was considering letting you live, but now it would be shameful to let you go, insulting the Eternal King from his own walls.” Lord Womack had no words, and William continued, “Honestly, how can the rest of you mages there follow such an idiot?”

Lord Womack was corpulent, and clearly did not consider pursuits of bodily health worth his time. His fat jiggled as he shouted a response, “Hmph, your insults have no meaning here! It is still my duty to protect this location from invaders!”

“Funny, I could say the same thing about you. I can’t have you insulting the title of Archmage, granted by the Eternal King. I would suggest a debate to show you aren’t an Archmage, but I’m afraid you’d be too uneducated to understand any of my points. Thus, I propose a duel.”

Lord Womack shook his head, causing his neck rolls to jiggle back and forth, “You continually insult my intelligence, but I know you are nothing more than a brute. I have no fear of you in a magical duel, but I don’t devote my life to slaughter like you do.”

“Slaughter? A strange word spoken by one who kills so many of his own subjects in the name of study, yet produces no results. Regardless, I could surely defeat a fake like you in purely magical combat.”

“I would not trust you to hold yourself to that.”

“That is because you yourself are untrustworthy. I would not ruin my good name to do so when I can defeat you with just magic. How about this…” William started dragging a line in the ground, “This is the range of the offensive magical formations on the castle. You come outside the walls and the shielding spell, and you can use that zone as a guarantee that I will kill you purely with magic and nothing else. Unless you are too much of a coward to fight me anyway.”

“Fine! I accept!” Lord Womack stood in a way that was clearly intended to make him look imperious, but merely made him look like a large ball.
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                William was glad how easy it was to provoke gevai Lords into single combat. They all had their own pride, and were confident in their own strength. They mostly had good reason for it. So far, William hadn’t fought anyone purely with magical strength, so Lord Womack wasn’t completely without reason to be confident.

Lord Womack started out with a lightning spell. Against those who didn’t know how to defend against magic, it could be one of the most effective. William countered with his own magic to deflect it, and only avoided getting hit by a half dozen inches.

The next spell was a fireball, and William threw himself to the side to get out of the blast radius. If they weren’t enemies, William might have even complimented him on his power and control.

Lord Womack continued his magical assaults without pause, and William was glad his robes helped protect him. Though he never took a direct hit, he still found himself a victim of some collateral damage. Lord Womack was even adept at performing two sorts of magic at once, such as turning a patch of ground to mud at the same time he launched a fireball.

After half an hour, William found himself leaning on his staff. Lord Womack chuckled, “What, tired already? I could go on for a while more. Just admit your defeat.”

“Huh?” William shook his head, “Oh, no, I was just bored. You know, if there wasn’t a mana gathering formation you would have run out of mana in your location long ago.”

“I merely took advantage of the situation I found myself in. You cannot claim your defeat was from this alone.”

“Defeat?” William stood up straight. “I just happened to give you a very long chance to see if you could come up with anything good. You didn’t.” William took a deep breath and then his voice rang out thunderously. He chanted… but not in the gevai language.

Lord Womack began a chant of his own… but the mana didn’t respond to his control. He couldn’t even wrest control of the mana nearest to him. In the distance, as far as he could see, the mana was under someone else’s control. That surprised him enough he forgot to consider what it might be doing, and those few seconds cost him his only opportunity.

Underneath Lord Womack’s feet, the ground in a cylinder six feet in diameter liquidated. At the same time, he found himself forced downward. Then he found himself in mud underground, but before he could react… the mud returned to being dirt.

That was the last anyone saw of Lord Womack. Above the ground, William continued chanting, before finally launching a fireball the size of a small building into the sky, where it exploded over the castle. It was well beyond the area of the barrier… but those inside realized what it could have done had it been launched at the castle.

William took a few deep breaths, as the area went silent. Then he looked at the castle walls and spoke, “Get out of my castle.”

-----

Mages stared nervously down at the ground as they walked past the strange spotwhere Lord Womack had once stood. Some of them realized that he might have been able to move away… and if he were as physically strong as even the average gevai a few feet of dirt wouldn’t have held him so easily. Even so, they recognized the power it took to instantaneously liquidate an area of ground, and return it to hardness. Most of them had trouble comprehending the power required to gather mana from such a wide area to create the following fireball. The mana had just barely started to flow back into visible range in the past few minutes.

With the departure of the mages, the few guard trainees left as well. They didn’t understand as much about the situation, except that they would do no good staying behind.

The head caretaker stepped out, nervously. “What are we to do, Lord?”

“The staff may remain or leave as they see fit. I have no quarrel with you. Merely some of the other lords.”

“Ah… of course, Lord Rutten.”

-----

Beyond the symbolism of the Demon Lord’s castle, it was a good defensive location. If there had been more defenders, it could have been a serious issue… if he wanted to leave it in good shape. It might have been a problem anyway, as William wasn’t sure if he could have broken through the wards.

He knew how to bypass them… but fortunately hadn’t needed to try that because the defenders had given up. If he had actually tried it in battle… there would have been unfortunate consequences. The wards had been changed slightly.

The changes made William wonder about his secondary objective here. After a few days of cautious work, his fears were confirmed. The secret room hidden beneath the Demon King’s study had been emptied out. He wasn’t sure if his previous visit had set off alarms somehow, or if it was a coincidence. They could have cleared it out just because he had shown up before, or because of the war starting now, but they might also have realized he found that room before.

William wondered if he should have taken the notes when he had the chance. If they’d actually noticed the intrusion, that would have started problems long before. Likewise, if they had come to take them after his visit… Things could have gone very poorly. Regardless, now they were gone. There was evidence of them having been removed some time before, so those he let leave wouldn’t have been carrying them unless they had retrieved them long before.

Having the notes would have been useful, but not completely game changing. Those who were now on his side might be somewhat more solidified, but all of the important enemies would be in on the conspiracy. It would have been nice to perhaps be able to convince some of the other northern lords to switch sides or stay out of the conflict, but convincing them of the veracity of the documents would also be a problem. Anyone could come up with a handful of documents written in somewhat different handwritings and say they were written by the Eternal King. Old documents would take longer, but could have just been a long-term conspiracy.
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                William spent the next few weeks establishing himself in the castle. Jordan handled many of the matters such as arranging living quarters for officers, but William still had plenty to do. Among other things, he was the only one who could modify the defenses. Though their actual functionality was sufficient, he had to make sure it wasn’t easy for the enemy to bypass them. They could have left hidden deactivation methods.

He also spent time disabling all of the magic formations in the hidden room. It was already empty, but there were a number of valuable materials that could be re-used. Previously Lorelei and he hadn’t had enough time to thoroughly investigate the formations, and had merely managed to enter the room safely. As he disassembled it, he spent the time to study it carefully, not just for the sake of safely disarming it but also so that he could better handle similar formations in the future. No doubt whoever had set it up would have some similar formations defending their own castle.

-----

William heard a knock on his study door. “Lord, you have visitors.” 

Visitors… William expected reinforcements, messengers, or attacks… but visitors wasn’t exactly on the list. “Have them wait in the receiving room. I will be out shortly.”

The receiving room was about as plain as it sounded. Besides the grand hall, most of the castle was that way. Though it was plain, it was still outfitted with a number of fine chairs around a table. By the time William arrived refreshments had already been brought out. Though the servants here weren’t necessarily thrilled at William’s takeover of the castle, they still took care of it and the normal duties servants performed. William didn’t even imagine that they were at all loyal to him, so he watched them carefully. So far they hadn’t done anything, but he couldn’t have them trying to open the gates if there was a siege or something similar.

William didn’t recognize any of the visitors. He found that strange, as he felt he should have had some idea of who they were. They didn’t wear the finery of lords, and they fit none of the descriptions and matched none of the portraits. They also weren’t from a mages academy… at least none of the leaders. If William were to put them in a category, though, it would be mages. They didn’t look muscled like warriors or rugged like farmers or commoners. Their dress was also decent in quality… but not ornamental. William felt like he should have known them, and there was even one of them that gave him a nagging feeling in the back of his mind… but he could not recall any name or anything useful. “Greetings, gentlemen. I was not expecting any visitors.”

William hadn’t expected any significant reaction to his generic welcome, but William sensed both surprise and concern in their body language. He wasn’t sure why. Should he have expected them somehow? Had they sent a message ahead that he failed to receive? Their next words, however, denied that very possibility. “That is understandable. We just chose to show up.”

The feeling that he should know them was now undeniable. However, William wasn’t sure when they would have met. In fact, he had the feeling they hadn’t met. He would have remembered them at least somewhat if they had. He certainly hadn’t met them in a previous life. Outside of battle, the only gevai he’d interacted with was Lorelei. That thought brought him onto the next. He hadn’t seen these people, but had heard them described. The giveaway was the symbol they wore. It was placed subtly, and looked like it could have just been a pattern on their clothes. It was merely two straight lines on either side of a circle. It represented horns and an eye. “So, why have the diviners come to pay me a visit?”

“We have come to stay at this castle.” The expression on the leader’s face was nearly unreadable.

William waited for more… but that was all that was said. It sounded like he was stating a fact, but he could have been asking for permission. “Why?”

“We must be here to observe events.”

That didn’t tell him much, but it was an oddity. William hadn’t been to see the diviners, but from what he knew, they generally remained isolated. They only concerned themselves with the Eternal King and his return. They had answered Lorelei’s question about possible locations for his return because of that. From what Lorelei had said, that was almost the limit of what they did. Even when the Eternal King was around, they didn’t seem to much support for him in terms of divinations. Lorelei wasn’t sure how long they had been around, but it was as long as she remembered. Some of their members changed, but the current head had been around almost as long as Lorelei. “I see. Might I ask what you are here to observe?”

“Speaking of it could interfere with the course of events. Even our presence might alter it, but we have calculated the risk is small enough to discount. We must be here to observe events as they happen for recording. Second hand information will not be reliable enough.”

“You record histories?”

The head of the diviners nodded. “Our business is the past, and the past that has not yet happened.”

“I heard much of the histories have been lost.”

“Not by us.”

“Is it possible for me to visit your library?”

He shook his head, “No. Outsiders are not permitted. Even speaking of it places it at risk.” He held up a hand, “Typically at this point people will ask what the point of histories that no one can see is. It is our intention to keep the histories until a time not yet in the past, when it will be safe from destruction.”

“Can you make copies?”

“We are occupied with recording and preserving the information. We do not plan to greatly influence events, and even if we did, you would not likely be able to select useful information without occupying all of us for some time.”

Upon realizing he didn’t intend to say more, William thought for some time. He reached his conclusion after some thinking. ”You are welcome to stay for some time.” He wasn’t exactly sure that the decision was best. After all, though they said they would observe, he couldn't guarantee they wouldn’t interfere with events. Offending them wouldn’t do him any good, though… and having them stay could be convenient for his plans. If they caused trouble, he could deal with them at that point. He thought the risk was worthwhile, though he wanted to discuss it with Lorelei. Kicking them out after telling them they could stay wouldn’t be optimal, but he had to make decisions on his own. 

“We appreciate your hospitality. We have very few needs, and do not intend to be a burden. We will not interrupt your normal functionality here.” All of the diviners bowed, then left the room. William wondered what events were so important they had to witness them in person. He wondered if it was related to the declaration he was working on.
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                Besides those required to run his estate, William brought all of those who worked for him to the castle. His castle, now. He could claim it through right of conquest or possibly through traditional gevai succession. The only issue was that he killed the Demon King while he was a human, so it wasn’t like anyone would recognize that. Most people didn’t even understand that the Demon King wasn’t coming back… though they would soon start to figure it out, if they hadn’t already been told or discerned it on their own.

Some humans, at least, knew about the fragments and had been taking note of their destruction. That had been entirely Marek’s work. William hadn’t been alive or in a useful state to do anything about them. Now there were none they knew about and could get to.

William wondered what the gevai diviners knew about them. Surely they must have realized something when Lorelei kept asking about possible places to find the Eternal King. While he wasn’t going to say that the gevai diviners had to be better than humans, at least in that area they should not have been any worse. He wanted to ask about that, if he could come up with a good method

-----

Working on the declaration was what occupied most of William’s time. It wasn’t very long, but he had to fill it with the most flowery language and make it as perfect as possible. Truth be told, William could have completed it much more quickly… but he was hesitant about it. Even though it would achieve a significant goal, it wasn’t one he personally wanted to complete. However, he couldn’t drag his feet forever. He didn’t want to wait until armies were at his door… that would upset everything. He finished the declaration and sent it out. The other lords on his side knew it was coming… but the official declaration would be spread from everywhere at once… including a few places in territory he didn’t control.

-----

“Sir!” Jordan stood in the doorway and saluted.

“Come in, Jordan.”

Jordan stepped into the study, “Sir… Why didn’t you tell me about this… declaration?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” William closed his eyes to remember, “Ah… I did say you needed to be ready for a large scale attack. I just didn’t say why.”

“I… see.” Jordan paused for a time, “Are you really…?”

William held up the declaration, “Read it for yourself. I believe the words say enough on their own.”

-----

The last person on the list was Stefan. It was only safe to contact him at night. He carefully copied down the message. “Is this… right?”

“Go ahead and read it back.”

Stefan cleared his throat. “Lord Josef Rutten hereby declares his ascension to the throne of Eternal King of the gevai.”

William wasn’t happy with the Eternal part. He certainly didn’t want to be a king forever… but leaving it out would be sign of weakness. “That’s right so far. Go ahead with the rest.”

Stefan continued to read out the rest, including the most important part- the date of the coronation. “This… is certainly a monumental announcement. But…”

“Don’t worry. I’m not the Demon King. He… won’t be returning anymore.”

“Oh.”

William could hear the confusion in Stefan’s voice, “We both have things we need to get to… but remember- I’m still the same- very strange- brother you grew up with. I just have an even fancier title now.”

-----

“My lord… your majesty.” Theresa spoke carefully.

“I haven’t been coronated yet. You may maintain your previous form of address.” William would have been fine being called ‘dude’ by people he knew well, but he needed them to stay in practice for public appearances. Jordan could get away with ‘sir’ in most cases because of their military relationship.

Theresa nodded, wringing her hands nervously in front of her, “My lord… your recent declaration is what brings me here.”

“Let’s see… you want to know if I’m the Eternal King of old… also known as the Demon King by those who don’t like him?”

Theresa shook her head, “I know you aren’t. Because… he was my father.”

“I see.” William stroked his chin. Judging a gevai’s age by looks wasn’t useful after a certain point. He had assumed she was younger, but that was his own thoughts. Now that he thought about it, she certainly had the right kind of drive. Even so… “The most recent incarnation, I presume?’

“That’s right. I was only a dozen years old when he died…” She shrugged, “Not that I spent much time with him before then. He’s never really cared for his children... or even his mistresses. While a number of his children have become lords, any real connection to him is minor. Even so, there are some who care about it. My mother is one of those… and so is the man she wanted to give me to. Lord Harridan… was at least kind to his mistresses. He liked the idea of having a daughter of the Eternal King as a mistress, but knew to keep my identity secret because of Lord Neroni.” Theresa shook her head to clear it, “He might be important, but you also must watch out for my mother. She’s a manipulator and… not weak herself. I know you are strong… but be careful not to let your guard down around her. With that open invitation… she’ll almost certainly show up.”

William nodded, “Very well. I’ll add her to the list.” William had invited all gevai lords and persons of status to the coronation. It was a sort of provocation. Not that he expected many enemies to actually attend the coronation, even with a promise of safety. Well, he did expect some to show up, if they could get their armies to him in time- but those people weren’t going to be attending his coronation, one way or another.

Some would probably risk causing a commotion… but that was exactly what William wanted. After all, what was a coronation without a good show of strength? Well, William supposed it would be a nice, peaceful one… but it would be some time before gevai could even start adapting toward the idea of peace for a long duration.
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                A man sat up on his mountain, watching the roads below. Every group of travellers was a tiny speck. They were so far that his ki senses could even come close to reaching them. Even so, he knew that what he was looking for was in the third caravan to set out today… and even which carriage. How did he know? Perhaps it was instinct. Perhaps his senses had focused to a point that even he didn’t understand. Perhaps he had gone mad. Regardless of the method, he had complete assurance in his knowledge.

He stood up. His old bones ached as they did every time he had to go find food or some other circumstance brought him to move. Even so, the aching of his bones was nothing compared to the ache in his soul. It was constant and all encompassing. The pain itself never dulled.

At any point he felt that if he just let it happen, he could give up his clutch on life and the pain would cease. He knew this, but he couldn’t surrender to the temptation yet. He had more to do… having come this far, he could not give up. At moments before now he had seriously considered it… but now his target was in sight.

Each step down the mountain took him closer to his goal. He wanted to run, but it was unnecessary. Haste could easily be his undoing. Thus, he continued one step at a time.

He remembered there was something he should do first. He just couldn’t remember what it was. Would it affect what he was going to do?

He didn’t think so. He should be able to accomplish his goal just fine.

He continued to walk forward. One step after the other, his stride growing longer as he went. Soon, his and his target’s paths would intersect. 

As he came within sight, they soon noticed him. In these rocky foothills, there was nothing to hide behind once on the road. Not that he was hiding anyway.

They shouted something he did not understand. He wasn’t sure if it was a language he didn’t know, or if he had forgotten how to speak. He had not heard language in… he wasn’t sure how long it was. He tested it out for himself. “Shouting… killing… destruction…” The words came to him quite easily. He decided to ignore the language he didn’t know.

He saw one of them was using magic. So, they would fight back. That was expected. He did wonder if they expected a single fireball to be of any use, though. It was easy enough to move out of the way.

Then, there were more spells. It was somewhat surprising to see so many humans capable of magic, but in this context it made sense. Heat scorched his skin, but nothing vital was injured.

As the wizards spread out, it became more troublesome to deal with them. One was foolish enough not to run, and for that got a crushed skull.

The knights in the way were also troublesome. They would not die in a single hit, and would require a greater expenditure of energy. That would not do.

The man decided to ignore the knights. They could not move fast enough to catch him. All he needed was to reach his target. What happened after… didn’t matter. A few slashes were nothing to worry about.

He dodged around the shield side of one knight… only to find more directly where he needed to go. He leaped over their heads to land on a wagon behind them, surprising them. 

Now, he was completely encircled… but his hand gripped his target. It was merely an old man, dark skinned, wrinkly… and fat. Killing him would be trivial… and in fact such a man was apt to die to their own body sooner rather than later. Killing him wasn’t the goal, though.

He would die, of course, but that was merely a side effect. From this distance, the man could tell his target was the right one. He could feel the signature he had trained to look for… as well as the sickness. His actions were almost unnecessary… but they had to be done.

It took some time to gather his energy. During that time, he was stabbed in the back. He felt the sword pierce through his heart and exit the front of his chest. A fatal wound… but inconsequential. He would not pass out from the pain, and had the moments he needed.

He looked into the eyes of the man, “Good riddance… Demon King.”

His ki swirled and stabbed itself into the man he held.

The resulting explosion washed over him. It did not push him back, as he held firm… but that only caused more damage to him. His target, however, was reduced to nothing.

The man looked down at his arms. He could see they were little more than bone. The pain was new, but no worse than what he had constantly dealt with for the past years.

All it signaled was that his body was about to cease functioning. However, that didn’t matter. A body was no good without a soul, and though his body appeared like a corpse… his soul was in a worse state. 

He couldn’t hold it together anymore… and so he didn’t. He let go… and felt nothing.

-----

A number of guards stared on in shock. Those that could still stand saw no sign of their charge. The demonic attacker, meanwhile, had been reduced to a standing skeleton… but one that still moved for a few brief moments. Then, even though it seemed to have form moments before, it crumpled to dust, leaving behind only a few ruined scraps of clothing and smouldering bits of paper.

None of the observers could grasp what exactly had just happened. One of them subconsciously sifted through the circle of rubble that was their wagons, while another looked at the pile of dust and ash that was the demon.

There was nothing useful to be found. While there had been a message never delivered, none of it was whole. They could not have read the message regardless. If they found someone who knew the language… it would have done them little good. It had merely been two words. “Goodbye, sister.”
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                One thing that was constant about life was insects. William supposed that in the coldest reaches, there would be very few insects… but that didn’t really matter too much. The point was, flies were annoying. That didn’t make what he was going to do to them justified… but he needed to know if he could do it.

He started chanting… then pointed toward a darting fly for dramatic effect. There was a small pop and a flicker of energy. William saw some of the energy gather toward him, but he swept it away with a though. His actions already sickened him enough, absorbing bits of soul would make it even worse.

He had already confirmed that he could use magic to destroy souls in addition to using ki. With what he knew now, he probably could have come up with a method to do so on his own, but the Demon King’s method seemed to work well enough.

The real question was what else he could do. William started chanting again. However, now his concentration was split up. He had to watch another fly, control mana… and gather and mold his ki to do what he wished.

He had learned to transition his ki into the most useful state for any given situation swiftly and without much wasted energy, and his powers of concentration in general had steadily grown. Even so, to do so at the same time as he was controlling mana was not easy… especially since he wasn’t doing something simple with either.

Several more flies met their demise, and William grimaced. He knew that a few flies wouldn’t destabilize the economy of souls- there were trillions of such flies and insects after all- but that didn’t make it better. Dumping a gallon of oil into the ocean wouldn’t destroy the ocean either… but that didn’t mean it was an appropriate course of action.

Neither would be destroying a few dozen gevai souls… but he was doing to do it. William had wondered if he still held the moral high ground over the Demon King with such plans… but his eventual conclusion had been- absolutely. The Demon King had destroyed hundreds to thousands of souls every incarnation. Some of the old lords had been involved with the destruction of souls more or less directly… for example the one who taught him how to do it and that he should.

Even if their souls were somehow equivalent to dozens each… and the Demon King was a gross or more himself… that added up to one lifetime at most. That didn’t make it good, and deciding morality based on mathematics wasn’t optimal, but it was what William had. 

It took another handful of flies before William managed to successfully confirm that what he wanted was possible… and then even more before he got it right. He closed his eyes, trying to remember the exact feeling of mixing mana and ki to achieve what he wanted.

Was it useful? William thought it would be. If he practiced, it should be able to penetrate more defenses and use less of either type of energy. He thought it would be quite impossible if his soul were weaker, but he determined he should be able to manage it at a larger scale. Unless he ran into someone with a soul stronger than the Demon King… which seemed unlikely, since he was already quite an exceptional specimen.

-----

William frowned and looked toward the corner of the room. He didn’t see anything there… or feel anything with his ki senses. There wasn’t anything in the room, but he felt there should have been something that direction. Maybe in the next room? No… it hadn’t been close at all.

“Is something wrong, Lord Rutten?”

“Hmm? Oh, sorry. I saw an insect had come in through a window.” William was currently engaged in a meeting with some of the other lords. There were many preparations to make before the coronation, and he also had to spend time with the various lords to make them feel special. He tried his best to remember what he could about each of them. A few minutes of conversation where he asked about their favorite hunting dog or newest child was more effective than an entire afternoon spent talking about nothing. Talk of war was generally left off the table, at least in the everyday routine.

-----

A clandestine meeting was taking place in the city of Omoria. At least, it was meant to be clandestine. The large warehouse was filled to the brim with people, even spilling out onto the snowy streets. If Lord Landeau learned about it, they could be in quite serious trouble.

That was why the number of people attending such meetings had swelled significantly in the recent weeks. Lord Landeau and most of his loyal guards had left the territory. They would not be back for some time. The remaining guards wouldn’t notice anything happening if there wasn’t any trouble… and the meetings caused none.

Not yet, anyway. Nothing good would come if they rebelled now. Even if they managed to hold Lord Landeau’s castle against his guards, the other lords nearby wouldn’t stand for it. While it might lead to Lord Landeau’s demise, placing themselves under the authority of any of the others wasn’t any more appealing. 

They also had no champion to take over the position of lord. As farmers, crafters, and other common folk they had no significant training or equipment- and certainly nothing worthy of going up against a lord in. 

They had very little chance of succeeding at any sort of rebellion for the moment… but they would wait. What was a few more years? They heard of a real chance to live better lives. They would wait and prepare for the opportunity. 

Few of them dared hope for the fulfillment of everything they had heard… but for those who couldn’t be in worse positions, they didn’t care. As long as there was a real chance of success, they would act.
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                Outside of the castle, there were a great number of Gevai. William would not ask the lords to travel without personal guards, and northern lords certainly wouldn’t come without.  With over a gross of lords attending and a minimum of a dozen guards or retainers each, the numbers added up quickly. In the grand scheme of things, however, there were still less than enough for a full army, even counting William’s own troops.

He kept only a company of troops at the castle, three gross of his best men. The rest were under Jordan’s command… and were currently occupied. Some of the northern lords had approached with armies of their own, but William had placed some spies in locations where they could provide sufficient warning to maneuver other forces as necessary.

It was still possible for Jordan’s forces to be outnumbered, but William didn’t worry about that. They would be fighting in terrain Jordan chose instead of invading enemy territory. They didn’t have to fight at a location determined by some other lord’s poor planning or intentionally abysmal fort placement. Combined with the excellent training of the troops and the skills of Jordan, he wasn’t concerned.

In other places of the country, armies found similar defensive positions. Having the lords all away from their armies was an opportunity to attack, but all of them had at least some form of commander they could leave in charge. With the advantage of communication speed, it was possible for them to handle themselves well enough.

-----

The throne room was packed, even with its great size. Besides the lords, there were several times as many rich merchants or others of import. Everyone who could wanted to be there to watch such an important event… even if many of them just wanted to see how it might fail.

William could hear them talking from his position outside the room. Not that they thought he could possibly hear their whispers mixed among all of the other nose, but he could. He still had to pick out a few things to listen to at once, but it was easy to eavesdrop on them. 

William was glad that among the lords who supported them, even their hushed whispers were mostly positive. Of course, many of them were worried about that something might go wrong during the ceremony. 

In turn, William wondered what would go wrong during the ceremony. Certainly some of those invited would disrupt it. Perhaps they would think themselves safe because of the promise or perhaps they would be sacrifices to make him cross a line. 

Special attention was paid to Lady Bennett, the demon lord’s former mistress. She wasn’t technically a lady in terms of official position, but she still managed to hold some status. So far, all she had done was whisper and make offhand remarks belittling William. If that was all she did, it would be of little consequence.

William looked down at his formal, kingly robes. Sadly, they’d had to be made more for form than function. They were too long, and the sleeves too voluminous. The gold inlay wasn’t part of a magical formation, but merely decorative. There were only the slightest bits of magic in the robes that weren’t for visual effect, making it sparkle and otherwise look impressive.

Then the time came. He was announced, and walked out of the side room onto the raised dais upon which the throne sat. One foot went in front of the other as he walked slowly and carefully toward his position, then sat facing out on the crowd. He sat up as straight as he could and tried to project of regal confidence, almost indifference, as if he wasn’t concerned about what was happening at all.

Then came the crown, carried on an elegant pillow. The crown bearer walked at a measured pace on the deep scarlet carpet that ran down the middle of the great hall. The crown itself was the same one used by the former Eternal King. It had survived for an untold number of years by virtue of being useless in battle. Thus, it stayed in the castle and was only brought out during coronations and other important occasions. Its only enchantments served to keep it from tarnishing, and other than that it was merely a chunk of gold, jewels, and symbolism.

It took an eternity for it to arrive at the dais, then one step at a time the crown bearer approached the throne. Next to the throne was the steward of the castle, waiting to receive the crown and place it on WIlliam’s head.

As the crown bearer reached the final step, a man burst from the front row of the crowd, charging toward the throne. He clutched a dagger in his hand. He reached the top of the dais and continued to run toward William. The two guards to either side of the throne had yet to react, even though he only had two more steps to move. Then… the man stumbled and fell at the same time as there was a great cracking noise that rang throughout the hall.

William looked down at the man with as dispassionate of a gaze as he could muster. Crushing the man’s knee and hand from a distance with ki and without movement was not a trivial task… but was much more visually impactful. Only now did William move, and all he did was slightly wave his hand, not even lifting it from the arm of the throne. “Remove him from the premises.”

If the trouble had stopped there, William would have been surprised. Out from somewhere hidden in the crowd a man shouted, “This violence is a violation of your promise of a truce!”

William laughed, mirthlessly but with a voice that rang throughout the hall. “This man clearly broke the terms of the truce first. Besides, I merely promised that I would not kill any who attended, regardless of their affiliation. As you can clearly see, I am a merciful and just king. He still has his life, as promised, even though he deserves death ten times over for assaulting the king.”

“What qualifies you to claim the title of Eternal King?” a woman’s voice came from the crowd.

William internally shook his head. Clearly he hadn’t yet done enough.
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                The resemblance between the woman in the crowd and Theresa was clear enough. The facial features among other things were what let William know. Skin colors weren’t extremely useful for determining parentage, as almost any gevai skin color could come from any two gevai. 

Lady Bennett continued with her obviously prepared speech, “What qualifies you to claim the title of Eternal King? The real Eternal King is just that- Eternal- and he will come to destroy you!”

“I see you are woefully uninformed. The former Eternal King is dead and never coming back.” Of course, there was no way she should have known that. William hadn’t exactly publicly announced that before this point, even if some people suspected.

“You- he’ll have your tongue cut out for such blasphemy?”

William raised an eyebrow, ‘Will that be before or after he destroys me? I had heard you were a shrewd woman, but clearly everyone was mistaken. All it takes for you to be thrown off is your poisoned wine getting lost...”

“What-”

“What poison?” William waved his hand. “The evidence, please.”

Lorelei pulled out a bottle, “The poison in this bottle of wine you brought and placed in the wine cellar. Just a drop was killing rats.”

“You have no proof I brought poisoned wine. You just wish to frame me.” Lady Bennett held her head up high and kept her words steady.

Lorelei shook her head, “Many people here know it is the truth. Do you think that just because you were in a specific man’s bed once that you can get away with anything?”

The crowd had backed away from the two women as their words grew more intense. “I bore a child for the Eternal King! I’m not like you, just some slut trying to gain power by sleeping with a fledgling lord!”

Lorelei’s expression turned neutral, but her eyes burned with a fiery rage, “What did you call me? I know you entered the beds of at least a dozen lords before him, and half that since his death. Do you want me to start listing names?”

Lady Bennett crossed her arms in front of her. “Hmph! More slander. Just what one would expect from a fake weakling of an eternal king and his slut.”

In a flash, Lorelei had grabbed Lady Bennet by her neck. “You dare use your tongue to speak such words about the king in his presence? Now then, I guess I’ll continue by naming the ones that are here. Maybe they’ll grace your bed again.” Lorelei listed off of the name of three lords, all of who paled in differing manners according to their skin color. “Now then, I will give you one chance to apologize, slut.”

Lady Bennett looked calm, “You don’t dare do anything to me, bitch!” Then she spit on Lorelei’s face.

Lorelei wiped the spit off of her face onto her hand, and then onto Lady Bennett’s dress. “Strange last words.” Then she grabbed Lady Bennett’s tongue and ripped it out. With a short chant she tossed the tongue up into the air and reduced it to ash with a flashy ball of fire.

Lorelei’s leaned in to whisper something into Lady Bennett’s ear, but nobody could hear what it was over her gargled screaming. As guards came to drag Lady Bennett out of the grand hall, William projected his voice, “Now then, I trust there will be no more interruptions? I know many of you have other business to get back to.”

The ceremony continued with the steward placing the crown on William’s head and proclaiming him king. Nobody else interrupted. Though they might keep their lives if they did so, they wouldn’t be guaranteed much more.

Even the northern lords attending caused no trouble. There was no point in them trying anything more, as they wouldn’t be able to easily kill William… and anything that wasn’t quick would result in them being assaulted from all sides. Some of them were around merely to take another look at a young lord they had only vaguely seen at a grand council once. None of them were so invested in causing trouble that they would risk their own life… except the one who had run up earlier. 

After the ceremony, there was a banquet. Everyone wished for a chance to meet the new king and get in his good graces. William was polite and exchanged a few sentences with everyone, Even so, it took hours to briefly meet everyone. Everyone had a request of some kind, be it changes in taxes or land after the war or some other thing. Some of the lords even offered William their daughters as concubines or mistresses. William merely politely put off every form of request. There were a few things he actually considered, but he certainly wasn’t going to make such decisions during a banquet. A number of the lords on his side were sensible and moderate in their view of humans, with moderate being about as pro-human as gevai got. Those were the ones William already had closer relations with, and not just people coming along for the ride.

A recurring question was whether the former Eternal King was truly gone forever. This was a more common question among merchants or others, as most of the lords in his camp already knew. However, today was the first announcement of the sort that was in any way public. That was already part of the plan, it had just come up in a different manner than William intended.

The Eternal King- or perhaps the Demon King- having suffered his final death was information that would spread like wildfire, true or not. The humans already had thought that when William had killed him, but the fragments had still technically been around. Now, there were not even pieces of him that could could claim his spot. 

Perhaps not all of the gevai would believe he was gone, but as time went on and nobody showed up to claim the contrary, it would become more convincing as time passed. William expected some people to show up claiming to be him… but if he killed them in single combat, he would have legitimacy through strength. There would still be much more fighting in the future.
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                The only good thing about becoming king was that Lorelei had an excuse to come visit William. Other than that he would have preferred not to. It would be excellent if he wasn’t responsible for a whole country and just for himself.

Well, he was responsible for half a country that was in a civil war with the other half. He hadn’t wanted this position, but he supposed anyone who did want the position probably wasn’t a good idea.

Not all that much actually changed before and after the coronation, except everything felt heavier. Now he was responsible for everything that was happening instead of some of it. On the other hand, he couldn’t really do anything about most of it. Battles still went on in other territories, some won and some lost, and he couldn’t really affect those. The most useful thing he could do was make sure the communication network stayed running… but as long as nobody physically broke anything, it was fine. 

He didn’t have to relay any data himself, as he had communications officers. There was always someone monitoring all of the phones, except a few like the that connected to Lorelei. Though instantaneous communication was wonderful, it became clear why there was constant advancement in the area on Earth. With a few dozen phones, there were rarely two being used at the same time… but sometimes it happened. Fortunately, dealing with that wasn’t William’s job.

Overall, there were more victories than losses. A strong early start by the southern lords was the biggest contributing factor to that. Their forces steadily advanced northward, by land and by sea. In certain areas they could bypass a city by traveling on ships and use that for a pincer attack. That was a useful tactic, but it was limited by the enemy navy. It was also limited by the ocean itself.

Near the coast was generally safe, but further into the sea there was always a chance of monster attacks. While monsters could be killed, they could cause damage to ships of almost any size- and that wasn’t something that could be ignored. Many boats had been crippled and sunk in the past, which was why not much outside the continent was explored. There were some nearby islands, but little else was known. Perhaps that was also part of the cause of the constant wars, as space was limited. That would be important to consider after everything was over.

-----

To capture the Eternal King’s castle, William had advanced further than the rest of the frontlines. Now he had to wait or risk overextending. Not that waiting meant he was doing nothing, or not fighting at all. The northern lords weren’t sitting around doing nothing, after all. Some of the closest to his territory continually tried to invade, but they were driven off by Jordan.

William would like to say he had something to do with that, but his participation in the battles had been limited. He couldn’t always be off fighting at the frontlines as other things required his attention. The only exception was when other lords were involved in the battle.

Now his castle was under siege. That was the right terminology for it, even if he didn’t have enemies pressing up against his walls. However, there was an army sitting outside that would be able to prevent reinforcements from entering the castle or anyone from leaving. At least, not without a fight. William had plenty of supplies to last until Jordan could send enough reinforcements to fight them off, but they didn’t seem interested in remaining around for that long.

This time, the enemy lord was the one who had issued the challenge. William found that rather refreshing. Usually he was the one who had to do it. Now that he was technically a king, it could be considered demeaning if he was the one who issued the challenge… though he wouldn’t care about that too much. If he won, they would be dead, and if he lost he would be dead. 

If this was any normal lord, William would go out and be back in time for tea. Of course, it wasn’t just any lord. While the various lords might be overconfident in their abilities, William’s defeat of over a dozen lords had made it clear he wasn’t weak. With the total number of lords being less than two gross, William was personally responsible for a very significant reduction in the number of lords- though he was appointing new lords to leaderless territories. 

William had defeated enough lords of different strengths to make it clear that he was near the top in terms of combat strength. At least, there would only be a dozen or two who could have defeated the same other lords without suffering any serious injuries. 

Lord Stirling was one of those. He took a position near the top, but of course nobody was exactly sure what the rankings of power were. Political clout and territory wealth were hard to measure, but personal power was even less exact. If two lords fought to the death, it could be said that the winner was stronger… but there could have also been a similar chance of the other winning. If they didn’t fight to the death, they wouldn’t have showed all of their abilities and thus it couldn’t be judged for sure.

Regardless, William knew Lord Stirling was strong. He was one of the most established older lords, and he was on the list. William wasn’t sure exactly how strong he would be, only that it would be significantly more than the others he had fought. Perhaps he would be immensely stronger, and William would lose… in which case it was inevitable.

William supposed he could sit behind his army and let them weaken him first. That solution seemed logical, as it was more important to win than do so in personal combat. However, there were other factors to consider. If he looked weak, those on his own side might be inclined to betray him. Then there were the other factors to consider. An army might not stand in their way. While William doubted that any of them could defeat an army alone, moving through it to get to him was another matter entirely. William had seen the Demon King wade through an army of humans, and though his troops would fare better individually they were also less numerous. Besides, William knew he could fight his way through to an enemy lord himself if he needed to. There was no reason to think they couldn’t do the same.

The most important point, however, was that William wanted to kill them in single combat if it was at all possible. He didn’t want people to be swept up in soul explosions, he didn’t want to have many lives die for the sake of one.

Defeating them was still the most important. If he couldn’t win the duel… he might run away and change strategies. He didn’t want to run, but if he couldn’t even run then there was no hope of him destroying their souls and stopping them forever. This combat should let him get some idea of how strong they would be. From there, he would either be dead or not and decide his course toward the future.
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                Lord Stirling stood waiting in his silver armor. William wondered if he chose to have such armor because of his name, or if he chose the name because he liked silvery things. As far as records went, that was what he had been called. 

William continued to look him over as he approached Lord Stirling. He had a sword at his belt, though William knew he was fond of using a warhammer against heavily armored opponents. Defensive enchantments weren’t punctured the same way, so a sword was better versus William in his robe. The pommel of the sword contained a large diamond, good for enhancing magic to add to his other abilities. His ki cultivation was at the same level as the Demon King’s, and perhaps even a bit better trained. His soul felt… weaker, but William couldn’t tell how much exactly.

Having a soul weaker than the Demon King meant William could certainly destroy him, but that was only guaranteed if Lord Stirling didn’t fight back. When William had destroyed the Demon King’s soul, he had been fighting constantly for some time and William had just barely succeeded. Here, William was fighting in single combat.

“So…” Lord Stirling spoke once William was within easy hearing range, “You really did manage to tame that staff. We heard the Archmage had found it and been carrying it around. With a staff like that, it is no wonder you style yourself as a mage. It was used not long ago by another mage as well. Perhaps we should not have given up on the idea.”

“Perhaps not. You could have even used your own souls as ingredients. That way we could have been rid of the plague you bring upon this world some time ago.”

Lord Stirling smiled slightly and shook his head, “Ah… I thought one as powerful as you might have a wider perspective. What are a few souls when we can become truly strong?”

“A few souls? A few souls doesn’t cause a massive destabilization of the world. Now then… shall we do this?” William held his staff in a ready stance.

“I had thought we might talk more. After all, this was your last chance. Perhaps we could have discussed magic. I’m sure you have more to learn there.” As he spoke, the mana in the area was flowing toward him. William watched as it formed. It was a rarer sort of magic, not a fireball or lightning or even shifting heat and cold. It wasn’t water either, but William felt he should recognize the patterns… and yet at the same time had never seen someone else use it. Then, internally, he nodded.

“Are you just going to stand there?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I am just… about… done!” With a final shout the mana took its form as it collapsed around William.

William didn’t move, merely standing there letting it flow over him. The total amount of mana used in the spell wasn’t staggering, though it was more than what most of those who styled themselves Archmages could easily gather in that short period of time. The mana didn’t manifest into any sort of visible form as it surrounded him and pierced into him. In fact, it didn’t even have a physical form. It entered inside William and struck at his soul.

William had never felt soul magic from anyone else. He’d faced off against others who had used soul techniques through ki, but through magic it felt quite different. The magic felt like floodwaters crashing into him. They tried to knock him off of his feet, after which they would dash him against the rocks and grind him to pieces. However, if the magic was floodwaters, William was a section of riverbed. The floodwaters could grind against him all they wished, but except in the greatest storm they could only slowly wear him down.

The magic wore out at the point William was starting to feel uncomfortable. It wasn’t that he spent no effort to defend himself, but he wouldn’t have called it strenuous. His magic robes had stopped a small portion of the power, but his ki defenses in the domain of his own soul had easily weathered the rest.

William stood there for a few moments. “Well? Are you going to do anything… useful?”

Lord Stirling frowned. He had thought that William didn’t know how to react to his magic, or perhaps that he hadn’t even realize that magic was happening… but instead it had just been ignored. Any normal gevai or even most lords had weak defenses for their soul. Even those on Lord Stirling’s level would have had more difficulty resisting soul destruction magic. However, this one had shrugged it off like it was nothing. That wasn’t the limit of what Lord Stirling could do… but even with more mana and at close range, he doubted he would be able to succeed without first wearing down this upstart ‘king’. “I suppose we have to do this the hard way.” Lord Stirling drew his sword, and the battle began in earnest.

----

Soldiers watched from atop the castle and further into the field as the two lords dueled each other. From those distances they could see the major details of the fight but not the smaller pieces. They couldn’t hear that both sides were completely ignoring chants for magic, nor could they see the results of many of the spells.

Though not all of them could follow the movements, sword and shield faced off against staff. The staff was a blue blur, but the shield and sword stood out as well as they reflected the light from the midday sun.

It appeared that neither side had a large advantage. Lord Rutten managed to trip Lord Stirling only to find himself blinded momentarily, long enough for Lord Stirling to collect himself. The sword occasionally found itself with a successful cut, causing red blood to soak into the robes. In return, Lord Stirling’s armor was becoming dented and battered, no longer pristine. Those with especially keen eye would see he had a slight limp.

Both sides were surprised that their respective lords had not won long before. Lord Rutten, or perhaps it would be more appropriate to call him the Eternal King, had previously dominated all of his enemies quite handily. Meanwhile, Lord Stirling had a long and illustrious history of strength. Neither side had imagined that the fight could last more than an hour.
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                William’s robes were dripping with sweat. The battle seemed to be lasting forever. Neither side had gone all out at the start, but they slowly worked their way up to peak performance. William had never fought a stronger opponent… at least in single combat.

Staff clashed against sword and shield, but neither often connected with anything of import. Even so, over the course of the battle hits built up. William had several gashes on his arms and legs, and even some scrapes on his toso. Lord Stirling’s armor was battered and beneath his armor he had bruises and cracked bones.

With a shout, William created a flash of light. At the same time, Lord Stirling countered with magic of his own, liquifying some of the ground under WIlliam’s feet. William swung his staff down at Lord Stirling, but the mud caused him to slip and only strike him on the shoulder instead of the head. Even so, there was a cracking sound and Lord Stirling’s arm hung limp at his side.

William knew Lord Stirling could have prevented the damage with what ki he had remaining… but that just meant he was saving his energy for something else. William already knew that the bottom edge of lord Stirling’s shield was sharpened. One of the gashes dripping blood down his arm was from a moment of carelessness when he hadn’t realized that. 

Of course, neither of them would be safe unless the other couldn’t use their arms and legs and also couldn’t speak. While Lord Stirling hadn’t displayed any flashy or earthshaking magic, he was quite adept at quickly gathering a small amount of mana to use to turn battle to his advantage- hence the mud.

William took a half step back to keep Lord Stirling at a better distance. He wanted to keep his advantage of reach provided by his staff. Speaking of Chris, William knew that without him his chances of winning would be much lower. It might not be impossible without him, but William didn’t fancy his chances. 

William and Lord Stirling continued to face each other, maneuvering around to try to get a better position among all of the rocks and mud.

Lord Stirling began a loud chant. The words meant nothing in his case, but William could see approximately what form the spell would take. He would be gathering wind… no, compressing air around himself. William speculated he would use that to control his limp arm, and even make himself move more quickly. He was even gathering some of it inside himself. William wasn’t entirely sure how it would work, but it was a very inefficient use of energy. On the other hand, it was also harder to counter than a spell launched at him. If it gave just the right edge Lord Stirling needed, that would be sufficient.

William began a chant of his own. He often defaulted to English when he wanted to sound mysterious, but he only barely remembered the language. He hadn’t had any real use for it in over a gross of years that he had been in this world- beyond seeking other reincarnated people and taking some secret notes. Now, it was good for just saying words without thinking about them so that he could concentrate on the magic.

Mana flowed into the area around the two from a great distance. Even the gevai who weren’t trained to understand magic could see something significant was happening. A large amount of mana flowed to around William… but an even larger amount gathered around Lord Stirling.

With a final shout, Lord Stirling finished his magic and dashed forward. At the same time, William also finished his spell… and took a step back calmly. Lord Stirling coughed and toppled over forward, his momentum carrying him to William’s feet. “H-how?”

William shook his head, “You should have made sure all that mana you were gathering around you… was actually controlled by you.” William struck Lord Stirling in the jaw, then brought his staff down on each of his legs in turn. Lord Stirling summoned what ki he could to defend, but without the ability to move to absorb the force of the blows it was not sufficient. He was also currently suffering internal injuries from William’s artificial mana feedback, so he was barely conscious.

After dealing with his remaining arm, William lifted him up by the throat and started concentrating. Then something caught his attention and he looked out toward Lord Stirling’s army. What had made him look was the sound of horses… and indeed the cavalry was charging toward him. “Back off!” William shouted with great force. Seeing that the cavalry didn’t even slow down. He turned back to what he was doing.

Lord Stirling only felt an icy cold piercing into him and spreading throughout him. It was like he found himself lost in the dead of winter with not even a scrap of clothing… and if his insides were on the outside. In a way, he felt they were. His body was beaten and battered, but the chill completely ignored it. Instead the chill spread from even deeper inside, the very depths of his soul. As it did so, he felt pressure growing on his soul- a constantly growing pressure that made him feel he would soon burst. He scratched and clawed at the ice spreading through him with every mite of ki and every bit of his being but it was like trying to stop winter itself with a single candle. Then, mercifully, he went numb.

William looked up toward the cavalry that were rapidly approaching. In a few seconds they would run him down… and in his weakened state they could actually kill him. However, he didn’t turn to run. Instead, he picked up Lord Stirling in both hands. “I warned you.”

He flung Lord Stirling’s body through the air. Without him able to resist in any way, William was able to fling him a dozen yards away- using all of his physical strength and much of his nearly depleted ki as encouragement. Only then did he turn to run… but not from the cavalry.
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                Having time to run would have been useful… but William wasn’t given that choice. Thus, the explosion of Lord Stirling’s soul happened a mere dozen yards away from him. It was all William could do to make it that far. At least he wasn’t in the epicenter… and his soul was weaker than the Demon King’s.

The shockwave from the explosion picked William up and sent him flying. When compared to being disintegrated into dust, it was actually much preferable. He only felt himself flying through the air. His eardrums had broken instantly and the explosion of light had likewise blinded him. He couldn’t even afford to use his ki senses to determine when he would hit the ground because he was using every remaining shred of energy to keep himself together, physically and in terms of his soul. That was why when he hit the ground his right arm took the brunt of the impact. William couldn’t hear the sound of bones crunching, but he could feel it all throughout his arm.

His soul… was relatively fine. He had been much worse off earlier in his life, and though perhaps a third of his soul was damaged it wasn’t to the level where it wouldn’t recover on its own.

After William hit the ground, he somehow felt himself falling again… then impacted against the much softer dirt below. Feeling around with his arm he determined that he’d hit the castle wall. He shakily pushed himself up to his feet and turned away from the wall… then performed the rudest gesture he could do one handed toward Lord Stirling’s army in general. Not that they would be able to see him. 

“Open the gate!” William shouted. At least, he thought he did. He certainly tried to, but he couldn’t hear it. He wondered if anyone else could… but soon enough he found himself being led along by the hand through the gates. Probably. It was far too quick for anyone but his own soldiers to have reached him, and the closest enemies would be nothing but meat paste- at best. The most important part was Chris wedged himself into William’s good hand, comforting him with his presence.

William felt herbs and poultices being rubbed all over him. His sense of touch still worked, even if it was mostly overridden by the pain that came with every touch. A potion was poured down his throat. Then he was wrapped in bandages, which caused him to wince with every slight movement. Just when he was hoping it was over… they started to work on his arm.

It took all he could to keep himself from passing out as they shifted his bones around and splinted them. It wasn’t just one quick snap to put two bones right, either. William couldn’t exactly tell the extent of what was wrong, only that it seemed to involve his whole arm. On the other hand, he could feel pain all the way out to his fingertips which was encouraging in its own way.

Finally he was moved once again and found himself lying in a bed… and he finally let himself fall unconscious.

-----

When he woke up, his vision was spotty… which was an excellent improvement. Sure, there might have been black spots throughout and his eyes wouldn’t focus on anything, but he could see. His hearing… wasn’t back yet. That made sense, because his eyes had been physically fine. He hadn’t even been looking in the direction of the explosion, but his ears didn’t have the option to face away- and ruptured eardrums didn’t heal quickly.

His right arm… William had recovered enough ki to investigate that. It still hurt to use it because of the damage to his soul- but it wasn’t a big enough use to make things worse. A quick glance told him that there were many pieces still out of place. He only managed to shift a few very tiny pieces back into some semblance of the right place… probably. He couldn’t be exactly sure, because his arm looked more like a thousand piece puzzle than bones. The only difference was none of the pieces were the same size. Currently his arm was strapped to his chest with a sling and his entire arm was splinted to minimize possible movement, all the way up to his shoulder.

William fell back to sleep, only to wake up when someone entered the room. He still couldn’t hear… but he subconsciously was using ki to feel around him. At some point in his lives that might have seemed like a big deal, but now he hadn’t even thought about it.

He sat up and grimaced. At least his vision had a few less spots. William tapped his ear to let the servant know he couldn’t hear. They approached next to the bed and held something out. Food, by the smell. Soup. The servant tried to feed him, but William grabbed the spoon with his left hand and started eating it. It was hot, but not too hot. William wondered if anything could actually be too hot for him now and still considered food, because ‘too hot’ was the level where it actually burned his mouth- and his whole body was quite resistant to damage. It was still hot enough to be slightly unpleasant… but that didn’t slow William down. He was hungry. Soon enough he had finished his soup. “Thank you.”

The servant left, but William didn’t go back to sleep. He was still tired, but some parts of him still worked fine. William started chanting. He could see and feel the mana moving, so he knew he was making noise at least. He focused on just his shoulder as he guided mana toward it. He could use ki to observe what was happening, but mana drew on power outside of him. He could still call upon it without trouble. He only managed to rearrange some small bits and pieces and try to promote healing before mental fatigue hit him again, but it was better than nothing.
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                A guard leaned on his halberd as he chatted with a servant girl. “It’s true! I just saw him walk through!”

“Don’t even recognize your own king? You know not one week ago he almost died. He’ll still be bedridden for who knows how long!” The servant girl rolled her eyes.

The guard frowned, “It was him alright! That imposing presence and his near-black skin… Plus he carried around that blue crystal staff, and his right arm was still all bundled up. There aren’t two people like that.”

“So you know what your king looks like. I’m forced to believe you didn’t see anyone at all. How do you expect he would be walking around now with that outside?”

The guard looked outside the window, “Which that are you referring to?”

“There’s nothing out there except a half-mile crater! The explosion rocked the castle so hard old Myrtle fell off a ladder, and she was in the back! The king was right next to that, so don’t tell me he’s walking about the halls!”

The guard shrugged, “I know what I saw. Maybe that’s what makes him the Eternal King and not just a nobody like me, yeah?”

------ 

William walked a full loop around the castle interior and through the courtyard. He wished he could hear what they were saying, but his ears weren’t quite recovered enough to hear whispers without expending more ki than was really practical.

He wasn’t out just to show himself off and hear gossip, however. He was here to ambush Jordan in the castle barracks. “What are you doing here, hmm?”

Jordan quickly scrambled up and saluted, “Sir! I hadn’t expected… umm, they said you were injured.” Jordan looked at his arm which was still in a sling.

“So? You’re not a doctor are you? I need you out there leading the troops.”

“Sir!” Jordan saluted again, “The enemy forces have withdrawn a significant distance.”

William nodded. “Fine. Just keep that in mind if I ever get injured again.” Jordan wasn’t the type to make foolish decisions from personal feelings… but it could happen. It was more important that William had people out doing what needed to be done instead of worrying about him… no matter how much he wished Lorelei were around.

-----

William tapped the side of the phone before speaking into hit. “Hello? Anyone there?”

There were a few crashing sounds before Lorelei’s voice came through, “William? Is that you?”

“In the… voice. Sorry I didn’t contact you earlier but I haven’t been able to walk around until today.”

“You’re walking around? I heard you were blind, and deaf… and lost an arm!”

“Oh, everything was greatly exaggerated. I mean, I can’t use my arm yet and my hearing is kinda spotty, but I can see just fine.”

There was silence for a few moments, “... I was scared.”

“Sorry. This was the best I could do. It wasn’t like I could not fight.”

“...Yeah. But, you have to win.” Lorelei’s voice was stern.

“I did win! You should see the other guy! Except you can’t.” William shook his head before remembering he couldn’t be seen, “Anyway, It would have gone much better except his cavalry charged me as he was losing so I couldn’t really use magic for the last bit… and ki ends up with big explosions. These guys aren’t pushovers either.”

“Do you… think you’ll be able to defeat the rest?”

William closed his eyes in thought. “As long as… they aren’t much stronger than this guy.”

“That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.”

“I will do my utmost to avoid us needing to use plan B. So… how is everything going for you?”

“There have been ups and downs. Once the word gets spread about Lord Stirling morale will drop significant for the enemy- and they won’t really be able to hide it long. One of ours just died in battle… but at least he took the other one down with him.”

“Who was it?”

“Lord Gabor.”

“...I shouldn’t say I’m glad it was him.”

“I will then. I’m glad it was him. I didn’t want to deal with him after this was over. It almost balances out some of the more reasonable ones...”

William sighed. Far too many people had died- lords were only a small portion of those, but an important one. “Should I prepare to head to the frontlines again soon?”

“Will you be able to fight?” Lorelei paused for a moment, but wasn’t actually waiting for an answer, “It will probably still be months before we’ve moved up enough, but we’re pushing forward steadily. If things go well we could be looking at victory in a few years.”

“...”

“You know I don’t subscribe to the notion that confident predictions lead to problems. It’s only overconfidence that’s an issue. I’ve already considered some setbacks in the plan. For you… if you aren’t able to destroy them all, we can still kill them. Maybe they’ll just reincarnate in the normal fashion. What do you think?”

William frowned, “Having met one up close and personally… Lord Stirling was just at the threshold. I think there’s probably some variance there, including the natural strength of the soul… but I couldn’t say with confidence that he would have reincarnated with or without memories. He did know the magic for destroying souls.”

“Oh… I didn’t think about that aspect… how are you?”

“Not bad. My soul’s a bit injured, but that was all from the explosion at the end. I’ve been much worse off.”

“You’d better not be lying. If you really get yourself destroyed I’ll never forgive you.”

“Relax. Weren’t you the one who said my soul only lost out to the Demon King?”

“I just said it was weaker than his… not how much.”

William shrugged, “Well, either way I beat him now. So don’t worry. We absolutely won’t need plan C.”

-----

The gossipy servant was talking to the same guard again. “I can’t believe you were telling the truth. When I get a bruise it takes weeks to heal… but the new king took a month to shrug off being dead… or close enough anyway.”

The guard nodded, “It’s definitely why he’s king. I sure wouldn’t want to fight him for that position. Even before he made that huge crater… You know there’s an Archmage out there in the dirt somewhere? At least… a guy who said he was an Archmage.”

“I’m the one who told you that. I was there, remember? It was just… *shloop* down into the ground, like he was tossing something into a rubbish pile. I hear you can still hear him screaming at night… his soul bound there for all eternity.”

“That’s crap.” The guard shook his head, “He’s dead. Magic doesn’t work like that.”

“Do you suppose it makes explosions big enough to destroy cities? Or at least a decent sized town…” The servant girl shook her head, “Anyway, believe what you will about that.” She looked down the corridor in both directions, “One juicy piece of gossip is that maybe the king’s not as healed as he wants people to think. Not saying he isn’t terrifyingly strong… but some of the girls noticed he isn’t using his right hand as much. He eats with his left hand, and his writing is done totally with his left hand as well. He’ll still open a door with his right but only when his hand is full with that staff of his…”

“So what, his arm is crippled?”

“It might be. Who’s to say?” she shook her head, “People get crippled from much less. Even… even the old Eternal King got himself killed many a time. He came back, but he clearly wasn’t invincible.”

The guards shrugged, “Still wouldn’t fight him, even with no arms. I’d like to live to have kids someday. Actually, better not talk about that kind of thing at all… because first I have to live through my shift.”

“You think he’d kill people for talking about it?”

The guard shrugged, “Probably not. He’s pretty good to us… but maybe he’s just been in a really good mood for the last dozen years. I’m not taking chances.”
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                William almost found it unbelievable that they were winning the war. Of course, they’d made plans and preparations sufficient to win the war… but so many of them were working successfully that he wondered if he was dreaming.

Of course, if he really were dreaming, he hoped he would have dreamt something even better. Every victory came at the cost of too many gevai lives- ally or enemy. Even if everything continued smoothly it would take some time for all of the territories to recover. William also couldn’t forget about the other powerful lords. He had almost gotten himself killed to defeat one. Even if he could defeat them all in single combat, he likely wouldn’t have that chance. As they were pressed back and lost territories those lords who survived started to combine their armies. The armies weren’t a problem, as William’s side was also having to cover less territory. However, all of the strongest lords were in the last quarter of gevai territory that had not yet been conquered.

Despite his misgivings, William felt confident in how the war was going. It wasn’t because of any grand plan devised by him or Lorelei. It wasn’t the excellent strategy and tactics that Jordan employed. It wasn’t even the quality of troops they raised. If he were to attribute it to anything it would be propaganda and rumors- but those were merely the trigger that set off what almost felt like an inevitable chain of events.

-----

Lord Landeau looked out over the city from the highest tower in his castle. Omoria was not the grandest city of the gevai, but it was among the richest. Even if it were not, it was his city. He wasn’t going to let the approaching army threaten it. “Prepare the men.”

“Yes, sir!” He second in command received the order and started the trek down the tower. Of course, it was far too late to begin preparations once the enemies were outside the city. They had been prepared long ago, and this was merely the official acknowledgement.

Lord Landeau continued to observe. The army was still a long way off… but something felt wrong. The activity in the city- the civilians were too active. In times of war they should run and hide in their houses but many were out on the streets. Far too many. “What’s going on down there?” Lord Landeau asked. It wasn’t a rhetorical question, and he waited for a response, but none came. He turned around to find his guard gone. Had he gone with the lieutenant? Someone was going to be punished for leaving him without even a messenger. As a lord, having to personally go find someone to ask about the situation was unacceptable.

It wasn’t that he had issues walking down the stairs. Only a few lords let themselves go so much they had trouble traversing stairs- and only those who had utmost confidence in their magic but not so much good sense. No, it was the mere principle of the thing.

He threw open the door at the bottom of the tower. Good, there were some guards. Perhaps they didn’t deserve reprimand, but they would serve to temper his wrath until he found the responsible party. “Where is my lieutenant? Why has he not returned yet?”

One guard stood awkwardly in front of him, only half turned toward him, “Ah… I don’t rightly know, lord. He said something about-”

Lord Landeau wasn’t incapable in his own right. He noticed something was wrong, but not until it was too late. He felt the pain on the back of his skull even as he looked at the guards who only had one arm. Perhaps he would have reacted faster if he’d known the faces of all of his guards.

-----

Stefan looked at the unconscious lord, then up at the ‘guard’ behind him. “Good job. It would have been a real pain if we actually had to fight.”

The rebel shrugged, “Not too much. He relied on guards that he didn’t even pay well enough. Plus, he forgot our families were still poor farmers and craftsfolk. All of the money in this city ended up in his coffers, and a few others.”

Stefan shrugged, “Do you think he’ll live?”

“Well… I wasn’t going to hold back. His skull looks pretty much intact though, so maybe. At least, long enough to be executed.”

“Excellent. Would you gentlemen mind helping to carry him?” Stefan leaned down and grabbed one wrist… which left him with no free hands. One guard grabbed the other wrist and one took both ankles as they left to carry Lord Landeau through the castle. On the way, they passed many tied up guards and trembling servants. Stefan would have waved at the servants to try to ease their worries, but he had no hands free. “Don’t worry, we have no plans to harm common folk. It was just time for a change in leadership.”

They hadn’t been able to get all of the servants or guards on in the plan, because some would have inevitably refused and ruined their plans. Even so, they did their best to avoid killing any of the guards- except a few of the most loyal.

-----

Lord Landeau’s army- small as it was- stood outside the city, facing off against the invading force. Though the castle was better fortified, they couldn’t fit all of the troops in the castle- and if they left the city open there was little point in keeping the castle. The general frowned, “Why haven’t we heard from Lord Landeau yet?” He turned around, only to see a squad of archers up on the walls- in enemy uniform no less. He sighed.

A messenger came running, “Sir! Sir! Lord Landeau’s personal guard rebelled, and enemy forces have taken over the city!”

“I can see that, soldier.” He shook his head. “I told him to pay the guards better… at least enough to provide well for their immediate families. He never listened.”

“Sir?” The various lieutenants under the general stood waiting, “Your orders?”

“Hmm.” The general looked in front, toward the army they had only barely hoped to match. Then he looked behind at the archers on the wall, and the closed gates cutting off their retreat, He looked toward the messenger, “What about Lord Landeau?”

“Captured, sir. They… they’re planning to hold an execution in the square.”

The general walked back to the front of the army. “We’re willing to negotiate a surrender.” 
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                The general of Lord Landeau’s army looked at the enemy commander. Based on the relatively small size of the army, he’d assumed a lesser lord was in command. They hadn’t had more information than that, but the reports had clearly been missing key information. It was a relatively smaller army- not less than his own, but surely not a full army- but it wasn’t just any lord in command. It was Lord Rutten… or perhaps it was safer to say the new Eternal King.

The Eternal King responded simply to his request to negotiate terms of surrender. “The terms are simple. Throw down your arms and everyone’s lives will be spared.”

The general frowned. That would leave them completely at the enemy’s mercy. “What about my men?”

“They are also included in ‘everyone’. I gain nothing by killing them. Within a few days they can be back with their families.”

The general’s frown deepened. It seemed… too easy. “How do I know you will keep your word?”

“I always keep my word. However, you don’t need to trust me in this. Trust the people of this city. You can enter the gates a handful at a time and give up your weapons to people you know. We don’t even have to enter the city.”

The general closed his eyes for a moment. Was there even anything else he could do? He opened his eyes and nodded. “Very well.”

The general nodded and turned back to his lieutenants. “In that case… orders are to hand over your weapons and hope this new king is half a merciful as the rumors say.” The general cemented the orders by walking toward the gate along, hoping that the archers didn’t shoot him down.

The gates opened, and beyond them he could see a number of people. Some of Lord Landeau’s former guards… and a number of regular civilians. Among them was even the owner of his favorite pub. “You’re in on this too?” he asked as he handed over his spear.

The pub owner nodded, “While soldiers are good for business… if half of them are dead they’re not worth as much as a bunch of farmers. Besides, I’d miss everyone’s stories. Under Lord Landeau there wasn’t much hope of things getting better… but this new king will be different.”

The general shrugged. “We’ll see.”

-----

William wished more places went as well as Omoria had. While they’d managed to win over the population of some other cities, circumstances prevented them from actually taking over without bloodshed. Unfortunately, such results would get harder and harder as time went on.

The old lords were now taking things seriously. They had expected Lord Stirling to win. All the other losses were inconsequential to them- including any other lords. They clearly hadn’t expected a large scale rebellion aimed specifically at them. William wasn’t sure whether or not they understood that he could destroy their souls- but they wouldn’t wait around for him to kill them in any fashion.

The last portion of the country would be hardest to conquer, for many reasons. The old lords had larger personal armies- and more importantly they could train magical beasts. William supposed he could as well, but he wasn’t willing to risk his own people during the training process- something the old lords didn’t share. Wyverns, for example, were vicious flying beasts with poisonous stingers- and they would be just as happy to use them on their riders or handlers as anything else, if they could get away with it.

All types of magical beasts were extremely dangerous and took huge quantities of food to sustain. If left in the wild in a balanced ecosystem they could merely be captured as necessary. The years required to capture and train significant amounts usually was inconsequential to gevai- but William’s war had been carried out quickly, by gevai standards.

Wyvern riders were dangerous- but not without their own weaknesses. As they lived in the cold north William didn’t have to worry so much about giant lizards or snakes, but dire wolves and bears were possibilities. There were other magical beasts that were nearly impossible to train- but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be captured and set against William’s armies to cause havoc. 

-----

“Sieges are boring.” Lorelei commented as she stared at the castle in front of them, guarding a pass that was the most convenient way for them to advance. She turned toward William, then her eyes flicked toward the back of the camp.

William shrugged, “Unfortunately their walls are protected against trebuchet fire. It will take some time to build more and gather sufficient ammunition to overpower the wards. Until then, we wait… and we can’t spend all of our time in the tent.”

“Guys, I’m right here.” Lila shook her head. 

“I know.” Lorelei grinned. “If you’re jealous, I’m sure we could find someone to your taste. You have your own tent, you know.”

Lila rolled her eyes, “No thanks. I’m not interested.” Then she sighed, “They even remembered to protect their foundations. That means no sinking the entire fort into the ground. What about collapsing those mountains onto them? With the three of us it shouldn’t take more than a week or two…”

“...Followed by months of cleanup.” Lorelei shook her head. “At that point, we might as well just go around.”

“But if we went around… we would have to constantly worry about a pincer attack- and our supply lines would be that much thinner.”

“I know.” Lila shook her head, “I miss the days when my biggest problem was beating up trainee wizards. War is nowhere near as fun or glorious as people make it out to be.”

William agreed, “Being powerful isn’t nearly as wonderful as everyone says.”

A soldier came forward and saluted, “My king! Reports are in from the scouts. Commander Jordan requests your presence.”

William nodded. “Very well, I’ll be there shortly.” After the soldier left, William shook his head, “Why do I feel like we’re going to wish we stayed bored?”
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                “My king… Archmage, Headmistress…” Jordan spoke carefully to give the report, “A large force of enemy soldiers is approaching. They outnumber us. In addition to the fort and the troops therein, we will be at a tactical disadvantage.” Jordan placed several tokens on the battle map. “We have more troops in the area that we can call upon. These two groups represent significant forces and can be contacted through phones- but they will take longer to reach us. The other three are much closer and will be able to reach us in a timely manner if we can contact them quickly. Overall, I would say we have the advantage except… the approaching army has a half dozen lords. Three of those are on the critical list. Combined with the one in the keep and the two regular lords there… it could be problematic.”

Lorelei nodded seriously, “A powerful display of force, but I would expect no less. With the king here and the importance of this pass, they couldn’t do much less. In fact, it almost seems like… not enough.”

“Maybe they don’t know we’re here,” Lila gestured between her and Lorelei. 

“I’d bet there’s more we haven’t seen yet,” Jordan pointed out. “Besides, they have a pretty dangerous lineup if they just one to kill one or two people…” Jordan’s eyes flicked to William’s right arm.

William shook his head, “Oh, don’t worry about me. I won’t hold us back a bit. We just have to figure out who is dealing with what…”

-----

Lila was left in control of the portion of the army that stayed behind to watch those in the castle and prevent an attack from the rear. While any sort of offense would be meaningless against the castle, if the defenders inside left their protection they would give up their biggest advantage. That said, they could cause all sorts of havoc if they were ignored. 

The rest of the army moved to meet the approaching enemies- and friendly reinforcements. That let them pick the terrain they wanted, and it would prevent the two enemy groups from meeting up. Of course, that was the same for themselves- but that was a calculated risk.

-----

William knew morale was important for armies, and while mockery seemed rather childish it was very useful. “Your lords won’t fight me in single combat… or in any fair arrangement.” WIlliam projected his voice far enough that the entire enemy army would be able to hear him clearly, “I don’t see what good will come of serving such cowards!”

Grigor Neroni, one of the leading lords, responded in kind. “We are not afraid of you in fair combat, but we know that you will play some tricks like you have done in the past!”

“You really participate in fair combat? Like when Lord Stirling’s cavalry charged me as soon as he was losing? You have interesting definitions of fair. It’s reasonable for you to be afraid, but you don’t need to make up excuses.” The enemy didn’t dignify that with a response. William looked out over the enemy army, and they barely seemed effective. Their combination of discipline and propaganda was apparently enough for them to be affected very little. William was hoping for more, but at least his own troop’s morale was sufficient.

Skirmishes started quickly, with probing attacks being sent out from both sides. Sometimes armies just faced off for days with nothing happening, but that was not the case for this particular encounter. Perhaps the enemy wanted to fight before the anticipated reinforcements for William’s side arrived, or perhaps they had other plans. Either way, the fighting soon escalated.

William wanted to be at the frontlines mowing down enemies, but he had to consider his own safety. Besides, he had to save his strength for those who truly mattered. If he saved a few lives and then got himself killed… he didn’t want to think about the consequences. 

All he could do was wait… but fortunately the enemy lords were quite willing to enter the fray themselves- even if they weren’t interested in single combat as the only form of battle. William watched the flow of the battle. At first, it looked like a chaotic mess… but because he knew the plan he was able to pick out some details. The enemy was managing to push forward into their battle lines and they didn’t seem to be able to do anything to stop it- but William saw that the various lords were funnelled to exactly where they were meant to go. Speaking of which… Lord Neroni was getting rather close. William prepared himself for another extremely taxing battle.

-----

Today, Tiburcio had received a personal mission from the king. He felt very honored to have received it, and was only worried that he would fail to complete it.

The King had come to him specifically, “Tiburcio. I have a very difficult task for you.”

Those weren’t good words. Everything Tiburcio was assigned to was difficult and nearly got him killed, but this time it was actually said… from the king’s own mouth too. Even so, he’d made it this far… it was a pretty good run. He’d almost started to think he might see the end of all the fighting. “Yes, king, what do you want?” Tiburcio tried to pick his words carefully, but he still felt like he fell short. It wasn’t appropriate to speak casually to him when he was just Lord Rutten, but now that he was the Eternal King it would be even worse to do. Hopefully his slip ups wouldn’t be a problem.

“See that man? The commander with green skin and gilded armor?” 

Tiburcio was handed a viewing glass, and though he hadn’t used one much it wasn’t too hard to find who was spoken about. Commanders stood out on the battlefield pretty well. “Yes, king.”

“When the battle starts, he will be led to around that area,” The King pointed, “Once he arrives there, I need you to hold him off as long as possible.”

“Hold him off?”

“Yes. Engage him in combat and keep him busy. Don’t let him do whatever he wants.”

“Is that… all?” Tiburcio thought it was a pretty tall order already, but he had to ask.

“That’s all. Of course, you will be fighting him so things change. It won’t be easy to hold him off forever. If you can kill him, that’s fine… but if you could incapacitate him for capture that would be even better. However, the most important thing is that you keep him busy for as long as possible.”

Tiburcio nodded, “I understand.” That commander was one of the strong lords- almost as strong as the King. Everyone was afraid of them. Fighting one in single combat was suicide. Making it into a long fight was probably impossible… but Tiburcio would try. Dying to a lord wouldn’t be such a bad way to go. At least someone might remember him for it.

Besides, he would be dying for something. This King was strong- and treated his soldiers well. Aside from people constantly trying to kill him, Tiburcio had a much better life than on the streets. The King also fought himself. Not just against regular people but against terrifyingly powerful Lords. Tiburcio had seen the big crater made by the explosion that had almost killed the Eternal King. Almost. If the king had faced that, how could Tiburcio not try his best as well?
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                Tiburcio was used to breaking his way through enemy lines, not waiting for the enemy. It was a strange feeling, but it was what he had to do. That was how Commander Jordan’s plan went, and those plans hadn’t gotten Tiburcio killed yet so they seemed to be pretty good.

Granted, many of the plans got him almost killed, but they worked out. Then there were the rest of them that went off without a hitch. This time, though, he wasn’t so sure.

He was supposed to face off against a lord- a real lord, one of the strong ones. As far as he knew, that was the whole plan. There wasn’t anything else to it… just “keep him busy”. Tiburcio knew he couldn’t beat someone near the level of the Eternal King- he’d sparred against the Eternal King, after all. But… he didn’t have to win. He just had to last as long as possible. After that… he wasn’t sure what would happen. Maybe after he died, someone else would take over. He didn’t have any time to ask, because the lord had just arrived… just about when he had been told.

Tiburcio trusted the allies at his side to deal with everyone else as he charged forward toward the lord. Tiburcio started with an overhead swing, bringing his warhammer down toward the lord’s head. If he got through the helmet, the lord would be just as dead as anyone else with a crushed head. He hadn’t expected it to work, so he wasn’t surprised when the lord blocked the swing with his own weapon. It was a lucerne hammer, basically just a warhammer like Tiburcio’s made into a polearm.

Tiburcio was forced to step back to not lose his grip on his weapon, and that brought him into the proper striking range for his enemy. The hammer swung around from his left, the same side as his shield- so all he had to do was contort his arm awkwardly and lean so that the hammer skipped off his shield and over his head. Even the angled force almost knocked him off his feet, and he was glad he didn’t block it head on. He would have ended up with a broken arm- at best.

The enemy lord was too quick and too strong. Tiburcio couldn’t get a hit on him, and could barely manage to protect himself. He found himself constantly getting forced back… but he couldn’t lose yet. It hadn’t even been a minute.

Then the lord started chanting. It wasn’t any sort of chant Tiburcio had heard before. Usually they started off with some sort of fancy word meaning something like lightning or fire or dirt or something. Tiburcio didn’t remember the words, but it didn’t really matter. He could see what the magic was going to do and then he would avoid it- or just hit the person using magic. 

Unfortunately, he couldn’t even find an opening while the lord was distracted by using magic. To make matters worse… Tiburcio couldn’t even tell what the magic was. The mana was moving around but it didn’t look like it was going to become anything. He didn’t know how to defend against it- but he had seen it before. The same lord had used it on the way over. Weird magic… and then *pop*- his opponent would die. Tiburcio wasn’t great at ki cultivation, but the King had made him practice it, and had even mentioned the enemy lords could do something like that.

All Tiburcio could do was gather everything he could do defend… then he felt himself being torn apart. He had suffered all sorts of injuries, broken arms, torn muscles, cuts, stabs, and almost everything else- but this was worse. He was being torn apart from the inside, and it was agonizing… but he held together. 

Tiburcio was sure he hadn’t been physically injured by the attack, but he felt himself vomiting up a mouthful of blood anyway. He could barely keep on his feet or see, and it was mostly by luck that he managed to bring his shield up in time to block a blow that sent him flying… and broke his arm, just like he thought it would.

How long had it been? A minute? Two minutes? Tiburcio wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t really that long yet. He pushed himself up off the ground with his good hand, sinking the warhammer into the dirt as he did so. He couldn’t lose… at least not just yet.

The enemy lord walked toward Tiburcio, almost casually. He wasn’t injured at all, and Tiburcio couldn’t even tell if he was breathing hard… but what did that matter?

Tiburcio couldn’t let him keep the initiative. He charged forward again, but he was blocked once again. The shaft of the lucerne hammer thrust against the neck of his warhammer- threatening to pull it out of his grip and then actually doing so. His warhammer went flying, and the lord prepared to swing his polearm around to finish off Tiburcio. 

People said that you couldn’t block with a broken arm, but they were wrong. It just hurt like hell. What hurt even more was swinging a broken arm with a shield still attached. Even so, it had to be done. Hitting someone with a shield wasn’t an especially great idea. If you kept it facing toward them, you basically just pushed them but with your arm not getting the best possible force. A real shield bash used the edge, but that did little good against armor. However, armor wasn’t always an issue. Though the enemy lord was covered in it head to toe, it couldn’t protect everything perfectly. The shield came up from below, behind the crossed polearm- and into the enemy lord’s jaw.

The enemy lord’s head snapped back with a loud cracking sound, and he staggered away. Tiburcio frowned. He had hoped that would break his neck, even if he hadn’t really expected it.  Still, at least it had done something. A mark to remember him by- and a broken jaw was a pretty good mark.

Tiburcio supposed he didn’t really need to be remembered- he wasn’t done just yet, even if his left arm was- but things seemed to be going that way. He scrambled around for a weapon, but couldn’t find his warhammer. He settled on a mace- since it was what he found first.

He looked up to see the enemy lord had steadied himself… and could see and hear he was using magic again. His voice was raspy and weird… but magic was definitely happening. Tiburcio’s heart sank. People weren’t supposed to be able to use magic with a broken jaw. Maybe he hadn’t done a good enough job. He wasn’t sure if he could stop the spell- but it was the same one again. He already felt his life was tenuous, and he knew he wouldn’t survive a second one. What was it now… two and a half minutes? He had to do better than that.
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                Tiburcio couldn’t let the enemy lord finish his spell, but he didn’t really think he could stop him. He had one good arm now, while the enemy only had a cracked jaw and had been winning the whole time. Even so, Tiburcio wasn’t going to stand there and let himself get ripped apart by strange magic.

Tiburcio had to approach, but the enemy lord was ready. He swung down his lucerne hammer down- the pointy side instead of the hammer side. Normally it was easy to dodge such attacks, but Tiburcio wasn’t in top form- and the enemy was fast. All he could do was lean to the side… and let it pierce into his shoulder. There was the horrible sound of rending metal and the squelching of flesh and the spray of blood… and of course pain. However, there was already so much pain on that side that Tiburcio didn’t really worry about it. The only problem was that the hammer was now sort of embedded in his shoulder.

With a tug, the enemy lord tore at his shoulder and tossed him around like a sack of potatoes. The point was deep into armor, bone, and flesh. Tiburcio couldn’t resist the pull… but he dropped his weapon and grabbed onto the shaft of the lucerne hammer.

Though the enemy lord was strong, he couldn’t actually lift Tiburcio off the ground… so instead he settled for holding him at a distance while he continued chanting his spell. Tiburcio could see there was even more mana going into this one… and knew it would be the end of him.

Using his grip on the hammer’s shaft as leverage, Tiburcio twisted it. The lord had a good grip on his end… and the other end was in Tiburcio’s shoulder. It was stuck in there- held in by bone and magic armor’s toughness. That same magic armor had stopped his entire arm from being chopped off, so Tiburcio was willing to forgive it for his current predicament. He wasn’t going to forgive the hammer, though.

Tiburcio’s muscles bulged, swelling as they strained against the inside of his own armor. Then there was a creaking sound as the shaft of the lucerne hammer bent- and then snapped. Tiburcio still had a grip on the side of the shaft that the lord was holding onto, and used that to pull himself close. His opponent let go with his right hand and punched Tiburcio in the face.

The lord apparently wore magical gauntlets, as Tiburcio could feel the indent of the fist and his own helmet in his face- but he didn’t have time to think about that. The spell was almost done. He couldn’t use his right arm, because if his muscled untensed he wasn’t sure if they would function properly again. Besides, his opponent was holding onto it still.

Tiburcio used that to his advantage as he pulled himself forward once more. He swung his arm- his left arm- up and around. The lord blocked it with his right arm… but the collision only made a tiny clinking sound. It had taken everything Tiburcio had to even move that arm. With his other hand busy, he only had one good chance. 

His knee came up, hard. Unfortunately, it went directly into armor with enough force to shatter it… but the armor gave way as well. As an instinctual reaction, the lord bent forward slightly… as Tiburcio’s head came to meet it.

Gevai had different types of horns. The most common were straight, pointy horns. They were best, because it was easiest to find helmets that would work with them- both because they were common and their shape. Tiburcio, however, had ram horns. Rams used their horns for headbutting… but Tiburcio had learned that gevai skulls weren’t made to withstand that kind of force.

There was a terrible crack as his head and horns collided with the enemy lord’s- and then a boom. Tiburcio staggered back. He couldn’t see, and he knew his skull was cracked. He felt blood trickling down his forehead. He shook his head to try to clear the stars. He was still fighting.

Through squinted eyes, Tiburcio could see the enemy lord. His horns were snapped almost at the base, and there was a nice imprint in his helmet. Most importantly… his spell had stopped. That would be the boom, Tiburcio supposed. He watched with glee as the lord spit out a mouthful of blood. Then Tiburcio collapsed to the ground, his single working leg unable to support his weight anymore. As he watched the lord walk toward him with a scavenged spear… Tiburcio wondered if he had lasted long enough.

-----

William found himself facing off against Lord Neroni. Lord Neroni used a halberd, which gave him a small advantage in reach. Coupled with the fact that William was only wielding Chris with his left hand, it became rather difficult to fight him.

Not that William was in imminent danger. His legs worked just fine, and he could duck and weave around any slashes his opponent threw at him. As for magic- William didn’t need two hands to use it. He frustrated Lord Neroni with sudden mud pits, ice, flashes of light, and anything else William could think of to throw him off. Even so, Lord Neroni maintained an advantage with his own spells managing to make life difficult for WIlliam as well.

“Is this all you’ve got, Eternal King? Even when your arm was good, I’m surprised you managed to beat Lord Stirling- even if just barely. With your right arm being useless, it’s simple to beat you. I was always stronger than him… but I was wondering if you were hiding anything.” With that, Lord Neroni swept his halberd in a slash that was too fast for William to avoid. He could move forward to avoid the blade but he would still take a hit to his side. If he moved back he would probably take a slice across his belly. He couldn’t block it with one hand- regardless of whether his strength was enough, he didn’t have the right leverage for that.

So… he blocked it. His right hand now gripped the bottom of the staff, and the halberd trembled as it struck against William, who seemed like an immovable object. “Here’s the thing… I was thinking the same about you. I thought you might have some tricks, but I guess you’re not much.”

Lord Neroni shrugged, “So what if your right arm works? I already said that wouldn’t be enough.”

William merely grinned in response.
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                “It’s true that I might not have been good enough to beat you even with a working right arm.” William nodded, then twirled his staff to bring the halberd over and away from him. With the followup motion he brought his staff around and into the side of Lord Neroni’s head, causing his helmet to ring. “However, do you think I’m equally strong now as I was then? That was more than a year ago!” WIlliam shook his head, “Besides, I know something you don’t know.”

Lord Neroni staggered back to a better position and began a series of thrusts, which William deftly avoided.

“Not going to ask?” William frowned, “How boring. I’m going to tell you anyway though.” William punctuated his sentence by thrusting Chris directly against the spear tip of the halberd, snapping off the point. “You see, I recently learned… that I’m left handed.” William followed up his statement with a series of blows to the sides of Lord Neroni’s arms and legs, denting some of the armor and driving him back.

Lord Neroni looked on slightly confused, but didn’t let that stop him from focusing on the combat. He swept at William’s legs, but William merely tumbled over the haft of his halberd. “So what?”

“Well… you got me there.” William shook his head, “To be honest I’m only a little bit better with my left hand than my right.” William almost casually thrust out with Chris, hitting Lord Neroni directly in the chest… and buckling his armor. “Isn’t it more interesting than telling you that I broke through to the sixth layer of my personal cultivation technique?”

Lord Neroni would have blinked in astonishment… but he couldn’t. His eyes wouldn’t move… his body wouldn’t move. He hadn’t realized it as it slowly crept up on him, but his body was freezing from the inside out. No… his body was fine- but his control over it was gone. In fact, he could barely even manage to think.

William grinned, “Anyway, that sort of thing is just a natural progression, right? Not particularly interesting. However, finding out I was left handed when I had assumed I was right handed again? That was really something.” William looked over Lord Neroni, “Nothing to say? Ah well. Don’t worry about it.”

William’s face grew serious as he started gathering ki and chanting at the same time. Power from inside and outside gathered around him and William took every strand and twisted it with another. Each strand was then twisted with another of the same size, over and over until all of the mana and ki was twisted together into a single indistinguishable form. Then the mass of energy thrust out like a spear, sinking into Lord Neroni.

The resulting explosion was only a dozen meters in radius, and barely even left anything resembling a crater. That was the influence of the magical version of soul destruction, and William was glad for it. He really didn’t want to wipe out his whole army- and he wasn’t particularly fond of being seriously injured either.

-----

Tiburcio was waiting on the ground, watching the lord approach… but then the lord stopped. He began chanting magic again instead. Tiburcio sighed. He figured it out. Tiburcio wasn’t sure what he was going to do when the enemy lord got close enough to stab him… but it would have been something good. Something involving his one good arm and leg, probably.

Now, he could only wait as he saw mana gathering again. The enemy lord somehow managed to continue to use magic with a somewhat broken jaw, broken horns, a concussion, and a cracked skull. Tiburcio supposed that was what made him one of the good lords, and not just a chump. Like Tiburcio himself, apparently.

Tiburcio didn’t have anything better to do but watch the mana gather. It was really rather pretty. If it wasn’t going to kill him, he would probably have appreciated it better.

Then, something weird happened. The mana started moving somewhere else. That… was not how the spell went, right? Was he sneaking it around behind Tiburcio? Why would he even bother?

Tiburcio turned to see where the mana was flowing, and then his ears picked up the sound of the King. His self-caused head injuries and the way his helmet worked had made him unable to notice the sound except when he looked directly at it… but he could hear it now.

All of the mana was moving that way- even though it was very far away. Tiburcio couldn’t even see the King, only hear his voice and see the gigantic mass of mana gathering. Then there was a bang… but it was pretty faint from where Tiburcio was. It barely registered over the other sounds of the battle.

Tiburcio looked back at the lord. There wasn’t any mana nearby anymore… and so his magic was no good. That spear in his hand, however, still looked quite threatening. Especially as it was getting closer and closer.

Then, the lord was standing over Tiburcio. Tiburcio could barely even keep his eyes open, but he did. He watched as the spear thrust down toward his chest- at a hole in his armor he didn’t even remember getting. Not that it mattered. The spear was sharp enough to pierce his armor in his position whether or not there was already a hole. He knew that, because it pierced into his belly.

Tiburcio wasn’t a master of anatomy, but he knew there were a lot more important things in his upper chest than in his belly region. Thus, he had forced the tip of the spear downward with his right arm.

His good leg kicked out, toppling the lord forward into Tiburcio’s fist. It wasn’t really an optimal hit… otherwise the lord wouldn’t have been able to jump back afterwards and would instead have just been knocked out or dead.

Tiburcio rolled onto his side… and from there pushed himself up to a knee. He looked down at the spear in his belly. Bleed to death… or have no weapon to defend himself? He didn’t like the options, but decided to pull the spear out. Tiburcio saw the soldiers behind the enemy lord keeping allies from coming to help- either side. He hoped the same was happening behind him, because he’d really rather not be stabbed in the back. It was hard enough to stay awake and holding the spear.

Somehow, he managed to use it to hold the lord at bay, thrusting toward him as he approached and deflecting the weapons he threw from the bodies around them. Unfortunately, Tiburcio was out of energy. He didn’t want that to be true, but the spear fell out of his hand instead of moving to block the other spear thrusting at him.

There was the clank of metal… but no additional pain and no sound of flesh being pierced. Even so, Tiburcio fell over backwards merely from the idea of the attack. He was flat on his back… looking up at a blue staff and robes. “Ah…”

“Good job, Tiburcio. That was… exactly as long as you needed to last.”
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                Lila didn’t like leading troops in battle. It wasn’t a problem of ability, she merely didn’t like the responsibility attached to it. She wished she could go back to the days where she was only responsible for herself, but she knew that was pointless. At best she had ignored her responsibility for others or not cared. Since she couldn’t do that, she hoped to go back to where she was only responsible for teaching instead of worrying about people’s life and death.

The worst part was she had to worry about enemies as well. William had infected her with his stupid idealism… but it was true that the normal gevai soldiers weren’t really responsible for what was happening. It would have been easier if she could just kill everyone without feeling bad about it… but then she would have been part of the problem.

Regardless of what she wanted, she still had to win battles. While she could implement strategies that would minimize overall loss of life- which were good for their own troops as well- she wasn’t going to stop throwing fireballs into enemy formations. William might be able to make people go unconscious just by walking near them, but she didn’t have that option. 

“Headmistress!” The captain working under Lila entered the tent and saluted.

“Yes? Are there enemy troop movements?”

“The fort shows signs of mobilization- but the scouts have spotted wyvern riders coming from behind.”

“Of course they are.” Lila shook her head. She didn’t remember everything about her previous life, but she did remember there had been wyvern riders in the battle where she died. That was just against a fairly average demon lord. She shook her head at how weak Ostana had been… and even she herself, though she thought she was strong. That said… she had better ways to deal with wyverns now. “Prepare the archers, and keep watch on that fort.”

She picked up her staff and walked out of the tent. The wyverns almost looked like a flock of birds at their current distance… but they would look just like the large winged lizards they really were soon enough. They didn’t have front legs and they had poisonous stingers on their tails instead of breathing fire- or using other magic- but they somewhat resembled small dragons. 

“You two-” Lila pointed to a pair of mages, “Take a squad each and prepare for delta formation- starting two gross yards to each side.” Each squad would cover a few dozen yards in every direction from the end points, which left just enough mana in each area for them to cast some spells. The much larger area in between the squads was there because that was the most efficient. Lila watched as the figures rapidly approached, as she stood in front of the archers. “Get ready!”

Lila began chanting. She didn’t have the experience and finesse that Lorelei did, but Lorelei had lived at least a half dozen times longer. Even so, Lila knew she wouldn’t lose in a contest of pure power. Lila wasn’t sure how they managed to get an entire company- three gross- of trained wyverns… but they were going to regret sending them out alone. “Headmistress! They’re turning. They must have seen we were ready!”

“I know! Fire- at- will!” There was a hand signal that could have been used as well, but Lila didn’t need to worry about ruining her chant by saying whatever she felt like, though she still liked to keep a certain cadence to her speech.

The wyverns turned to fly away, but they had underestimated the archers. Normal bows would have left them in a safe range, but these were the elite archers. Jordan had predicted that the wyverns would most likely be sent to deal with the smaller contingent of units, and had been correct. The hail of arrows only took down maybe one in six wyvern riders, but that was already a significant amount.

Then, a large section out of the middle suddenly started falling. They hadn’t been hit with arrows, or at least not enough to cause any real damage, but they were falling nonetheless. They fell, and those behind them fell as well, plummeting toward the ground as the air was literally taken out from under their wings. They had fallen halfway in only two seconds before Lila could not keep up the magic anymore. She let go of the spell… but the aftereffects were also part of the plan.

There was a large boom as the air flowed back into the area. Many of the wyverns who had not been directly affected still experienced turbulence… and were stunned by the sudden appearance of a sonic boom as the air rushed to fill the area and collided with itself. Wyvern riders continued to fall from the sky as smaller vacuums and subsequent sonic booms were created.

Only about a third of the company managed to fly away, but they were quickly out of range. Lila knew there was no point in pursuing them, “Alright men, prepare for capture!”

Cavalry road forward with chains and ropes. While many of the wyvern riders and wyverns would have died from the arrows or the fall, some of them would survive. They wouldn’t be a threat for some time, but they weren’t just going to be left alone either.

Lila shook her head. Some commander was going to be in huge trouble for the fiasco they had just caused. Flying troops were only suitable for harassment- and weren’t able to fight in straightforward combat. “What’s happening over at the fort, captain?”

The approaching captain stopped to salute, “Headmistress! The enemy formed up to attack, but something happened to cause chaos in their ranks. We can’t exactly see, but we think it might be… a dragon.”

Lila had fought a dragon. It had been difficult, but she had done it. That was how she got the very gem that topped her current staff, though the staff itself had been changed out several times- and she’d had to steal the gem from her own descendants. However, that had been a fairly young dragon. The roar she could now hear from the fort indicated that this particular dragon wasn’t so weak.
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                The fact that the dragon’s head and wings sometimes appeared over the walls of the fort spoke of how massive it was. Beyond that, Lila and the rest of the army saw very little of it.

“Headmistress, what should we do?”

“Prepare to fight if it attacks… but otherwise we do nothing.” Lila shook her head. They could probably kill the dragon, but many people would die trying. Besides, it was currently in an enemy fort wreaking havoc- they had no way to get to it nor reason to try.

Lila watched the situation, as much as possible. She found herself wondering how it managed to breach the fort. Obviously, it flew over the walls- that wasn’t the issue. The issue was the magical barrier that prevented entry. It was designed to keep hurled projectiles from siege weapons from hitting anything behind the walls of the keep. They had tested the barriers and they were strong. More importantly, it would take a long time to make them run out of energy. The only explanation, then, was that the dragon managed to break through all at once. Most magical barriers could only handle a certain amount of stress before momentarily failing, either everywhere or in a single location. Perhaps the dragon had used its magic to damage the barrier before entering…

Then the dragon placed a claw on the front wall of the keep. Each blade of the claw was almost the size of a gevai, attached to a colossal scaly frame that started to pull itself up onto the dozen yard tall wall. Stone tore off of the wall as the massive form of the dragon- over a dozen yards tall and with a wingspan at least twice that wide- climbed up on the wall. With a great roar, it jumped off the wall and into the sky.

Lila tensed herself for an attack… but the dragon flew off into the sky. As it left, she saw many of its scales were blackened and burned, and it was covered in small bleeding wounds. Though, Lila wasn’t sure if wounds that would instantly kill a normal gevai could be called ‘small’. Its injured form let Lila know how it entered the barrier, however. It hadn’t had time to get so many wounds from soldiers in the keep- most of the wounds would have been from breaking through the barrier. It likely hadn’t done anything special… just throwing itself at the barrier from above. With that, its massive weight would crash through the barrier. Of course, the force on itself and the magical defenses attacking it would completely obliterate anything less than a dragon… but dragon scales were extremely tough and resistant to all forms of magic.

“What should we do now, headmistress?” The commander asked.

“Stand down. We can’t be sure if the dragon will return or not- have some of the scouts keep an eye out for it. When the rest of the army returns, we can take the fort.”

-----

Another loud explosion rang throughout the battlefield- though the actual danger was relatively small and contained. William watched as the already fading morale of the enemy collapsed as they realized their leaders were all dead, and they turned to run. Well, technically one of their leaders was just unconscious- but he would be dead soon.

William turned to walk across the battlefield toward Lorelei. “Great job, With this, we’re one step closer to victory.”

Lorelei tossed an unconscious lord at William’s feet. “The remaining lords won’t split up once they hear about this. Three more of the strongest lords… there are really only a half dozen or so left to worry about- if we get the one in the castle keep.” Lorelei looked down at the unconscious lord, “Well?” She raised an eyebrow, “I can’t do it myself. His soul is very… robust.”

“It’s probably better that one one of us destroys souls anyway. It’s not really… something everyone should be able to do.” William shook his head sadly, “Anyway, we should wait a few minutes. The explosion are much less… significant… with magic. I’d really rather not create another lake here. It’ll only be a few minutes for mana to flow back into the area.” Indeed, a few minutes later, William began to chant… and then a great and powerful lord was reduced to nothing. William sighed.

Lorelei moved to hug William. “I know it’s difficult… but it needs to be done, doesn’t it?”

William nodded, resting his head on Lorelei’s shoulder, “It does… but the real problem is… it’s not so difficult. I find myself thinking ‘it’s just another lord who deserves it.’ and then… they’re gone. It’s not trivial- but destroying any normal soul? I could do it like this,” William snapped a finger, amplifying the sound to enhance his meaning. “So, if I ever destroy anyone but these lords, I want you to kill me. It would be for the best.”

Lorelei shook her head, “For all your talk, you’d think you were already the sort of person who murdered at will. I trust you will make the right choices. Besides… I can’t kill you.”

“Look, I know you. You’re the kind of person who could put aside personal feelings if necessary…”

Lorelei laughed, “Aw, how sweet. But that’s not what I meant. Do you honestly think i could kill you if you didn’t let me?”

William sighed again, “Well… maybe. I’ll admit, however, that it would be rather difficult. I can see why these lords were so willing to kill their own people in the pursuit of power. It is… rather effective.” William touched his hand to his chest. “I would prefer not to know exactly how effective it is, but it seems I don’t have much choice. At least, not if I don’t want to start tearing off pieces of my own soul.”

“I would… strongly advise against that.” Lorelei shook her head, “You need that power now, even if it came through means you aren’t particularly happy with. At the very least… wait until after everything is over to decide. I don’t want you to cripple yourself… ever, really, but especially not before everything important is done.”

William nodded. “I’ll have to be careful about it anyway. If I’m honest… I’d rather have bits of various souls attached to my own than end up accidentally destroying my own soul, even if it’s rather unpleasant.”
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                “So…” William looked around at the three others in the command tent, “Are we worried about the dragon?”

Lorelei shrugged, “There’s no way to know if it will be a problem. It was likely roused by all the military activity in the area.”

Lila nodded, “It wasn’t even necessarily our armies… When it flew away, it went far into the mountains where we haven’t yet gone.”

Jordan frowned, “Could there be some activity there we don’t know about? Maybe another pass…”

“Look into it.” William nodded. “Our next problem is how we’ll deal with the remaining lords. I’d prefer an option better than just throwing loads of soldiers at them to tire them out.”

“Can’t you fight them?” Lila raised an eyebrow, “You’ve become… terrifyingly stronger recently.”

William shook his head. “I can at most take on two or three at once… assuming none of them are stronger. With eight of the old lords left- seven if we discount the one in the fort by himself over there… That’s one for you-” he pointed at Lila, “One for you-” he pointed at Lorelei, “and… five for me?” William pointed at himself and shook his head. “We can deal with it if they conveniently split into two smaller groups, but they don’t even have much territory left to defend. There’s little reason for them to split up.”

“What about… umm…” Lila frowned, “Tiburcio? He held off one of them for a while, right?”

William shook his head, “He’s… not going to be able to recover completely in time…” William frowned deeply, “If at all. He’s the toughest person I’ve ever seen, but that only goes so far…”

“Speaking of recover…” Lila looked over at William, “How come you didn’t tell any of us that your arm was healed?”

“I knew.” Lorelei grinned mischievously.

“...” Lila sighed, “Anyway, you didn’t tell me or Jordan.”

“I said it wouldn’t be a problem in combat.” William shrugged, “I thought that was good enough.”

“You said it wouldn’t be a problem, not that it was recovered. You never used it at all. In fact… you still don’t.”

“Oh.” William nodded, “Turns out I’m left handed now.”

“... What.” Lila looked at William with a flat expression.

“Well, see, dominant hands are-”

“I know how dominant hands work!” LIla glared. “What I want to know is how it took so long for you to figure it out!”

“Well, you try being right handed for three lives. You get pretty used to doing things a certain way. With all that practice, my left hand is only slightly more useful right now.”

“Umm…” Jordan seemed to want to say something, but hesitated.

“Hmm?” William raised an eyebrow, “Ah. Yes. I’ve lived three lives before this one. The first was… boring. The second I was titled an Archmage even without the ability to do magic. Then in the third I shattered the Demon King’s soul, and now I’m me.”

Jordan’s eyes widened, flickering between William’s serious face, to Lila and Lorelei… and to Chris. Jordan finally regained words again, “I heard the… Demon King… made a staff like that. However, he never used it. There was also something similar in the hands of… a human Archmage once.”

“That’s pretty much it. Chris wasn’t a big fan of the Demon King, so he helped me destroy him. Well, to be honest without Chris I wouldn’t be standing here today.”

“Chris…” Jordan frowned again, “You say that strange name like… it’s a person?”  Chris moved from his standing position to tap Jordan- firmly but not too painfully- on the head. “Umm… he… is a person?” Chris tilted forward and back in a facsimile of a nod and glowed in acknowledgement. “Alright.” Jordan took a deep breath, “I suppose this explains many things.”

William nodded, “There are some good reasons I’d rather not see humanity wiped out.”

“Are you sure… I should know this?”

“It’s a little late now, isn’t it?” William shook his head, “Besides, you’re my best and most loyal commander. Are you more likely to betray me now that you know I will definitely be able to come back for revenge?”

“Well… no. That sounds like a terrible decision. Though, I suppose that explains why so many people remained… somewhat loyal to the Demon King.”

“That’s right. On a related note, that is why it is so important to kill all of the old lords… in a special way. They have some potential to reincarnate with memories and their strength.”

“Ah. And that would explain how you’re doing things… and why just swarming them and killing them that way isn’t any good.” Jordan nodded. “Err… I’d prefer to remain ignorant on the details of how this works for various reasons…”

“That’s reasonable,” William nodded, “Though I should note that all of the worst people to know how to do so came up with a technique first. Then they went around destroying the souls of every human they could get their hands on- and quite a number of gevai too.”

“That latter part seems like the sort of information that would be useful as propaganda…”

Lorelei took the chance to chime in, “We made some use of it, but most people don’t have concrete knowledge of souls. They would not generally assume they can be destroyed, or that there would be any purpose to it.”

Jordan nodded. “Without the existence of… the Demon King, I would have had little reason to believe in souls. Even so, I never really thought about them as relevant in any other case. Anyway…” Jordan looked toward the battle map, “Back to the old lords… since we can’t rely on single combat- the old lords have already refused it before- we can assign groups of regular lords to defeat them or hold them off… We have enough that they should be able to do so. We have enough momentum that nobody would care much about the ‘unfairness’... and if we win we can deal with complaints afterwards. Unless anyone has a better idea?”
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                Though the Old Lords weren’t willing to come out with their armies in ones or twos, they still sent portions of their armies to harass the forward advancement of William and the other lords. They even left behind token forces in their personal castles. They were enough to defend the castles during a siege, and if they were left alone they could cause problems as the southern armies moved deeper into their territories. Thus, they had to be taken over.

William sat in the command tent, waiting. Technically, he wasn’t needed. A sufficient portion of the army could have waited behind and he could have moved on, but then he would just be waiting elsewhere. The real delay was the trebuchets- and their ammunition. “I wish we had cannons.”

“What are cannons?” Jordan asked.

“They’re large tubes that fire heavy balls propelled by the explosion of black powder.”

“Does that work?” Jordan raised an eyebrow. “Black powder isn’t… that powerful.”

William shook his head, “You need very specific mixes of black powder or something similar.”

“So, why haven’t we been trying to figure those out?”

“Because I’d really rather not have cannons in the world. Making it easier for people to kill each other isn’t exactly desirable. Also, there are some problems.” William moved up to the tent flap and opened it. Past the tents holding troops, the castle could be seen, looking like the size of a toy. “It’s very volatile. A single spark could set it off. From here, if they had the right kind of powder, I could set off the stores in the castle over there- if they had it and I could guess where it was.”

“Well…” Jordan frowned, “They have shields to prevent that right? We could magically shield our own powder.”

“I’m saying I could set it off from here through the shield. Magical barriers aren’t absolute. It only takes a single misplaced spark to make explosives from a friend into an enemy.” William frowned, “What’s that?”

It was a rhetorical question, since William was already determining it on his own. It was only a small effort to create a magical lens by gathering light to let him see further. It was even better than using a spyglass… though less practical for long term use.

“Are dragons so common here?” William shook his head.

“Another dragon?” Jordan sounded slightly worried, “Or even the same one… but either way, it’s better not to make dragon angry. I’ll have the men get ready.”

“It’s a different one,” William said confidently, “Lila said the other one was injured, and they don’t recover so quickly. I think this one is a different color as well.”

“I see.” Jordan went to the vice-commander who was near the command tent taking with some of the other officers, “Tell the men to get ready! A dragon is on the horizon.” They turned to look where Jordan pointed, then scrambled to do their duty. 

William was there as well and could have given the same order- but it was better to have things go through the chain of command. Jordan’s orders came from him and trickled down to each rank below. Unless it was an emergency, it was best to keep that format. “What is it doing, sir?”

“It seems to be… attacking the castle.” William frowned, “That’s not typical behavior. While I won’t complain about dragons apparently being on our side… I doubt it’s so simple. I need to go find Lorelei.”

Lorelei hadn’t been at the command tent because there was no need. They expected several more days of waiting before the siege machines arrived. Even so, it wasn’t hard to find her. There weren’t many places she could be. It was easy to find her in their tent. “Oh? Back already?” She looked up from the small workbench they had in the corner.

“On business, I’m afraid. I have some questions about dragons.”

“Is the dragon back? They aren’t fond of large movements of people.”

“It’s a different dragon, actually.”

“That’s… strange. Though there could reasonably be a number of them throughout the mountains, it’s surprising that two of them showed up.”

“Maybe the war is just big enough that it’s waking up all of the dragons. That would be…”

“Problematic? We’d rather not fight dragons if we don’t have to. Especially not old ones. Let’s go take a look, shall we?”

The two of them walked out to go look at the dragon. It continued to attack the castle. William considered whether it would be a good time to try to storm the castle or not. The defenders were certainly distracted, but the magical barriers were still active. It would take a lot of work to destroy them- that was what the siege engines were for. 

“Damn, I wish we could see it.” Lorelei looked toward the castle, “Hearing a battle isn’t quite the same.”

William nodded, “Well, we could try. Bending light isn’t too hard, you know? We’ll need to move closer if we want to get a sustained image though.”

“As long as we stay outside of bow range… and it would be good to take some troops with us.”

“I agree.”

It didn’t take long to gather some troops to go out with them, and they would be within sight of the army the whole time. They moved as close to the castle as felt safe, and William began to chant.

An image formed, like a screen connected to a camera that was floating above the castle. Of course, this was more direct- it was the actual light from there, rerouted to a different relative position. It was hard to do precisely, so there was some distortion, but it gave a pretty good picture anyway. It wasn’t as close as would have been preferred, but the magic had to start outside the bounds of the castles barriers, which extended up into the sky. Though the dragon had broken through them, they would have reformed immediately.

The dragon was killing a number of the gevai inside, but strangely enough it didn’t seem particularly interested in that. Instead, it only killed them when they came near, and seemed more interested in attacking the castle itself- actually clawing at the structures inside. While dragons had been known to destroy buildings, that was usually a case of collateral damage from fire or lightning breathing dragons. Here, there weren’t even any soldiers in the parts they were attacking, and it ignored horses and gevai that it might have been looking for for food. William and Lorelei exchanged glances but had nothing to say. What did it want? They could only watch to find out.
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                The dragon tore through the walls with its claws, piercing into the stone like it was dirt, and diggings its way in. Chunks of stone were flung behind it toward the soldiers but the real danger to them came from its massive swinging tail. After a dozen or more seriously injured soldiers, they started to hang back. They only managed to do a small amount of damage to its scales, since it was moving so violently they had trouble connecting their attacks- unless they were close enough to get crushed.

The soldiers continued to pelt it with arrows, but the dragon mostly ignored them. Instead it tore through the walls with claws and teeth, crushing parts of it to powder. The dragon even managed to break through the outer wall, but not in a way that looked intentional. Instead, it was purely destroying.

“It’s eating…” Lorelei said as the dragon’s jaws closed around another portion of the wall, crushing it to bits. However, instead of letting the rubble flow out of the side of its mouth, it tilted its head back and the pieces disappeared into its throat.

“Surely there are better places to find similar quality stone…” William increased his focus to keep his magic going as he thought about the possibilities, “So it must be eating… the magical materials?”

William ran out of breath and let the spell lapse, instead looking directly at the castle. He could see some of the collapsed wall, but more importantly he could see that the magical barrier on the castle was only tenuously holding on.

Lorelei took up the task of creating a view from above, just in time for them to see the dragon crashing through the troops on its way to the other side of the keep, where it started to tear out more chunks of the walls- especially focusing on those parts that had the magical materials that formed the essential parts of the barrier.

“Send a message to Commander Jordan,” William said to the messenger that had come out with the group, “Prepare to attack the keep after the dragon leaves.”

At this point the defenses of the castle were completely gone.  While the vast majority of the walls and even the magical materials that formed the defenses remained, magical formations wouldn’t work unless they were a completed whole. While there were redundancies in the more important parts of the formations, the dragon had eaten or destroyed all of the energy storage components, as well as some other parts.

Just as William thought it would be done, it started clawing its way into the main building of the keep. It stuck its head and upper body in to cause more destruction, then shortly after came out with a large metal box. It was a safe large enough to store a person standing up. The chunks of stone still attached indicated it had been embedded in the walls. The dragon’s jaws easily fit around half of it… and clamped down.

Mana couldn’t be seen through the manipulation of light, but William could see the torrents of fire and electricity that poured out from the metal box. It would also be highly enchanted… though as it was torn apart and half of it fell to the ground, William could see it had been emptied. With a bit more chewing the dragon swallowed the first half, then started on the second.

It finished the second part then casually grabbed a soldier prodding it with a spear into its mouth, swallowing him whole- or mostly whole. Then the dragon’s legs pushed off of the ground, leaving a small crater as it shot up into the sky and flew off with a roar.

The dragon flew perpendicular to William’s army, but he turned to watch it in the sky, remaining on alert until it disappeared from view.

-----

With holes in their walls and no functional magical defenses, the soldiers in the keep surrendered to superior numbers. The keep itself was barely useful in its current state, but it could be repaired at some point. Either way, William would deal with that later.

“So, Lorelei… any idea why this is happening.. And why now?”

“Oh, I have many ideas. As you saw, it wished to eat the magical materials making up the wards. Dragons have been known to eat such things, even as ores… but they wouldn’t generally attack a castle for them. There are some records of dragons attacking castles, of course… but many of them are simply stories. If I had my library here I might find some useful information from some places…”

William continued to walk around the inside perimeter of the wall with Lorelei, looking at the destruction, “It seems like it was only interested in some of the more powerful pieces. More expensive- more rare.” On Earth, dragons were said to like shiny things and collected gold- but how they would manage to pick it up unless it was in chests was never discussed. This dragon had broken into the castle eat a safe… but was clearly after the safe itself. “So, clearly it wanted those things, but this has happened more than once now with different dragons. This castle has been here for… a very long time. Why now?”

“Sir!” Jordan came walking up, “There are reports from some of the other lords about dragons as well. I couldn’t learn much but… they always attacked the castles and not the armies. From what I could figure out, it was also only the castles of the old lords.”

“Some kind of grudge, maybe?” William shook his head, “No, that makes no sense. They could have shown up sooner.”

“What if they showed up because we were sieging the castles?” Jordan speculated.

“But why?” William pondered, “Clearly, they showed up during sieges of sorts, but if they were waiting for a weak point that wasn’t it. The soldiers were on high alert, the barriers on at full power…”

Lorelei snapped her fingers, “That’s it. The barriers being on is what drew them.”

“Okay, but why hasn’t this happened before, or anywhere else?”

“Well, look at this,” Lorelei waved to the wall and the remaining pieces of magical formation in general, “This was once a very expensive magical formation. Most of the other castles can’t compare.”

“What about the- my castle?”

Lorelei shrugged, “No mountains nearby, not with dragons of any particular strength anyway. Besides, the defenses weren’t on that long. These have had defenses ready and active for days.”

“But still… it’s not happened before, has it?”

Lorelei shook her head, “There’s never been so much troop movement and so many castles under serious siege here. Most of these castles haven’t been seriously threatened since the Demon King first came around, and otherwise had only minor scuffles. Meanwhile, they continued to improve their defenses, not realizing this could happen.”

“That’s… concerning. It makes me reconsider some ideas I had that involved large amounts of magical energy. Magical planes might be a problem…” William shook his head, “What about Eclea? They have a barrier that covers their whole country. Ustil also had one around Jeim.”

“Those barriers don’t directly stop siege weapons or anything. Eclea’s mostly serves as a warning system… and Ustil’s was a confounding formation. They were relatively low power per area. Also, no dragons have lived in Ustil since it turned into a desert.”

“Good point.” William nodded, “Well, this brings up some concerns about the future. We should be careful about this. Do you think the enemy knows?”

“They might… but they might not. After all, we’ve taken over everywhere the dragons have attacked. They’ve likely heard about dragon attacks, but they haven’t had time to stick around and learn anything.”

“Well,” William shrugged, “I’m all for dragons attacking castles right now. This is good for us… as long as we don’t have to defend any of these places. It does give us less secure places to fall back to… but at least we probably don’t have to worry about any dragons returning to cause more trouble.”
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                William found himself admiring the truly massive castle in front of him. Its walls were a dozen yards high and filled with arrow slits- and archers. The castle itself sat on top of a mountain, with only one viable path laden with gatehouses with more defenders. The castle itself could hold an entire army- indeed it held several.

“What are your recommendations, commander?” William turned to Jordan.

“Here? We siege until they starve to death or try a sortie. Attacking is foolish.”

William shook his head sadly, “It’s not really a glorious way to end a war.”

“You care about glory now?”

“I don’t… but most of the other lords do. How long do you think they can hold out?”

“If they didn’t have all of their armies… as long as any food could still be edible. With armies, though, I doubt they have more than enough for a month or two.”

Lila joined the conversation, “I’d say the same… if they don’t have any food storage below the castle. However, the wards extend throughout the whole mountaintop, and deep down into the earth.”

William raised an eyebrow, “Were you trying to destroy the mountain?”

“Were you thinking I wouldn’t try that?”

“Fair point.” William shook his head, “Though with magical formations that big, they’ll have to run out of energy at some point.”

Lorelei cleared her throat, “Will they? I’m not so sure about that. Look at the castle more.”

William looked again, wondering what he had missed. He only saw the same thing- a large, dreary, almost impossible to breach castle. “Ah,” William nodded, “I see. They’ll recharge from the sun… but that’s not enough is it?” The castle absorbed some light- making it appear somewhat dreary- but there was only a limited amount of energy that could be gained from the sun.

“Not nearly enough. That likely wouldn’t even maintain a state of readiness for all of these magical wards, especially considering it has almost no use at night. However, the mountain is enough to provide power.”

William looked around at the mountain again. While there was some tendency for mana to gather around high structures, it wasn’t significant enough to provide enough power to sustain through long attacks- the mana would still have to come from somewhere. He didn’t see a river or stream flowing to provide kinetic energy. What other types of power could a mountain provide? “Is it a volcano?”

“What’s a volcano?” Jordan asked. While Jordan was highly intelligent, Jordan hadn’t grown up with much book learning- and there was little enough information about volcanoes to be had. There weren’t many on the whole continent, or at least none that had been active in a very long time.

“Volcanoes are fire mountains,” Lila replied.

“Fire mountains are real?” Jordan frowned, “How much like the legends are they? Can they really explode with enough fire to destroy an entire country?”

Lorelei shook her head, “No. Well, not any reasonable sized country… usually. They’re full of molten rock and such.”

William started on a quick cutout sketch of a volcano, “Melted rock from deeper in the ground builds up- it’s what probably formed the mountain in the first place. Pressure builds up as more rock flows in, then it explodes out. They likely did something to prevent the volcano from erupting or this castle wouldn’t have remained here long. Unless the volcano is extinct…”

Lorelei shook her head, “I determined it was a volcano because there were still geysers nearby. There should still be sufficient heat, at least if they dug down.”

“What are these?” Jordan pointed at the sketch William was drawing.

“Oh, those are little magma tubes. Volcanoes don’t always explode from the top.”

“Could the magical formations shoot fire out the side of the mountain at us?” Jordan looked around nervously.

William shook his head, “They don’t seem to have that type of effect, besides what’s on the castle they mostly prevent magic from affecting the terrain. Besides, most of the tubes will be empty.”

“Empty? Do they leave behind little tunnels going throughout the mountain?”

“Yeah, though some of them could be bigger…” William looked at Jordan whose eyes had lit up in excitement.

“Large enough to hold people? Do you think they could lead to the castle from below?”

“Well… maybe. If the magma is near the surface traveling through the tunnels would be dangerous, but if it’s deeper it would explain how they buried wards throughout the whole mountain… and using the tunnels would be easier than digging.”

“In that case…” Jordan’s expression turned serious, “I would like to send men to search for tunnels, seeing if they can serve as a means to enter the castle. They might also be used by the enemy for storage or escape routes…”

“Of course. I’ll leave it up to you to organize, commander.”

-----

Even with the power of several armies, combing over a whole mountain would take time. Groups were soon organized to search the whole mountain, piece by piece, but the results from the first few days were disappointing. There were some small tunnels, but not large enough for men to even crawl through. As they started to search further away from the peak, the chance of the tunnels being of use for entering the castle would go down, since the tunnel would have to reach further.

While there was a road that led to the base of the peak and up to the castle, the rest of the mountain was not so forgiving. The soldiers had to deal with difficult terrain not suitable for horses or sometimes even walking, and there were even some magical beasts. Combined with trying to avoid being obvious as to what they were doing, progress was slow.

After a month, a few promising tunnels had been found but not all of them were fully explored. Meanwhile, the defenders in the castle maintained their positions, regularly replacing the guards in new shifts. They did not appear especially strained or tired, so it was likely they weren’t yet running low on rations. 

William was slightly disappointed that no dragons had shown up yet, but he hadn’t been relying on them to attack the castle. Still, he wondered why, since the wards were clearly on- as their stopping of the barrages of trebuchet fire proved.
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                William browsed through the reports spread across the table. “There are so many tunnels.. But we probably can’t explore them all without giving away that we’ve found them. Someone will slip up… Maybe they will anyway.” William held up a section of the reports, “These all mention that the tunnels quickly become hot, but that becomes less common toward the peak.”

Lila held up some other reports, “In a number of areas the tunnels go inside the magic barrier not too far inside. We might be able to collapse everything from inside there…”

“If you don’t mind collapsing a mountain on yourself… after which it might erupt from the disturbance.”

LIla shrugged, “Just pointing out the option. Besides, I suppose we’d realistically need some way to gather mana from outside the area to use, without it being absorbed.”

William looked around the room, “Jordan? Any suggestions?”

“All we really need is scouts who can determine which tunnels, if any, lead to where we want- and how well guarded they are. Of course, they also have to do so without being detected.” Jordan frowned, “If I were them, I would have a system to collapse select tunnels to prevent entrance. Alternatively, if I had supplies I would keep them in tunnels that didn’t lead to the outside- or collapse them from the outside.”

Lorelei chewed on a fingernail slightly, “We can assume they’ve done some of each. They could easily have explored everything and fortified key areas, reshaping the inside of the mountain to their will. Unless they thought it would never be attacked… but why build so many fortifications if you aren’t considering it? Underground fortifications should be at least as extensive.”

“That would certainly be a good reason to fall back here,” William admitted. “What are the chances that they have enough forces to actually defeat us?”

Jordan thought for a few moments before responding, “Not particularly high. Our troop estimates aren’t likely to be too far off, and if they were truly confident in defeating us they would have attacked one of the first nights. We’d notice any reinforcements coming from a distance, so even if they have some somewhere they wouldn’t be able to connect with them.”

“In that case, this is probably just their last stand. Still, keep thinking of possibilities.” William tapped the table a few times, “So, our plan would be something like… scout the tunnels to see if any of them lead into the castle. Preferably without being noticed. The highest chance of that is if I go myself-”

“Nope.” Lorelei said.

“What?”

“You’re not going in yourself without an army.”

William looked around sheepishly, “I wasn’t necessarily going to. I do have the highest chance of success though.”

Jordan contributed as well, “Even if we lose a company or an entire army, you’re more important. If you die the whole country will fall into chaos… or at least return to how it was, which will still be more deaths within a handful of years.”

“The lords on our side aren’t *that* bad, and we could still win…”

“But you would leave behind a weakened country and the humans might decide it’s a great opportunity.”

William waved a hand, “Don’t worry, you don’t have to convince me. I don’t want to die, you know? It’s not pleasant. Let’s finalize the plan and then set about convincing the lords that this is better than something stupid like a frontal assault.”

-----

William woke up to a voice outside his tent. “My king! There’s an urgent situation in the communication center that requires your attention!”

William shook the sleep out of his head and stood up, “I’m on my way.” Closing his eyes to concentrate for a second, he didn’t feel anything concerning there. Only the normal operators were around. It wasn’t an attack in the camp, then, but a situation somewhere else. Throwing on his robe was quick and easy, then he hurried toward the communications center. He was met outside by one of the people who was on duty there. “Well, what’s the problem?”

“My king!” The soldier saluted, “It appears that one of our communication devices has been compromised. We’ve received communication from an unknown voice without proper protocol. As ordered, we said nothing.”

William sighed. It was bound to happen eventually… but William wondered how it was now, after the enemy was on the full defensive, “Which device?”

“The one assigned to agent 3.”

It wasn’t actually possible for William’s face to pale, but he felt his stomach drop. “What did they say?”

“They repeated the message a few times, possibly unsure if they were heard. They said that they had captured… your parents.” The soldier swallowed nervously, “They had another voice speak that sounded like the agent- but he gave no confirmation codes.”

William just stood there, unmoving. That was the agent he had sent to watch over his family- except for his brother, who was working as a scout. He hadn’t really worried about them in some time. They weren’t anywhere near the front lines of the war. In fact, they weren’t involved in war at all- but merely going around trying to increase his public image, especially with other farmers and common people. They’d visited some cities when they weren’t friendly, but they should have been somewhere safe now- not even in any of the recently captured cities.

“My King? What should I do?”

William took a deep breath, “Go find Commander Jordan and Headmistress Lorenz. Tell them to meet me in the command tent.” William’s feet headed back to his own tent and Lorelei. He tried to think, but his brain wouldn’t work. It was just flopping all over the place without any coherent thoughts. Maybe someone else would have a brain that worked. He stumbled into the tent.

“You’re back…” Lorelei looked over William, “No good news, then?” She stood up from the bed and went over to her chest of clothes. “Tell me about it while I get ready.”
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                The morning light shone on the army gathered below the mountain peak, and the leaders at the head. William looked down at the paper in his hand and shook his head, handing it back to Jordan.

Jordan received it and turned back toward the first gatehouse of the castle, then dramatically ripped the sheet in half. “The Eternal King finds your attempt at negotiation lacking, and your terms unreasonable. He shall draft a better proposal, one that your masters would be wise to agree to!”

The messenger who stood waiting merely turned to make his way back up to the top of the peak, passing through gatehouses one at a time. Meanwhile, Jordan and William walked back toward the command tent.

Once inside, there was a sharp exhalation of breath as the figure that looked like William returned to looking like Lorelei, “It’s hard to conceal magical fluctuations with so many people watching… Not that they’d necessarily notice but it wouldn’t do to be careless.”

Jordan nodded, “How do you think they’re doing?”

“I suspect we’ll find out soon.”

-----

A guard turned toward his partner nearby, “I’m cold.”

“Uuuuuugh. Don’t start with that stuff again. Every day it’s ‘I’m hot, I’m hot’. I’ve heard enough of it. Now you’re cold. Deal with it.”

The first one turned to look at the door they were standing in front of, “Yeah but… we stand here all day! There’s nothing down these tunnels, you know? They just go on forever.”

“Yeah well be glad we aren’t on the other side of the door. That side’s dark and even hotter.”

“I don’t get why we don’t just block off all these tunnels instead of having us stand here.” The guard started rubbing his arms, “Can’t even rub myself through the armor. How is it getting this damn cold with all that fire down below?” He turned to see his partner collapsing, before he similarly found himself falling to the floor as blackness overtook him.

-----

William looked down at the guards in front of him. Neither of them had a key to the door… and the other side wasn’t any better. William supposed it would have been a real pain to try to manipulate a key from the other side of the door, but the magically warded door wasn’t going to be easier.

He looked it over, using his ki senses and watching the flow of the mana. Perhaps they hadn’t actually expected anyone to find this place, as the door would be easy enough to break. Actually, William supposed it would still serve its purpose. It would alert their enemies and slow them down… slightly, “Get ready,” William said, and took a stance.

“Yes, my King.” The dozen lords immediately behind him prepared themselves. Further behind them, elite troops filled up the tunnels for a large distance. Lila also readied herself.

William’s eyes flicked back at them and he nodded, before striking the door with his blue crystal staff. There was an explosion as lightning poured out of it and onto the staff, but the doors also flung open, one of them resting at a strange angle before falling off of its hinges. “Let’s go.”

William felt ahead with his ki senses, finding the location of all of the guards. There weren’t any active barriers between them, at least none of any note, so he could easily find the next group of guards… and the locations of all of the soldiers strewn throughout the castle. Most of them were out at the walls or sleeping, which made things easier. Around each corner, groups of guards fell unconscious. Then he stopped before a door. “Up next is the keep. The lords are to follow me to the upper floors with your two best guards, and the rest of you are to follow the orders of the headmistress and secure the entrances to the keep and along with the tunnels behind us.” William closed his eyes for a few moments. “The front gates are a straight shot that way, but there are stairs to the gatehouse over to the sides starting from hallways halfway along. The stairs upward, however, are just next to us.” William pointed through the wall. He turned to nod to the lords behind him, “Let’s go!”

William pulled open the unbarred doors as the two guards outside fell to the floor. At the other end of the large room, other guards called the alarm… but soldiers were already rushing toward them. Meanwhile, William started making his way up the stairs, pausing briefly at the first opening. “Ten of you handle this floor.” William continued upwards, “Ten of you come with me and the rest guard the stairs. Watch for men coming from that room, that one, and that one.” William quickly pointed, just before men came out of the very doors he predicted.

William ignored them as the lords and their elite guards with him blocked them. William himself continued forward, chanting as he went.

The lords William brought with him were no pushovers, and with their best guards they managed to defeat the relatively unprepared- and mostly unarmored- enemies they faced within a minute. They were moving to follow William when there was a large crashing sound and William swiftly walked out of the back room, a determined look in his eyes. “Let’s go.”

The lords glanced to the room that was little more than wreckage, then followed William further up the stairs. The same sort of thing happened on the next floor, but there were two explosions shortly after each other. The lords exchanged glances with each other but said nothing. Instead, they merely followed their king who was surrounded with a terrifying aura as he continued at a quick and determined pace to the top floor of the keep.

On the top floor, William merely waved his hand, “Start binding those who are unconscious. We can throw them all in their cells down below to be dealt with later.” William walked into a back room… but there were no sounds of combat following that.
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                Lila didn’t even have to do anything as they took over the keep. Most of the enemy soldiers were outside on the walls, while they had almost a whole army pouring into the keep from below. Of course, that didn’t mean there weren’t any defenders in the keep itself. They still had people in the towers and the gatehouse- but they hadn’t expected so many people.

Lila hadn’t particularly expected this particular plan to work either… but William had been extremely motivated. They hadn’t finished exploring the tunnels… but after stepping into a few of them he had picked one and it had gone directly to the keep… as directly at the tunnels could go anyway. There were a few branches where different tubes met up, but William confidently strode down one without stopping to think.

Presumably he had used ki to sense where the tunnels went, but Lila hadn’t sensed it. But of course, if he didn’t want her to… she couldn’t. He’d even broken into the sixth tier of his cultivation technique- one he’d created for himself. Even the old lords were all at the fifth tier in their own techniques. While some techniques were stronger or weaker, William’s was definitely stronger- at least for what he needed it for.

“Headmistress!” One of the captains came up to Lila, “Should we be concerned about… that magic?” He referenced, of course, the magic that was moving all of the mana in the keep toward the upper floors.

Lila shook her head, “That’s just the Eternal King at work. Nothing to be concerned about.” Though she said that, it was rather concerning. This was the second time… the keep managed to replenish the mana in the area very quickly- good for defenders, but a weakness once attackers were inside the walls. Regardless, this meant that William was destroying a second soul- which could only be one of the old lords- within a few minutes of each other. It took a lot out of him each time… would he be able to handle it? On the other hand, he was growing stronger terrifyingly quickly, and the lords might be without armor… perhaps it wouldn’t be a problem. There was another bang, and Lila checked off one more in her head. That left… five. 

Another captain came to report, “We have secured the gatehouse. The towers and roof of the keep are not yet in our control… we think there’s a strong lord up there, so we pulled back, as ordered.”

Lila nodded, “Good, we’ll keep watch down here. We will wait a short time before moving up.” Within the next few minutes, Lila saw another huge draw of mana, but she could not hear the resulting explosion. That didn’t mean much, since there were many feet of stone between her and where the sound would theoretically originate. 

Lila waited another few minutes before a message came down from the upper floors. “Headmistress, the Eternal King says the inner rooms are secure. Three lords have been defeated and a fourth is… contained.”

“Very well then.” Had William needed to knock out one of the lords? Had he run out of energy? Well, they could deal with that later. Reports indicated that two of the old lords had been placed amongst the gatehouses along the path up to the peak, which left just one on the roof. She would have to deal with that one while the rest of the troops held off or killed the more minor lords and any other guards. Lila looked around, “Lord Thorston, if you’d lead the way…”

-----

Abiel Thorston had taken over the lordship of the Van Cann family… who had mysteriously had their entire manor collapse into a hole in the ground. “Very well.” He nodded. Fighting his way up a tower would be a pain… but this was also the last chance to really contribute. Lila followed closely behind him. As they came upon the first defender, Abiel prepared himself… but he heard chanting and saw a quick fluctuation of mana… then the man had slipped and fallen. Abiel didn’t miss the chance to impale him through the helmet. The same thing happened to every soldier they faced, a quick burst of magic and… they slipped. This usually happened when they were just out of vision around the corner, but he saw traces of ice beneath their feet and felt a sudden sharp breeze each time. Well, if this was how it was going to be, he didn’t mind taking the lead. Stab, walk, stab, walk, stab stab… and then he was at the top of the tower. There were more people than he was comfortable facing there, but he wouldn’t be alone.

He stepped out, moving to the side to allow Headmistress Lorenz access… and the patterned continued as more soldiers poured out onto the roof. Abiel didn’t get to watch, however, as he soon found himself engaged in melee combat with a few other gevai.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Headmistress Lorenz facing off against someone in rather exceptional armor… one of those old lords. 

Abiel parried a blow, then swept his leg to trip another opponent. One of the other soldiers finished that man off.

Abiel saw the old lord casting a spell. The headmistress appeared to be using magic as well, but she seemed to be less powerful- some of the mana near her that should have been under her control was wrest away, flowing over to the old lord.

Abiel blocked a blow with his shield, but didn’t have to do much else as the same soldiers came up behind his opponent and grabbed him. It was a simple stab at the visor to finish that enemy off.

Abiel saw the spell targeted at Headmistress Lorenz trigger. It didn’t look like anything he’d ever seen before, but he knew it was terrifying. The Headmistress Flinched and paled but… then there was an explosion. Abiel couldn’t see it, but he heard it. The enemy lord toppled over… perhaps struck by the invisible explosion. With that, there were only a few outnumbered enemy soldiers left at the top of the keep, and they were quickly finished off.
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                Lila wanted to take a deep breath, but whenever she did she would cough up blood. Of course, that sometimes happened anyway, so she just had to wait for her body to calm down.

The worst part was that she wasn’t injured. At least, not physically anyway. It was merely “sympathetic damage” from her soul being injured. The body overreacted from the mind’s pain, which caused actual damage.

Lila turned around a corner where nobody could see and coughed out a few splatters of blood, then a few more with the aid of magic. Now she understood why William had been so insistent that she train her soul defenses. She’d only really listened to him because she hated that he could so easily overcome her, but now that she’d faced an *actual* soul attack she regretted not working even harder.

At least the enemy lord had been so secure in his control of the mana in the area he hadn’t considered that she was just letting him think he could take the mana away from her control… and then a nice loud sound explosion had been enough to knock him out.

Lila came back around the corner just in time to see William pick up the prone form of the lord, to carry him away from the rest. She didn’t hear the explosion very well, but she certainly saw it. Though it was less dangerous than the version William did purely with ki, she could still see the bits of soul that looked like mana.

It was hard to equate the look of grim determination on William’s face with the pleasant smile he’d had when they first met as children. Of course, the fact that his face was a different face didn’t help, but Lila hadn’t seen William really smile since the war started.

So. That was four… that left three more?

Lila went up to him, “How is your stamina holding up, my king?”

William made a face, “Please don’t start with that.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and suddenly it was silent around them, “There, now we can talk more freely.”

“Alright. Tired yet, William?”

He looked down at his hands, and took a deep breath, “Surprisingly… no. The mana gathering formations help a lot, and… I’ve gotten stronger very quickly. It won’t be a problem to finish off the two down there,” William waved a hand to the courtyard below them, “Unless they put up a big struggle.”

“Isn’t there one more?”

William nodded, “He’s hiding. He had a little escape route to a safe room. He seems to be waiting there though…”

-----

With armies at the front gates as well as one controlling their main keep and all of their supplies… and with more than half of their important lords dead, the troops surrendered. The last two old lords tried to struggle, but without any troops to assist them it was pointless.

William looked at a section of wall in the courtyard, “What do you think, Chris?”

Chris tugged himself toward the wall.

“Alright.” William took a stance, then gathered ki at the tip of Chris before driving him into the wall supported by muscle power and ki. A small rock was pushed out, but the wall as a whole remained. Along with that, sparks and fire flew as they attempted to destroy the intruding staff.

William inserted the tip of Chris into the hole and used him as a lever, tearing open a portion of the wall- and rendering the magical formations on it useless. This was just a small section of the main keep and not intended to stop siege weaponry… but the small room behind it was something special. Well, it was mostly just an empty room- but the entrance and exit were special.

Besides the hole William had put, there was only a chute entering from above, and one portcullis that led into another room. In that room stood Alexander Goddard. “I must say, I’d thought you somewhat a compassionate man, but to just throw your family away like that…”

“Is that what you stayed around to say?” William shook his head as he looked through the magical barrier that covered the portcullis. “Of course I care about my family. That’s why I can’t let you live.”

“Oh? I don’t see how you can stop me. This section has more wards than the rest of the castle put together. By the time you dismantle the rest of the castle to try to break it down I’ll be long gone.”

“Oh.” William could think of at least three ways to deal with the situation faster than that. “I guess I should do something petty before you leave.” William began to chant.

“Light magic? Planning to blind me? I suppose I shall have to turn around.” Alexander Goddard turned around, but spun an full turn. “Of course, I can’t have you do anything behind my back.” He covered his eyes with his hands, “Whatever magic trick you have won’t do much now, will it?”

William spoke carefully to not mess up the flow of mana toward him. “If I make a flash of light bright enough you’ll be able to see it through your hands. That should annoy you at least.”

Alexander Goddard frowned slightly. There was a very large quantity of magic being gathered… but it was definitely being converted into light. Could it be quickly changed into something else? Not that it would matter. The wards would stop all magic going through.

William pointed Chris toward Alexander… specifically his leg. Even with his eyes covered he seemed to notice something was wrong and was going to dodge- but it was already too late. A beam of light- mostly invisible except what small parts reflected off of the air- pierced into Alexander Goddard, drilling through his leg. He hadn’t been in armor when the attack had happened, and the padding he wore did little to stop the laser.

The wards also did almost nothing. After all, the laser was no longer magic or guided by magic, and since William could see Alexander Goddard clearly, and vice-versa, light could go through without hindrance.

It only took a short moment before Alexander fell to the ground, and then with a bit of shifting to avoid hitting the portcullis he ruined the first leg and then the second. With a quick flick and some extra precision, William also mangled his jaw, then he moved on to his arms. Alexander Goddard’s screams were ignored, at least by William. “Just wait right there, alright? I’ll be in soon and we can talk.”
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                William immediately began inspecting what he could see of the magical formations surrounding Alexander Goddard… though he kept half an eye on him as well. It was still theoretically possible for him to use magic, even with only half a jaw- as long as the pain didn’t stop him and he was confident that he could. Though he couldn’t run William also didn’t want him to kill himself somehow, without arms or legs or the ability to bite his tongue. The laser had mostly cauterized his wounds, so he wouldn’t likely bleed to death.

Currently, Alexander was passed out- but when he woke up he might be able to use ki to kill himself. If he thought about it, he probably would. Unfortunately, William couldn’t do anything about that from outside the cell without killing him. Or at least, he didn’t know what yet.

Lorelei had found her way over, “Ooh, these are pretty good! Though, they rely a little heavily on having an abundance of magical materials to support some suboptimal details…”

“While I would certainly love to do an in-depth analysis… there are a couple reasons we should hurry.” William pointed toward Alexander, “If he wakes up, it will be a problem… and a dragon showing up would ruin the whole thing.”

“Oh right… that gives us… hours to a day? Depends on whether or not the keep’s wards were on full power.” Lorelei paused thoughtfully, “Dragons must have some excellent magical perception. Why do you think that is?”

“I think… that we will do some research on dragons later.” William frowned, looking over the magical formations, “I wonder if this would be easier to do from the other end?”

“If we could find it. We could have the men start digging but… they couldn’t do much better than follow it along from the outside, and not quickly.” Lorelei paused, “Where’s Lila?”

“Resting. She got her soul damaged.”

“Ah… unfortunate.”

After that, all talking stopped except that which was related to dissecting the formation.

Lorelei commented, “There seems to be a very large power source, perhaps this formation also taps into the thermal energy down below…”

“There should be a weakness somewhere along the way… unfortunately this formation blocks ki- very well I might add.” William frowned, “I haven’t had any luck slipping mana through either.”

Chris tapped against the formation, and was violently flung back, spinning past William’s head.

“Were you just probing or do you have an idea?”

Chris started scribbling on the ground with water, “If we can get part of me through, we’ll have an opening you can do stuff through.”

“The barrier would certainly try to reform but…” William stroked his chin, “It’s probably not calibrated to crush something like you. That said, it’s very powerful so it still might be able to damage you, and getting you through in the first place is an issue. If we could bring up trebuchets, that would be idea… but there’s no room to get them under the gatehouses or to fire them here anyway.”

Chris rolled over his previous words and wrote more, “Why not just use more lasers to wreck some of the stuff inside?”

“Because that is likely to cause violent explosions as it fails, and while we might be safe outside- it would probably kill Alexander. Also, I don’t know about you, but I can’t keep using that kind of magic power forever.” William nodded, “Though, if we find a good spot that’s unlikely to have horrible things happen from breaking, we can certainly do that.”

Chris went back to tapping on one of the walls the safe room shared with the castle. He continued to get violently flung away- an overreaction, but without someone controlling the formation that was all it could do. William would have stopped Chris from moving around independently in the view of others… but he didn’t really care if that was a secret at this point.

-----

William looked down at his lunch… or dinner… or whatever meal it was. Today was better than standard military fare. William tried to eat basically the same thing at his men in most cases… but today they had taken over a castle. There was no reason not to use the ingredients that were left over in some of the kitchens. 

Lorelei hadn’t wanted to eat, but William dragged her away anyway. They hadn’t been making any progress, so a break was just what they needed. Lila and Jordan ate with them as well.

William supposed he should have probably been eating with all of the lords, but it wasn’t a convenient time… but later, he would have to have a grand victory feast. Though from the perspective of everyone else they had already achieved total victory, William wouldn’t rest well if they didn’t take care of Alexander properly.

“So, it’s just those connected walls and then slopes down into the ground?” Jordan pondered carefully, “Maybe we could collapse the rest of the castle on top of it? The weight might be able to crush the barrier but… I suppose that’s not really solving your problem.”

Lila clutched her head, “So, it lets light and sound through, what about air?”

“It does let air through, but we can’t manipulate it inside the barrier.”

Lila continued to grimace, “I dunno maybe throw a bunch of sedative gas in there to slow down Alexander’s return to consciousness. Or maybe you could use sound and umm...” Lila shook her head and looked at WIlliam, “How did you handle your soul being damaged?”

William shrugged, “After a gross of years you get used to it. Or go crazy. Or maybe both. The pain will dull with time though. Maybe a few days.”

“Great. I get to live with this for days, and painkillers don’t have any effect.” Lila closed her eyes, “The word I was looking for was resonation? Destroy stuff that way.”

“The destroying it isn’t the problem but…”

Lorelei’s eye’s lit up, “Perhaps if we fight the right resonating frequency for the stone? The magical formations in the walls are supported by it, and they might separate. Either way, it could let us see more. As long as we don’t accidentally collapse the whole place, or break the wrong thing…” William could see that she was already lost in thought of exactly how to do it. He couldn’t say he had any better ideas either, so they would try it.
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                Determining the resonating frequency of the stone was not a simple task. They didn’t have a machine that could be set to a specific frequency, so each person working on the project had to feel it out for themselves. Mana wasn’t a problem, but Lorelei, William, and Lila still took turns to keep themselves from becoming exhausted.

William concentrated, trying to feel if there was any reaction from the stone. He felt they were starting to zone in on the right frequencies, as the stone trembled slightly- and not from the volume of the sound. 

Nearby, other walls and the floors trembled as well… but he could only try to contain the power to where he wanted. It quickly fell off with distance, so he should be able to avoid causing any significant damage to his new keep- not that it was particularly useful except for a place to retreat.

William could sense the tiny vibrations increasing slightly. At the rate he was going, it would take forever to build up… but since he seemed to have found the right frequency he increased his chanting to pull in more mana. The demands on his concentration increased exponentially- not only did he have to control more mana, but since he was creating sound it was even harder to maintain his control as the mana was jostled about. 

However, the power built up. William could feel the trembling… then he saw the stone in front of him warping for a moment… before it exploded in a shower of stone shards and rubble… and some magical energy in the form of fire and lightning.

Once the dust settled, William brushed himself off. Nothing was actually targeted at him, so everything had spread evenly in every direction. There were bits and pieces of rock everywhere but directly behind William. Some of the soldiers standing further back were covered in dust, but none of them were injured in any meaningful manner.

He could see he had succeeded. The pieces of the magical formation were now directly visible. They were made quite solidly, and thus they were still mostly intact. However, William could now see some of the pieces that were hidden behind and in the stone walls. That completed the picture… and after he took a few moments to recover he moved to destroy some of the now-visible weaknesses. The skies went dark as he once again gathered light for a laser… melting some small but critical pieces of metal. Once their form was lost they were no longer useful… and WIlliam could see the formation’s magic collapsing.

Alexander Goddard was still lying unconscious. William was glad that he had taken some time to train his body, as he had been toward the periphery of the explosion. Fortunately, he was still alive. William didn’t want to have to figure out a way to destroy the soul of someone who had already died. It seemed like it would be quite troublesome to chase down, if it was even possible.

As he chanted for one final spell, Alexander Goddard’s eyes opened slowly. He tried to move, but with little success. William could almost see his eyes asking how things had ended up like this.

Perhaps that was just William wondering it himself. He came from another world, only to live several lives… culminating in a complete upheaval of gevai society. How many deaths was he responsible for? William didn’t want to think about that number, even if he was generous with himself. More importantly, he didn’t want to think about the souls he destroyed, for they felt much more horrid than taking any number of lives. Still, this would be the last one. With that thought and a relatively constrained explosion, the last of the oldest demon lords were gone.

When William heard the cry of the dragon, he merely walked to stand on top of the innermost wall of the keep, watching. The dragon grew larger and larger. William saw archers readying themselves, and braced himself for whatever sort of attack would be coming. Once they were in range, the archers unleashed a hail of arrows- most of which bounced harmlessly off of scales. The dragon flew overhead, roaring, and then…

It flew past. The dragon merely passed by overhead, ignoring the attacks from below and flying off over toward the other horizon, disappearing.

-----

The Eternal King did not show himself for several days, which somewhat put a damper on the preliminary victory celebrations. There was much speculation on why he had disappeared, what mysterious things he was doing… but Lorelei knew better.

William was doing nothing mysterious… just sleeping. He had led an attack on a keep, and destroyed the souls of seven demon lords- one after another. While the soldiers talked about how he had stared down a dragon, Lorelei watched as William sleep a deep but fitful sleep.

She herself was in somewhat of an odd mood. When everything had started, she hadn’t thought that a young wizard could bring about the destruction of the Demon King- let alone those who were backing him. Even at the beginning of the campaign Lorelei hadn’t been sure of success. It was only now, when everything was finally over, that she could think about what came after.

Her mind turned to all of the experiments left undone. She would love to get back to them- preferably with William by her side. However, she knew that couldn’t happen- at least not right away. 

The war was over, but there was still the aftermath to clean up after. Even if Lorelei didn’t have so much compassion for the average person as William did, she understood that the country still needed to be stabilized. That was a strange thought, because although real wars usually only occurred infrequently- every gross of years or more- the country had never really been stable during her lifetime. The lords fought among each other, peasants attempted revolts- and there were always troubles with the humans. Now, there was actually a chance for things to be different. It was going to take a lot of work.
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                Winding down after a war took a lot more work than William had expected. The first two wars he was in he hadn’t survived… and the third one he hadn’t been responsible for most of the troops. Now, he was responsible for everything. Not that he had to do it all himself, but he needed to know it was done right.

Troops needed to return to their hometowns, and be paid. For those who had died, their families would receive money instead. That was all well and good, but the problem of what happened with the enemy troops was also important.

He wasn’t going to kill them- there had been too many dead already, and the standard troops weren’t generally responsible for what was happening. Of course, he wasn’t going to pay them or their families for going against him. He also wasn’t going to rob them- whatever they already had would still be theirs, as much as William could arrange. Even so, there would be huge financial problems in the north, having spent most of their resources on the war- and then losing. William made a note to include them in any financial stimulus he worked on… once he had money.

Of course, William currently had extremely large quantities of money. He now owned most of the northern lands… but that was often the case with a king. However, along with the money and lands came a great many expenses. Besides his troops, William also had to reward his loyal supporters among the lords and merchants. He also wanted to find a way to reward the peasants who supported him, the farmers, laborers, blacksmiths, and the rest. The best thing for them would be a stable economy- but that wouldn’t be the thing that made the most grateful.

William even had to reward those lords he didn’t particularly like. He couldn’t let personal preference influence him… at least not enough to be obvious. William wanted to make Tiburcio a lord- he was a great, steadfast soldier… but he could no longer fight. Making him a lord would be a detriment, though William had some plans to change how the system worked. Even so, that would take many years. For the current time, all he could do was reward Tiburcio with a small estate and people to help him run it- and a reasonable stipend. The stipend could not be too high, as it would be paid every month for the next gross of years. For a human, that would be a half dozen generations, but for a gevai it was just a normal lifespan. There wasn’t much more William could do… but if he found a way to heal Tiburcio without personally attending to him for a dozen years, he would certainly do it.

-----

William hadn’t really thought about kings needing offices, but they certainly did- and he sat in his office looking at Jordan. “So, Jordan, what shall we do with you?”

“Sir?” Jordan frowned.

“I won’t need a commander of my armies for long. Certainly, not on active duty at all times. You would be a very competent lord, but if I were to assess your personal combat capabilities… you’d be at the bottom of the pack. It would be a disservice to you. Besides, I doubt you’d be satisfied sitting around politicking. So, what do we do with you?”

Jordan stood for a few moments, thinking. “I… don’t know. Tactics and strategy is the only thing I’m good at.”

William waved his hand dismissively, “Rubbish. Those were merely the first thing you had a chance to display your talents in. You’ve learned a lot since then. If you want to take off a dozen years and go get formally educated, you can do that too. However, you’re effective at managing people, whereas I am just lucky to have stumbled upon a handful of good people.” William shrugged, “I also have a large country to manage, and you’re great at logistics. Some places will take me months to get to from here, even if I could personally deal with every problem. You don’t even necessarily have to travel. We can create more phones and distribute them. It would be good to know where to start, though.”

Jordan nodded, “I can handle something like that…”

“Good. Just let me know what you want to do, and I’ll make you… Minister of Logistics, or something. Maybe part-time army commander too… we can’t afford to have no trained soldiers, at least for the sake of appearances.”

-----

All of the human ambassadors waited together outside the Eternal King’s throne room. None of them looked entirely at ease, but the ambassadors from Liaoyang looked most nervous.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked the knightly ambassador from Ostana, “A few years ago you were strongly in favor of this fellow, were you not?”

The younger of the two replied, “That was before he became the Demon King and started exploding people.”

“Hush!” The older ambassador of the pair said, smacking the younger on the back of the head, “Do not speak such words here- or anywhere.” He took a deep breath and turned to the ambassador from Ostana, “We have been… reevaluating our opinion based on new criteria. The final verdict remains to be seen.”

“What about you?” the ambassador from Ostana turned toward the darker skinned representative from Eclea, “Still upset about that one guy who got killed?”

The ambassador frowned, “That one guy was a well respected politician… though he certainly wasn’t unanimously supported. It remains to be seen if his opinion that lasting peace with the gevai is impossible was correct or not.”

Finally, the knight turned toward the representative from Ustil, “What about your country? Do they still think peace has a chance here?”

The representative from Ustil shrugged, “Does a war to destroy those who will not allow peace actually bring peace, or merely more war?” Everyone waited, expecting him to continue, but he said nothing more.

After a few minutes of awkward silence, a gevai attendant entered the room from a side hallway. “The Eternal King will see you now.” He opened the door into the throne room, “Announcing the representative from Ostana, Simon Dragonfoe!”
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                Simon Dragonfoe stepped into the throne room. He immediately became aware of how large the room was- stretching on forever before reaching the steps up to the dais. He hadn’t been afraid of the new gevai king- whether he was an Eternal King or a Demon King. At least, not until he stepped into the room and saw him.

Then he saw the near-black skin, the horns, the staff, and the red robes. All of those together combined into an image that sent chills down his spine. As a knight, he was no stranger to combat. He had learned how to assess an enemy’s strength, but here he couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. Even if he had his weapons… no, even if he was fully equipped and this man had nothing, he didn’t feel a chance for victory. He’d never seen anything like it, even when fighting against some powerful magical beasts that were intruding on human territory. This Eternal King was nothing like what had been described to him.

What finally shook him out of his dazed state and set him to walking forward was the announcement of the next ambassador.

“Ambassadors Sun Xia and Zhou Heng from Liaoyang!”

A few moments later the next name was called, “Ambassador Vasanta Joshi from Eclea!”

“Ambassador Kurosh Ahmed from Ustil!”

Simon continued to walk forward steadily after his momentary faltering. His training was good for that, at least. He had been proud to be the first to be called in, but realized that didn’t necessarily make him important. Not to someone like this. Perhaps the ordering wasn’t based on anything in particular… or it was based on something geographical proximity. After all, these weren’t long-established relations between known factions. This was the new king of the gevai- those who had only gone by demons for as long as history books recorded, and whose king had theoretically not changed during that time even when he was killed.

This wasn’t a younger man, as his features might indicate. Simon realized he could be much older- perhaps a dozen human lifetimes. That would explain the fear he felt. Simon internally shook his head, calming his breathing. He wasn’t here to fight. At least, not on the battlefield. He was here to negotiate, to set the basis for the relations between Ostana and the gevai. He would be going down in history- and he didn’t want it to be as the one who completely fumbled his first diplomatic meeting.

After Simon arrived at the foot of the dais, and the others stood next to him he was glad to realize that he wasn’t the only one who was nervous. The others were also obviously affected by the oppressive atmosphere.

Simon only barely managed to stumble out some sort of proper greeting. He couldn’t even remember what he said, but there didn’t seem to be any problems. At least, the Eternal King’s expression remained neutral.

Simon didn’t doubt he could be killed if the king was displeased. Of course, killing ambassadors was an act of war, but Simon wasn’t sure if this king cared. Perhaps all of the intonations of peace had just been a ploy to buy time for the civil war. He knew he was not the only one worried about that… but he had been instructed to act as if the intentions were sincere.

If they weren’t… Simon himself would probably die, but at least the humans had some times to recover from the war- and the gevai had just been through a civil war. Simon took some comfort in that, but beyond just caring for his personal safety he was concerned. They couldn’t know for sure how much they would have been weakened from a civil war. More importantly, he knew all of the stories of the Demon King in battle… and this new king had taken his place. He would undoubtedly be more terrifying.

Simon struggled to listen as the king spoke. It wasn’t that he was bored, but the oppressive atmosphere made it difficult.

“... but this is not the place to prepare treaties and discuss individual concerns. This is a place for announcements!” Simon was almost surprised when the king’s toothy smile didn’t reveal rows of sharp teeth, but instead perfectly normal teeth. “The name for the nation of gevai has long been lost to history. The former king had no interest in a name… and the humans wouldn’t have heard it anyway. No longer will you have to refer to the lands north of our mountainous border as ‘the northern lands’, ‘the demon lands’, ‘hell’, or anything of the sort! With the change in our eternal status of war with humanity, we will also have a new name! This year marks the official founding of the nation of Cruonia, and the start of a new age!”

“A wonderful name, your majesty.” Simon hadn’t expected such an announcement, but he found himself somewhat relieved. While a name meant nothing by itself, a new name was a good sign of change. While it was possible it was just a continuing pretense, if a false peace lasted for long enough it might even become real.

When Simon later found himself outside of the throne room, he felt relieved. He was still afraid of the new Eternal King… but the nation of Cruonia and talk of peace and trade didn’t frighten him at all. While the figure of the king himself was imposing, his words and ideas were sound. Trade itself was a very interesting thought. There were many resources in the northern lands that the humans had limited access to- and most of that was through smuggling which was not only very expensive but set a bad precedent when it was allowed.

Simon looked over the other ambassadors. The younger ambassador from Liaoyang had lost some of his bluster, but the older was also more subdued in a different way. Meanwhile, the ambassador from Eclea looked slightly flustered. Only the representative from Ustil had returned to a calm demeanor. Simon shook his head. He couldn’t understand what a nation that trusted in prophecies was like.
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                William sat in his office doing paperwork. It wasn’t a king’s job to do, but he was still working on finding people who belonged in each position. In the meantime, it had to be done right. Besides, he couldn’t kill economic issues.

Though… William did have a number of ideas of how to fix some things. Better dams to hold back flooding rivers, spreading some of the best farming practices, and public education. The last one was most complicated to implement, especially with some of the lords… but the latter was Lila’s business anyway. She was passionate about that and would get it done- even if it took dozens of years to get going.

William had ideas for all sorts of technical improvements that could be made, but not enough detailed knowledge to quickly implement them. Still, every time one came up he would write it down- then send it to Lorelei to be sorted in order of what was most important and most feasible. The future of innovation, however, relied on Lila’s work in education. Even if William and Lorelei were free to spend all their time researching, there was only so much they could do with just two.

A knock made William look up from his papers. The voice of his steward spoke, “My king, your brother is here.”

“Send him in.”

The awkward silence that followed was made even deeper by the lack of a clock or any other sound to indicate the passing of time. Stefan stood, staring at William- who stared right back.

Finally, Stefan took a deep breath. “Why… did you let our parents die? Why didn’t you do anything?”

“I did everything I could.”

“You knew they had been captured, but then you just led another assault on a castle!” Stefan’s voice was starting to increase in volume, “You didn’t even try to save them!”

William frowned, “What was I supposed to do? Withdraw my army?”

“You should have done whatever was necessary to save them!” Stefan shouted until his voice cracked, pointing his one good arm at William accusingly.

William closed his eyes to calm himself, intentionally holding himself back from using ki. Then he opened his eyes slowly, “Perhaps it is my fault. Perhaps I should have had more people guarding them, or forbidden them from moving about on their own. However, by the time they were captured it was already far too late. Nothing would have had any chance to save them.”

Stefan shook his head. Sparkling glints of moisture could be seen on his face. “It’s like I don’t even know you anymore. You talk about them like they were just pawns to use and throw away! You don’t even act like you care!” Stefan turned and stormed out of the office.

William looked at the door for a few minutes before tears finally appeared. Perhaps he really was a different person. He wouldn’t even cry in front of his own brother. William did nothing but sit and wait until Stefan was well away from the castle. He didn’t know when they would next meet- if ever. “Goodbye… brother. Farewell.”

-----

William sat back to back with Lorelei, looking out at the lands around the castle. There wasn’t even a cultivated garden to look at. William thought they could definitely use more of those. “Why do people even have family?”

“Because people cannot grow up without protection… and cannot function well while lonely.”

“Do people ever function well?”

“I’ll let you know if I see it.”

William knew there was still a chance of reconciling with his brother. However, that didn’t mean it felt that way. His parents… were gone for good. It wasn’t the same as any time before. On Earth, his parents had died of old age. In his second life, he died first and was far removed in time from his parent’s deaths. In Liaoyang, his parents weren’t a real part of his life. Though he’d reincarnated, he still had a special bond with his latest parents. Perhaps they weren’t any closer than good friends- but truly good friends once again felt like family. “Could I have done anything?”

Lorelei’s shoulders shrugged against his back. “You could have had an army with your parents at all times. Then, perhaps they would be safe- or maybe they would catch a plague or be bitten by poisonous snakes… or maybe they resent the restriction and you for it.” Lorelei shook her head, “Eventually, everyone will die and be gone.”

“You’re not allowed to die.”

“Sorry, but you don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do.” Lorelei squeezed William’s hand, “But don’t worry, I don’t plan for it to be anytime soon. There are so many things I don’t know yet, I can’t just stop before I’m done.”

William nodded, “Good.” After a few minutes of staring up at the sky, he sighed, “I should probably get back to work.”

Lorelei held onto his hand, preventing him from standing up. “Nope.”

“Nope? There are important things to do.”

Lorelei shook her head, “Not more important than this. If it needs to have a stated purpose… this time is now devoted to keeping you from ripping off people’s heads.”

“I’ve never ripped of anyone’s head.”

“Good for you.” Lorelei shrugged, “But they way things are going, you might. Any damages that are caused by tardiness here will more than be made up for by the avoidance of a catastrophic incident.”

“At some point, someone will come find me here. It’s not exactly hidden.”

“Good point.” Lorelei nodded and licked her lips, “We should go somewhere where nobody will dare to interrupt us.”

“Oh? Did you have somewhere particular in mind?”

“The bedroom should be fine. You can go back to stupid things involving papers later today… or tomorrow maybe.”

“Well... “ William grinned, “I suppose if it’s for the sake of the people in the end, I can afford a bit of relaxation.” William stood up and stretched, “Now we just have to avoid anyone interrupting us on the way…”
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                William looked through the reports on his desk. These were important ones that he had been specifically interested in, and many fewer than he’d had to deal with the year before. He had ministers fulfilling various jobs, and assistants. Some of the ministers were barely competent- but they were given better assistants. William would have rather had some of the assistants in charge and the current ministers out of the picture entirely, but that wasn’t easy to accomplish. At least none of the ministers were totally incompetent- just not as good as William would have liked. However, if he could repay debts by appointing people who were only passable to certain positions, he was content with those results for the near future.

Now William had more time… time he spent at various parties full of lords and merchants. The enthusiasm to have him appear would die down as time went on, but William found himself very busy with social engagements. Sometimes he felt like punching some of the attendees in the face, but at least he didn’t think about ripping off people’s heads so much. Besides, he’d only actually punched one person- but that was for making inappropriate comments about Lorelei. They hadn’t thought he’d hear them, but William listened to everything said at such parties- no matter how much it made his head ache from the effort of listening to many conversations at once and all of the scheming and plotting.

William finally found the report he wanted. It was a profitability report on the new trading grounds near Ostana. The numbers were pitifully small- of no relevance at all on the scale of nations. The numbers weren’t terribly important. All that mattered was that it had happened. William was disappointed that nobody from Eclea had attended, but he doubted that was an actual choice of the merchants there. National policy in Eclea still forbid ‘demons’ and their goods from entering the country… and William couldn’t find himself blaming them. At least they were officially at peace.

Liaoyang and Ostana were licensing a small number of gevai merchants to enter their countries. They would undoubtedly be closely watched for any faults. William- and the kingdom of Cruonia- also vetted the merchants allowed to go to human lands, and the humans allowed to enter Cruonia. It was a delicate time, and any incidents would strain the peace as a whole instead of being attributed to the individual merchants.

Ustil was a different issue entirely. Any trade with Ustil would have to go through Ostana, or ports in Eclea or Liaoyang. Of course, docking gevai ships in Eclea was strictly forbidden, so that restricted the eastern coast of Cruonia from trading with Ustil by the most direct route. Goods could still flow through central Cruonia and Ostana, or all the way to the west coast to be shipped… but that was much more expensive.

Of course, most trade with Ustil was actually theoretical. For all of their previous insular nature they were the country most open to the idea of trade with Cruonia, but it was least practical. It was theoretically possible to send ships directly to them without entering the waters controlled by Liaoyang or Eclea- but that required entering deep ocean instead of coastal waters. Deep ocean was a problem. There was a reason only only a few islands near the coasts had ever been settled, and beyond that was unknown. The deep sea- and what lived in it- was that reason.

Back on Earth there were many legends of mythical and magical beasts. Dragons, griffons, wyverns, and many other such creatures. In this world, such things were not myth but reality. However, back on Earth all of the myths about sea creatures were almost true- if less exaggerated in size. There might not be krakens that could break a ship in half or swallow it whole… but there were giant squid that were large enough to make it seem plausible. In this world, there were krakens that could sink ships, as told by lucky survivors or those in nearby ships who managed to flee. Even if a kraken could be killed by a well defended boat, it wouldn’t be before it had caused enough damage to a ship to sink it. It was even possible for them to stay hidden under the water and never surface to where they could be attacked. Even the best warriors and most powerful swimmers would be hard pressed to swim dozens of miles through monster-infested waters back to shore even without heavy armor or water-soaked robes. 

Though deep ocean shipping had been fraught with dangers even back on Earth, if a ship was more likely to be sunk on its trip than not on every leg of the voyage there was no chance of profitable trade. Thus, ships had to stay near the shore where there were only some smaller magical beasts that were less destructive to ships or less aggressive. 

While the merchants of Ustil could travel through Ostana fairly freely, it was still more costly than trading directly would be because of the travel and tariffs paid in Ostana. No matter how open to the idea of trade Ustil was, no merchants would trade without making a profit.

William put down the report. At least it was a start. He could hope for better in the following years.

His attention turned to a figure moving down a nearby corridor. William tracked everyone moving nearby out of habit. There hadn’t yet been any problems, but it was also fun to surprise people by acknowledging them before they even knocked. In this case, the person he was tracking wasn’t passing directly in front of the door to his office. It was one of the diviners and lorekeepers. So far, they had done very little. They occasionally asked questions of people, but they caused no trouble. He wasn’t sure if they were still waiting for the important event that they had spoken of, though he supposed a reformation of the country was certainly a candidate that was worth being around for. Their theoretical collection of knowledge was still secret. William was very curious about it, but wasn’t going to pressure them to try to obtain whatever might be there. Quite frankly, he was happy to have a faction he didn’t have to worry about. 

Except, he had worried about what they might do. The end result was that they could do literally anything, and William’s thoughts had no basis for any of it. They didn’t plot, they didn’t have secret nightly meetings- unless several people scribbling down notes at separate desks in a library counted- and they helped keep the library organized. William shook his head. Maybe they did have secret plots, but then again maybe the farmer, or maids, or thatchers or stonemasons or anyone had secret plots. William knew suspecting everyone would lead to madness, so he chose to take them at face value for his own sanity.

            

    
        Chapter 444

    
    
    
    
                “Aaargh!” William yelled as he flipped over a heavy oak table. “Everything is terrible! The roads are terrible! The ports are terrible! The city layouts are terrible!” William flipped the table back to its normal upright position so he could pound his fist onto it. “We still have too many stupid, useless forts! How did that stupid Demon King run this country?!”

Jordan stood calmly nearby, “I’m inclined to believe that he didn’t.”

William sighed, “It doesn’t seem like the lords did either. The only good roads are the ones that go directly to their manors.” William shook his head, “Alright I’m done. You can go ahead and put papers on the table now.”

Jordan started placing things down one by one, “Deeper mining has resulted in more collapses in mines. Freezer formations are failing to keep some food from spoiling, and some people are getting sick. Diseases are breaking out in a number of cities.”

Strictly speaking, there were other people to handle all of these problems. However, they still occasionally were directed to William to see if he or Lorelei could think of any simple solutions to the problems. “We still need to come up with standards for structural support in mines… and the miners need to be taught basic magic control. It shouldn’t be too hard to make something like stone arches even with natural stone... “ William pointed to the next one, “People are idiots and using incomplete versions of the freezer formations still. Remind them that every component is strictly necessary, especially for anything large enough for people to enter.” William shook his head, “Diseases… sanitation and sewer systems are barely adequate. Make sure nobody’s dumping anything into rivers. Come up with a large fine to let them know I’m serious if they are.”

William frowned as he went over more things. Worker safety and good practices were nearly myths. He supposed it wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but some parts of the country were especially terrible. Overall the human countries did better- not that they were without their own flaws.

The thing William needed to do the most was make people realize the value of treating their workers well. If they worked for a long time without getting injured or were better trained to begin with, they could do more. Mining was faster and cheaper without safety procedures- but that was only until mines collapsed and they had to spend a long time digging out the area or give up on the mine. Training new workers was also a lost of efficiency, something important to even those who didn’t particularly care about the lives of other people.

William knew he wasn’t going to make most people make any large social changes over night… but sewage and mining sludge in rivers was an easy step to take. He couldn’t make everyone wash with soap, even if there was enough soap to go around- but he could require it of doctors who hadn’t already realized better. 

Some doctors were at least used to rinsing their hands- doctors knew sick people made other people sick, so washing off anything visible was a step in the right direction. Since gevai didn’t necessarily die of old age, there were some very experienced doctors. Even if they didn’t get everything right, most of them took the time to try to improve. If they didn’t… they were the sort who would die of old age. Not everyone could afford to visit doctors- but that was a bigger problem William also wanted to fix.

William was morbidly happy that only about a third of the lords had survived- less than a gross. That had taken care of most of the worst ones. He supposed there had probably been some decent enough lords that ended up against him, and he knew some of the decent ones on his side of the war had died… but it would be better for the country- and the world- in the long run. 

Currently, there was a rapid increase in the number of wizards in the human countries… which didn’t surprise William at all. During the final war with the Demon King he hadn’t managed to destroy as many souls of wizards as before. With the human population growing again, they should be returning to something like the standard density of wizards… whatever that actually was. That might still take many generations, but as long as more souls weren’t being destroyed it would theoretically level out. Eventually.

William wasn’t worried about humans getting too many wizards. At most, that would bring them on par in that area. With Lila’s enthusiasm for education, there would be enough gevai wizards to saturate any battlefield.

William shook his head. While wars might be a concern, he shouldn’t consider them first. There were many better things that could be done with wizards besides going around throwing fireballs. While it could be used to cause harm in ways nothing else could, it could also be used constructively in ways nothing else could achieve. Without even considering magical formations, William thought about his parents tilling the soil with magic. That was something all farmers should learn how to do.

William considered mandatory education, but there were several issues with starting that. The cost of starting it would be significant- even though the benefits would outweigh it later, he had to make sure it wouldn’t just fail. Another important factor is everyone needed to know different things. While there were some basics such as reading and arithmetic that everyone should learn, not everyone needed to know farmer’s skills.

That also came to another question- should it be taught that magic didn’t need specific chants? Even if William didn’t consider people he didn’t like being more efficient with magic, there were still a few reasons it mattered. People experimenting with new magic could accidentally do something unfortunate like messing with their own brain. While magic worked of both knowledge and intent, people who didn’t know what they were doing could still cause something. Perhaps magical training should start with safety courses in any case. That could start before telling people- especially gevai- how easy it was. William knew ‘easy’ was somewhat relative, having gone from exactly zero magical ability to a significant amount, but he’d also seen random soldiers pick up simple magic in a few minutes once they were told how it worked. Humans might have to train to see mana… but that wasn’t William’s issue to deal with anymore.
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                Lorelei thought for a few moments in response to William’s question. “Hmm, alright. That sounds like a good plan.”

“That is… the least romantic response to a proposal I’ve ever heard.” William shook his head.

“Oh?” Lorelei raised an eyebrow. “Should I have said something like, ‘Oh William! I thought you’d never ask!’ or something inane like that? Besides, we both know you’re only asking because it’s politically convenient.”

William’s face fell, “Lorelei, I-”

She waved her hand, “Oh, don’t be like that.” Lorelei took William’s chin in her hand, creating a contrast between red and black. “You know how I feel about labels. Many people place more emphasis on big fancy parties or something on a piece of paper than the reality of the situation. Are you suddenly going to become more devoted to me after a party?”

“Well I-” William scratched the back of his head, then stopped to think, “I’m glad you’re not the type to trap me in my words. Truthfully, I won’t grow any more devoted to you…”

“Ah!” Lorelei placed her hand on her chest, “I knew it! You don’t love me anymore!” She turned away in an exaggerated manner, throwing back her head.

“-Except to make fun of me.” William grinned, “But you’re right, we’re always both been serious about this since becoming lovers. It wasn’t just a casual suggestion on my part.”

Lorelei turned back and nodded, “I didn’t casually accept either. While some people might think they can distance their emotions and their actions, they are just fooling themselves… except those who don’t feel to begin with.” Lorelei shrugged, “Regardless, don’t expect me to be ecstatic about marriage when all that will change is you will receive fewer offers from lords to marry their daughters and I will get a new title and slightly more political power.”

WIlliam shrugged, “It can’t be helped that I expected more, but I probably should have known better.” William thought for a few moments, then grinned. “I do have something else that might elicit a more excited reaction… How about we head over to the lab?”

Lorelei grinned back.

-----

William waved his hands above the workbench, “Behold!”

Lorelei looked it over, picking up part of a red crystal, “A bunch of broken crystals?”

“Not just any crystals. Look closely.”

Lorelei picked up a few crystals of different colors, “Okay, a whole pile of broken dragon heart crystals. It’s not uninteresting but…”

“It’s not just a pile! It’s a staff!”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “Usually staffs are more… connected.”

“Well…” William grinned, “I considered fusing them myself, but I thought it would be better if you did it, to create a more personal connection.”

“Ah, that would explain why they’re all broken. It’s cheaper that way.” Lorelei stated it in a flat, non-accusatory manner, “Good idea.”

William smiled, “I would have loved to get you whole ones, but I didn’t have the spare time to hunt down dragons nor did I want to bankrupt the treasury. Also, frankly speaking, we might have had to break them down into smaller pieces anyway.” William went over and picked up a red and blue piece, “I considered trying to get all one type, but I didn’t think there would be enough- even in pieces- of any elemental affinity. Besides, you’re not really a single-element type.” William started laying out the pieces in a long row, “Now, you could arrange the pieces by elemental affinity. The physical structure of each affinity is similar enough to create proper bonds.” William held up a small crystal that was just two others stuck onto each other, “That would be the easiest way…”

“So, why is the easy way not good?” Lorelei asked, “What’s the better method?”

“Well, there’s nothing particularly wrong with the easy way. It should function admiraby as a staff, enhancing magic of every affinity that dragons have significantly, and as a giant crystal any magic would be enhanced to a moderate degree. It would just look… somewhat patchwork. Perhaps you might be able to cobble together a rainbow with somewhat even sections… but it would lose one very interesting piece of functionality aided by a solid color.” WIlliam held up a finger, “Lasers. Now, creating a homogenous color from these bits and pieces will take a much greater amount of effort. Dragon crystals melted down don’t recrystalize properly… so it would be a very manual process if you wanted maximum magical amplification and the ability to use it for lasers.” William scratched the back of his head, “Umm, it won’t be sapient and able to control its own opacity, so you’ll have to manually contain the laser. It won’t be as good as Chris but…”

“... but it doesn’t involve creating an amalgamation of souls that might decide to kill me.” Lorelei nodded. “How long do you think it will take?”

“Hmm… the easy method might take a few weeks of solid work. The other method… maybe years?”

Lorelei grinned, “Ooh, that sounds lovely. So then, could you show me a sample of rearranging the crystalline structures? I have idly tried it on my own but didn’t really get it right.”

The rest of the day found William and Lorelei leaning over tables staring at small pieces of crystal, ignoring everything else going on in the world. They just sat, the sounds of clinking crystals constantly interrupted by chanting to gather mana. 

Though all of their talk was technical details, it was more intimate than half of the conversations lovers had lying in bed. Of course, there was never much conversation of import expected in the circumstances of two exhausted people with endorphins flowing through them. That was something that William and Lorelei already knew… and had experienced many times before.

William wondered what things would have been like without Lorelei. Besides the practical cases where he might have had his soul destroyed and the humans would be in very dire straits, even if he had made it to where he was somehow, he didn’t think he would have managed to retain his sanity nearly so well. That wouldn’t have boded so well for the peace he was trying to maintain now, if it could have even lasted a few years.
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                William had no trouble writing out long arcane formulae in specific detail, listing each ingredient exactly as needed and the steps to combine them into something useful such as a magical formation. However, now he was stumped. No matter what he did he felt like something was missing.

The king and queen of Ostana and a dozen others? Check. Also from Ostana, the ambassador Simon Dragonfoe and another retinue of a dozen. Lila wouldn’t say anything, but she liked to see her descendents, even if she would never tell them who she was. William considered inviting some others, but his connection to them would be rather hard to explain. He added a few prominent merchants to the list… and he supposed he ought to invite the current knight-commander and archmage. He wasn’t sure who would actually show up, but he made the offer nonetheless.

Then, from Eclea. The archmage, of course, and some from the council. A few other prominent citizens were added to the list, but in the case of Eclea William didn’t expect much. Likely only the ambassador, Vasanta Joshi, would show his face. William wouldn’t have been quick to trust himself, either. Even so, it wasn’t like he was going to have his wedding anywhere but at his own castle, nor was he going to wait a few dozen years for political tensions to settle.

Liaoyang had a whole mess of people he needed to invite. While they acted as one country in relation to external threats, Liaoyang was not a comprehensive whole. Instead, clans and city lords controlled their own territories. In a way, it was like the gevai had done while the Demon King wasn’t around- and sometimes when he was around. However, Liaoyang had slowly been moving toward a more unified government. If they could avoid fighting each other for a couple generations, perhaps there would be a dramatic change. 

William wasn’t sure exactly how to invite people from the Order in a letter, and they might not be terribly happy with the soul destroying he’d done lately if they found out about it. Either way, he knew the older ambassador, Sun Xia, was part of the Order- he could bring some extras along if desired. With the Demon King destroyed their mission was done- whether they knew it or not- but they could easily come up with another goal. William just didn’t want it to be guarding against the new Eternal King or the gevai in general.

William did his best to avoid inviting an excess of people from Ustil. Though they were most sympathetic to him, showing too much favor to them could backfire. Even if they took it appropriately, other nations might not like the idea of two nations on opposite sides of them being overly friendly- and that was the case with all of the human nations when considering Ustil and Cruonia. Not that they really needed to worry about attacks from either, but it was best to try to avoid trouble proactively.

As WIlliam was working on the names of gevai to invite, he realized that not everyone would fit in the grand hall. It was already full at his coronation, and there would be more people coming to his wedding unless things went terribly wrong. The grand hall was built long before, when the populations were smaller- and the human population far outstripped gevai population even with similar amounts of controlled territory. Perhaps the wedding would have to take place outside. In that case, he needed gardens… and those could take years to develop. On the other hand, more humans would come if they didn’t actually have to enter his castle. Many expensive thoughts went through William’s head… thoughts he would have to discuss with Lorelei and his financial advisers. 

At least William didn’t have to worry about growing old and dying before his list was finished or the planning complete. Even so, he thought it somewhat optimistic for the wedding to take place within the next half-dozen years. It was a good thing he didn’t actually have to plan most of it himself. It was also good that he wouldn’t have to do it more than once.

-----

William shook his head as he looked at the specially made wagon coming in. In the wagon was a single tree- a fully grown tree complete with the large area of soil and roots around it. The wagons were fortified with metal and magical arrays to support it, and extra wide wheels to avoid sinking into the ground. It was a stupendous expense for a single tree- but William comforted himself with the thought that the wagons wouldn’t be used just once. 

Each tree took a wizard supporting it the entire length of its journey, from when it was dug up- after magically coaxing the important roots into the volume of dirt that would fit in the high-sided wagons. Along the way, they were watched for nutrients and water content. William supposed that having wizards taking care of plants so closely wasn’t a bad thing, but when it was done just to save time in growing… well, it made him realize how kings could become poor. 

Trees were transplanted one by one around his castle, along with other plants that were now forming a grand garden in an area that otherwise had very little. Fortunately it wasn’t too hard to divert some of a nearby river to bring water. William wondered why it hadn’t already been done to make a moat, but he supposed the Demon King hadn’t really invested in large engineering projects. No one would dare attack his castle anyway, so it didn’t matter much.

Though William wasn’t sure if he could justify the expense, the resulting garden was at least something good. It wasn’t the most impressive garden, but at least it was something that only existed for the sake of beauty and not conflict. William made plans to continue to expand it after the wedding- but more slowly and with more seeds than transplants. 
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                William wanted everything to be perfect for the wedding. It had to be. Sure, if something went wrong Lorelei would probably find it funny, but others would care more about it being perfect. It was a sad fact that the wedding wasn’t primarily to suit to bride and groom.

The garden… William would have loved another few dozen years to cultivate it. Instead it was just a setting that existed because not everyone would fit in the grand hall of the castle. People would be more comfortable outside anyway, since there wouldn’t be the threat of unknown magical formations looming over them.

What else was there? Food. That was a tough one, but fortunately it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The nutritional requirements for humans and gevai were similar enough they could consume the same food. That wasn’t good enough, however, because tastes varied wildly. There were several common cuisine styles among the gevai, and at least one per human country. His chefs could learn enough recipes and cooking styles to suit everyone- even Eclea wasn’t worried about cooking recipes changing hands. 

There was just the slightest problem of ingredients. Many of them weren’t available in Cruoria, the newly reformed gevai nation. Even if they were, fresh ingredients might be months old by the time they arrived. Of course, William had a solution to that already- coolers. It was entirely possible to make them a mobile, as a carriage. That wasn’t the issue, but rather bringing them into other countries. William didn’t mind technology spreading, but he still had to consider the consequences. Though they might not learn exactly how to build them, the idea would still be there. Food preservation meant more food, and more food was better for the populace and growth- but it also allowed armies to function better. Eventually he decided he had to accept those possible consequences- and he’d heard Eclea was already working on something of the sort. He wondered if it was an independent idea or if their agents had gotten something from the gevai.

William had no doubt that there were some agents of various sorts among his population. After all, there were humans in Eclea who had leaked the general blueprints for the train even before there was any official declared peace. It was impossible to completely hide what was happening in a country, and William didn’t necessarily want to. At the current time, his most nefarious plans involved a long period of peace- and hopefully more peace after that. His only concern was the possibility of looking weak for wanting peace. That was why he was glad the reserve of troops he had were only getting better with age and not worse. Granted, their improvements would be very slow but they would stay young and healthy for a long time. Some of them would even stay young and healthy forever, barring a war or an outbreak of some sort of terrible plague.

William did worry about the spread of diseases between humans and gevai… but fortunately there hadn’t been any terrible outbreaks yet. Perhaps the smugglers and wars had been enough to nicely spread around everything over the years, so that nobody’s systems were completely unprepared. William knew their bodies were compatible enough to share most diseases, so it had been a nagging concern. Humans were more likely to get the short end of the stick in that department since their bodies were generally weaker than gevai. It wasn’t quite so significant in the area of immune systems, but William made sure some ideas of how to treat wyvern pox spread to the humans just in case.

He shook his head. He really couldn’t control everything, no matter how much he might want to. If everything worked out on its own, William would prefer that even more. What else could he reasonably control though?

The wedding needed proper seating arrangements. That would be a nightmare. He wanted to have humans and gevai sitting together… but the number of people who could actually communicate in that situation was small. In the last few years the numbers of people who spoke a human language and gevai had skyrocketed… and was now in the many dozens instead of probably less than two dozen counting himself, Lorelei, and Lila. Still, he could place a few gevai who spoke each human language among them to act as translators. He wasn’t sure how much conversation there really would be anyway.

There was one thing that William had little control over. The weather. He could choose the time of year, and he would have pavilions set up to cover the guests… but it would still be seen as an inauspicious sign if there was foul weather on the day of his wedding and the first large gathering of human and gevai. Actually, William considered that he probably could control the weather. It had been done. Unfortunately, Ustil was the result. While the area around Jeim was rather pleasant, he didn’t want a large desert. William knew he probably wouldn’t be able to accomplish something like that on his own, and he wouldn’t be trying to make a permanent change… but messing with weather patterns could have consequences. William didn’t want to have to wonder if a tornado was his fault or not.

All that was left to do was send out the invitations… then wait over a year. Gathering the final ingredients would happen slightly later, but he had already arranged for their purchase and transport. The invitations would take months to get to their destination, then people would need time to get ready… and then months of travel was required to arrive. He’d already done what he could to improve the roads. They could have been better, but at least they would be safe enough even if rather uncomfortable in spots. He would have liked to have more time, but he could just see himself delaying for dozens of years and missing a great diplomatic opportunity.

            

    
        Chapter 448

    
    
    
    
                People started to trickle into the area for the wedding a few weeks in advance. That was the most accurate their arrival times could be if they prepared for possible delays. It wasn’t like they could just take a few 747’s to the nearest big airport and then take busses or limos over. Besides, mingling with people before the wedding was part of the whole experience.

Even William spent time talking… though since he didn’t really know most of the people they were merely polite gestures. Sure, he knew names and faces and why people were invited but aside from the gevai lords and human emissaries he hadn’t met most of the guests before. There were even fewer he would call friends among them. There was Lila and… William realized he had very few friends. Allies, perhaps. Servants and followers? Certainly. However, his count of friends was rather low. He wasn’t sure if Jordan counted. They didn’t spend any time together outside of business. Lorelei was also a friend, among other things, but that still didn’t leave William with a huge quantity of friends. 

-----

William watched everything going on. Servants wearing expensive but subtle clothes blended in with the background as they moved to serve guests at different tables. They carried jugs containing wine older than any of the humans at the event- and some of the gevai.

The guests ate food and happily talked amongst each other, though William couldn’t understand every conversation all at once. Some of the guests tried new food, with various results. William couldn’t help but grinning when some tried food that contained significantly more spice than they were used to. He could see the sweat pouring down their face and their attempts to maintain composure.

William drank from the cup in front of him, keeping up a continuous smile. William had to admire the skill of whoever managed to poison it. He hadn’t managed to pick them out yet… but he felt no need to cause a commotion anyway.

Lorelei sat next to him, and William was glad that he had ample excuses to turn toward her and talk. After all, the whole event was ostensibly about them. Lorelei was much more practiced in formal social situation than William- though he was far from a slouch- even if she liked them even less than him. They each gave guests a few moments to formally introduce themselves, and William was glad there was no time for any sort of serious discussion. A few people mentioned proposals of various kinds, but that was the limit.

After the main part of the meal was over, there was music and dancing. Some people chose to peruse the gardens, and William wished he could afford to slip off behind some bushes to take space for himself- and Lorelei. Instead, they got to dance with each other once before being flooded with requests from different partners.

William knew that some of the gevai lords were still trying to set him up with their daughters. Polygamy- whether involving legal wives or just concubines- was not terribly uncommon among the lords, but neither was it universal. William wasn’t sure of his exact stance on the issue, but he knew that most men couldn’t manage a stable relationship with just a single person- let alone more than one. Lorelei was already the limit of what William could handle- and though she had her eccentricities she was willing to work with William to maintain their relationship. William had no interest in relationships filled with strife and intrigue.

For all of the smiling faces, the whole event was rather tense. The human nations hadn’t been at war with each other particularly recently, but that didn’t mean they were on the absolute best of terms. At least William could say that all of the gevai in attendance were unified now- as much as any newly formed group really could be anyway.

Customs were different as well. It would not be completely out of the question for a fight to break out at a gevai wedding. As long as nobody was killed, it would usually be glossed over. Several gevai lords nearly got into fights- with each other or humans- but a gentle reminder from nearby servants or guards would get them to back down- or at least remove themselves from the situation. William had already made it clear that he wouldn’t tolerate any fighting at this particular event. All of them knew that he could absolutely kill any of them if he wished to. While not all of them had seen him fight, they had at least heard of his many victories over powerful lords. This new Eternal King was not going to be challenged… at least for a time. 

Williams ki senses stretched to cover the area beyond the gardens, where escorts of various parties waited. These soldiers were also provided food, though it was more plain fare. William was pleased to see that all seemed peaceful on that front.

Though everything seemed peaceful, William kept his senses spread. It was implied that those in attendance accepted the peace, but of course those who didn’t could also have come to cause trouble. There were a number of people with hidden weapons- but William wouldn’t begrudge them the desire for security. More people had magical garments that could act as a sort of armor, but that wasn’t going to hurt anyone. Only the guards had real weapons and armor.

Of course, the guards could likely kill many of the guests. Not that William would let that happen- and he’d personally checked the identity of every guard whether they knew it or not. Most of them were recruited from soldiers who had decided to stay in the army, with long records of service. Well, long compared to William’s reign as king anyway.

Eventually, it became late and people started drifting off. A successful day, with nobody killed or even injured. William found the constant vigilance more tiring than being in battle. At least in a battle he wasn’t worried about every little detail. Now, William could finally relax… until the next day. After all, what sort of royal wedding only lasted for a single day? Certainly not one for an Eternal King. 
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                As a king, William needed to spend more time on his appearance than before… but that still wasn’t very long. He hadn’t gone and rolled around in the mud overnight. Among the many enchantments on his robes, one prevented wrinkling- not that it would have been a problem anyway with it hanging in the closet. 

He didn’t even have to do any of the work himself. He got shaved- though nobody would have been able to see any hairs grown in the last day without being right up against him. It’s not like dark hair would stand out against his nearly black skin. It did not take much work to get his short hair under wraps.

Lorelei was a different story. Though she normally did little for her appearance beside maintaining a state of cleanliness, as the bride she was expected to be the best looking- or at least close enough. William was surprised at how much that involved giving her a new look on the second day. There weren’t many styles her shoulder length hair was suited for, but apparently the stylist had one in mind for each day of the wedding. That, and a new dress and a different set of jewelry.

William wondered how long he could feed a city for with the price of each dress. It wouldn’t be very long- but conversely there were quite a few people in cities and feeding them all for a few days cost quite a lot of money. William wondered if he had fallen into frivolous spending like many of the rich… but he reminded himself all of this was because other people cared. If relations were good among the humans and gevai any additional trade would more than make up for the cost- and William didn’t even care that much of it would end up in his own pockets. He did understand he needed some money for kingly purposes, but he also knew that it could go to much more practical things than clothes he didn’t need.

Throughout the castle and outside people were preparing for the next day of the celebrations. There had not been enough rooms in the castle to house all of the visitors, and William didn’t want to deal with concerns about who got which room- so he had prepared a large number of rather fancy tents. He did have some idea about expanding the castles with more permanent structures, but that was a project for much later. 

For now, servants bustled around in the kitchens preparing the day’s food. Fortunately the kitchens had been large enough to support the whole endeavor- with only minor expansions and additional hires. There were others cooking outside of the castle, but those were the ones who were making food for the various soldiers and escorts who were not actually invited to the party. 

William watched them moved around with his senses… and was glad he had taken the time to do so. There were so many new and temporary workers around the place that nobody would notice someone who didn’t belong. William probably would have had more trouble picking out that particular individual just from his actions- but to William’s ki senses he stuck out like a sore thumb. Cooks had very little reason to train in ki. William actually had one who was a former soldier, but he hadn’t been very accomplished in the area of ki. Meanwhile, the intruder was at least on the level of the average lord. He did his best to hide it, but that was of little use against William.

It had to be admitted that the man was quite accomplished. He actually knew something about kitchen work, going around performing various jobs that needed accomplishing… and only briefly had anything to do with bottles of wine. In particular, there were two that he tampered with just slightly.

By this point, William had moved near to the kitchens- though not so close that he would be seen by anyone entering and exiting. When the man left, William took a good look at him from his hidden vantage point, before slipping into the kitchen. Normally a gevai could pick out an invisibility spell with ease- it disturbed the mana in the air after all- but there were so many people moving about that nobody noticed a brief shimmer moving through the kitchen. William could have just walked in openly, but it was best not to let on what he knew.

It only took him a few moments to swap out the labels on the bottles and carry away the poisoned ones, while leaving just tiny scraps of ki latched onto the two safe bottles. He would have preferred to just remove the poison from the two but he couldn’t be sure he would get it all- and he was worried about what effects it might have on humans drinking it.

Just as William thought he was done with that mess and had left, someone else slipped into the kitchen invisibly as well. They managed to accomplish their goal, but William saw they bumped into a few cooks, nearly spoiling their attempt at stealth.

William shook his head as he saw the lord walking away. He could have just happily managed his lands and it wouldn’t have been a problem… even if he disagreed with many of the reforms William was trying to enact. Now, William had an excuse to deal with him. Of course, the lord was hoping that the poison applied to the goblet would kill William- but he probably hadn’t considered that even if it would kill William, his position would not improve. He might be able to run his lands as they pleased, but they would be less profitable even in the case humans and gevai didn’t return to war immediately. He also didn’t know William wasn’t just calling himself another Eternal King and really would come back to life… Though William couldn’t guarantee it would be as a gevai. Well, William wasn’t going to let it kill him anyway. Lorelei seemed quite pleased with his current form and he didn’t want to have to deal with reincarnating again and losing a very large amount of time, and much of his recent efforts would go to waste. Plus, dying wasn’t exactly pleasant.
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                William had almost expected a huge rash of incidents following the two in the morning, but his expectations were happily disappointed. The poisonings had both occurred directly in the morning, which William supposed made sense. There were guards preventing access at night, and both poisoners had shown their ability to infiltrate the crowd in the kitchen to some extent or another. Fortunately he had been there to catch those incidents.

He still kept a watch on everything throughout the party, but there were no other incidents. William knew he wasn’t infallible and could have missed something- but nobody fell over dead.

He drank from his personal chalice that had been poisoned previously. The second person was much clumsier, and he was fairly certain they hadn’t been the one who poisoned his wine on the first day. That seemed more like it fit the first one to show up, who had poisoned the two wine bottles. The replaced versions ended up one on William’s table… and one with his sister, Sarah. William saw the poisoner sitting at that same table, and understood how that was accomplished. The best wine would naturally find its way to William’s table- but he the poisoner requested the particular vintage that he had poisoned. William noticed how carefully he sipped his wine, without drinking any. He would soon realise something was wrong, but William noticed that he carefully didn’t have anything incriminating on himself at the moment.

The assassin was currently dressed as a rich merchant. William supposed he might be the merchant, but he was more inclined to believe that particular merchant was never going to arrive at the wedding, or perhaps anywhere ever again.

The noble who had poisoned William’s chalice had an extremely non subtle expression of anticipation and then disappointment on his face as William showed no signs of dying to poison. 

The rest of the party continued as normal, a display of wealth and excess. William hoped it would pay for itself in some other way than finances.

-----

The assassin made one more careful attempt the next day before ceasing his activities. He didn’t try to leave before everyone else, instead keeping to his cover identity rather well. Unfortunately for him, he didn’t make it far from the castle.

William brought him in personally. He wasn’t sure if his suspicions were correct, but the man was dangerous enough that it was easier to handle it himself- and he’d been itching to do something besides waiting and watching for several days.

The man was probably trained to resist interrogation- and probably could have killed himself if necessary. At least, in normal circumstances. With special manacles to restrict the flow of his ki he wouldn’t be able to do much, and that was discounting William’s personal attention.

Unfortunately for him it was unlikely he could have received sufficient training to resist William searching through his memories. The man had a soul of average strength, while William had come with a more powerful soul even before his extensive training. He could easily destroy the souls of ancient gevai lords… searching through the memories of one assassin wasn’t much to speak of.

William didn’t like what he saw in those memories at all. Though he only went deep enough to gain a surface level of understanding of everything, it was sufficient to make him enraged.

He gathered up ki to perform Shattering the Soul, reached up to the man... and only barely stopped himself from doing it. He shook his head. He was supposed to be better than that. He still snapped the man’s neck without any further delay.

He had been the one to kill William’s parents. He continued his work trying to kill William and his sister out of some twisted sense of professional duty. As far as assassins went… William supposed he wasn’t the worst. He didn’t get any sort of thrill from killing- but he would still kill whoever he was paid to- even if the client was dead. William would have liked to have more men similarly dedicated to more positive things.

William stood there a while. Killing the man didn’t particularly make him feel better. It didn’t bring his parents back. At least he knew they hadn’t suffered much when they died, and had gone with dignity- whatever that accounted for in the face of death.

He supposed he would tell Sarah the news. Perhaps she would want to see. William wasn’t the type to go around showing dead bodies to young girls… but he supposed Sarah wasn’t a girl anymore. She was a woman, and though she was still young by gevai standards her maturity was sufficient to make her own choices. 

-----

Sarah sighed, “You can’t pass the news on to Stefan yourself?”

William shook his head, “He won’t talk to me or anyone I send. Hopefully that will change with time… but he ought to know as soon as possible.”

“Fine, I’ll do it this once… but you’ll have to start talking to each other sooner or later.”

“Thanks.” William looked off into the distance, “Maybe I’ll try talking to him again myself sometime, but it’s not easy for people to control how they feel. This case isn’t completely without justification which only makes it harder. I have to admit I haven’t handled this situation perfectly either.”

“From what I heard, you were almost inseparable for the first dozen years. It can’t be just this…”

William shrugged, “What’s a dozen years of being a good brother when it’s followed by a few dozen years where we only meet a few times… and I’m off planning to become king and start a civil war?”

Sarah shook her head, “Oh please, we both know you hardly planned to become king. Besides, I couldn’t ask for someone better.”

“I could.” William sighed, “Not that it would do a lot of good to ask. I doubt I’d really consider anyone else even if they were quite capable. Maybe I’m just the type of guy who can’t live without wresting a position of power for myself.”

Sarah smiled, “Maybe, but who doesn’t want control of their own life? You just see more factors that can affect you than most… and you actually did something about it.”

“And I got so many people killed doing it…”
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                Vasant Gorman had tried to poison William. While William could cause an assassin to disappear and nobody would ask questions, a lord was another matter entirely. There were only so many of them- and that number was much fewer than it had been.

Of course, William had the authority to execute someone for any reason. There wouldn’t be any complaints from gevai- at least, nobody would voice their complaints. The problem was William didn’t want to turn into another Demon King. Sure, he would know the lord was guilty, but everyone else would just think William didn’t like him.

Because of that, William prepared a different plan. “Joel!”

The captain of the guard came over promptly and saluted, “My king! What is it you need.”

“We’re going to go arrest a lord who tried to poison me.”

Joel looked William up and down. “You don’t look poisoned.”

William rolled his eyes, “Well obviously since I noticed it I wouldn’t drink the poison.”

“Oh.” Joel sounded somewhat disappointed.

“You want me to die?”

“I just thought… you wouldn’t have to worry about a little poison.”

“Maybe not. Next time we run into some grim clover extract we can both try a sip.”

William grinned as all of the color drained from Joel’s face, “... I’ll pass.”

-----

Vasant Gorman couldn’t do anything about being surrounded by the Eternal King’s Guard. Even without the Eternal King himself being present, each member of the guard was near his equal in combat prowess- if not equipment. His own guard was less numerous here and on a much lower level. Again, that was all without the Eternal King being present- and he was present.

“W-why have you stopped me, my king?” Vasant Gorman really couldn’t think of why he would be stopped. He had behaved perfectly during the wedding feasts, causing no trouble with the gevai or humans.

The smile of the Eternal King didn’t make him feel any better about the situation. “Why, you seem to have missed some details there. Am I not one of the gevai? More than that, you tried to poison me.”

Vasant’s heart jumped. How could the king have known that? He got in and out of the kitchens undetected- even if they noticed the poison on the goblet later there should have been no way to trace it to him. “I… don’t know what you mean.” Vasant could only rely on the new king caring about his public image… but the situation didn’t look good.

“Really? So if I open your luggage I won’t find a vial of grim clover extract?” Vasant didn’t even have any time to speak before his bag was being searched. “Oh look, there it is. A vial of grim clover extract. Not much good for anything but poisoning people, is it?” Vasant was about to protest- but then the Eternal King reached into his bags again and opened up the secret compartment inside. “Oh, two vials of grim clover extract. What do you have to say about that?”

When the first vial had shown up, Vasant was ready to claim that he’d never seen it before in his life, that it was a plant. It would even be true, because he hadn’t. He was still going to try to protest, even if he had seen the one in his secret compartment.

-----

Lorelei held out her hand, “My vial, please.”

William handed her the vial of grim clover extract, “What can it be used for besides poisoning things?”

“Not that much, but I’ve been trying to figure out how blackskin moles feed on the clovers without dying. It’s quite lethal to everything else, but their main diet.” Lorelei carefully placed it back in its stand in a heavily warded cabinet.

William shrugged, “Well, I didn’t actually need it anyway.” William shook his head, “Can you believe he actually kept the vial in his luggage? I know it’s expensive but it would have been much more difficult to deal with him if he hadn’t kept it. Well, without your help anyway.”

“Everyone is still used to the King being a fool, and nobody has proof of your eternality yet either. Nobody believes you’ll come back.”

“Well,” William shook his head, “I’d be glad to show them except… for everything. It’s not fun to die, it takes quite a long time to be reincarnated, and I couldn’t even guarantee I’d be a gevai again. Maybe if it’s still a problem in a gross of years… no, I’d really rather not.”

Lorelei nodded, “Gaining a reputation as being unkillable might be better.”

“As long as nobody takes it as a challenge.”

-----

William was walking through the gardens. They weren’t that extensive yet, but he had plans. While the climate might not support too many different types of plants, he imagined that it could be overcome with the assistance of magic. He wanted to leave behind something beautiful, and not just war. Though, William was still getting used to the idea that he didn’t necessarily have to leave anything behind for the foreseeable future. He wasn’t going to die of old age, after all, and even if he did he would probably reincarnate. William supposed that death by old age might change that but he wasn’t in any sort of mood to test it.

Then he senses Jordan approaching. That wasn’t a good sign, as usually Jordan would wait for William to be in his study. “Sir.” Jordan still saluted and spoke in a military manner, even though the position of commander was only half of what Jordan did now.

William sighed, “What is it that’s urgent enough to bring you out here, but not urgent enough that you have to run?”

“Ships are going missing off of the west coast.”

“That’s… normal isn’t it? Captains always like to try to catch the faster currents away from the shores but don’t think about what lives there, among other things.”

“Not this many ships, sir. In addition, there are a few accounts of evil smoke in the area. In addition, there’s an eyewitness account of an attack,” Jordan frowned, “The only problem is the eyewitness is a child. Not the most reliable source… but the report is very detailed in its description of some strange features. The report almost wasn’t sent to us but the agent decided it was startling enough to at least present it- saying we would need to judge its accuracy ourselves. In addition, there was a drawing… but that will take some time to arrive.”

“Well, let’s see the report then.”
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                William frowned, “Is this… an exact copy of the child’s testimony?”

Jordan nodded, “That is what I was told.”

“Well… alright then.”

“On the thirteenth day of the month, I was out at the coast playing with the creatures in the tide pools. Perhaps my slight figure blended into the rocks, or the ship did not care… but regardless I witnessed an attack by a foreign ship on a merchanter carrack. The merchanter was just at the horizon, and so was the foreign ship.”

 

At that point in the account came a note from the agent. “The next section had more detail than seemed plausible. However, upon doing some visual tests with the child I found he could read standard sized handwritten text at over a dozen yards, and had a keen eye for other details. Thus, though the following might be just a child’s fantasy any difference between reality and the report will not be related to problems of visual acuity.”

 

“The foreign ship spewed black smoke from a large vertical pipe, quickly gaining on the merchanter- though it had no sails. As it passed by the merchanter, it seemed as if arrow fire was launched at the foreign ship- but then the merchanter exploded. I could see additional pipes on the side of the foreign ship, and these leaked a small amount of black smoke after the explosion, likely connected. The foreign ship continued attacks until there were no more sailors from the merchanter surviving in the water, before turning away without even attempting to search the rubble for loot. From the back I saw a large series of paddles turning, seeming to propel the ship. (Diagram to arrive later).”

 

William sighed, “Dammit. Someone has steamboats and cannons.”

“A steam… boat?”

“They use internal combustion to heat up water, creating steam to power turbine engines to turn some sort of propulsion mechanism. At least, that’s the general idea.”

“Fire on a ship sounds… dangerous. However, that doesn’t seem simple to build.Could it be Eclea?”

“I hope not.” William shook his head, “Actually, maybe it would be nice if it was them. However, this happened on the west coast, did it not? It would have had to travel all the way around the continent without it stopping in our territory. It could have gone around the human lands for much of it I suppose- see if we can get any reports of that- but this seems different.”

“Of course. I’ll have people look into it right away.”

“Oh, and the kid. What’s his name?”

“Theo Chaves.”

“Right. Send him an invitation to study at the Ducson Academy of Magic.”

“Umm, what if he isn’t talented in magic? Headmistress Lorenz would likely do you the favor of taking care of him but she can get rather testy with… some people.”

“How old is he?”

“Six? Seven? Certainly no more than eight years old, though the report didn’t say exactly.”

William grinned, “Then, I don’t care if he’s the most absolutely useless wizard, incapable of any sort of magic besides lighting a fire. His observation skills and intelligence will be enough.”

“What if the report- what he said he saw- is fictional?”

“Well, I’d have to see the actual diagram he drew… but if he can imagine up something that sounds like a steamboat with cannons, we still want him. If he doesn’t accept an invitation from the academy for some reason, send him one from me.”

“What if he refuses that?”

“Then I’ll go see him in person- but I’ll be very grumpy about it. I’ll cover his expenses at the academy for a year- and if Headmistress Lorenz really finds him to be useless after that I’ll give up. However, I think it’s worth the gamble of a small bit of funds.”

-----

William wasn’t exactly comforted by the news that Eclea had nothing to do with the steamboats. It was nice to know that they weren’t attacking gevai ships and killing everyone, but someone still was. Unfortunately it wasn’t humans… and it wasn’t gevai.

Eventually there were more witnesses of the attacks, and some survivors. They found it harder to describe the ships that they hadn’t seen before, but once everything was said and done they corroborated what Theo had seen. There was just the addition of who was on the ship.

Dwarves. At first, people were reluctant to say it, but they fit the descriptions from the legends, though William knew that at least the existence of dwarves was true. Dwarves and elves had been driven from the continent- from the very lands he now controlled and called Cruoria. 

It seemed they were still rather unhappy about it. So far, there had been no attempts to communicate. William did hear reports from human ships- the dwarven ships would get just close enough to see individual figures, then pull away. Perhaps they had forgiven humans for their complicity in the exile from the continent… or perhaps they only wanted to start a war with one race at a time. 

William ordered a stop to all shipping on the western oceans- not that he needed to. Merchants knew the risk was too high, even with the probable increase in profits as the only ships travelling the seas. All ports were on high alert, but none of the dwarven ships approached- though they were occasionally seen on the horizon.

William had the other ports and ships be cautious as well. After all, nothing said the attacks could only happen in the west. Though the seas to the north were sometimes frozen, they were navigable for most of the year.

While it seemed like the dwarves could come from anywhere, William knew that wasn’t the case. There was one large limitation on steamboats that sailing vessels didn’t have. They needed fuel- and even if such fuel was abundant and cheap for the dwarves there was a limit to what could be carried on a ship. Plus, the ships had to stop to reload sometime.

That meant there had to be islands to the west- unless there was another continent much closer than William could have possibly imagined. However, islands were more probable. It wasn’t like there had been no exploration into the seas, but every small increase in distance carried a large danger with it from storms and monsters. Obviously the dwarves had figured out a way to handle that danger, or at least reduce it.
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                William sat down with Jordan and Lorelei. He really needed to get a cabinet of advisors set up at some point. While he couldn’t afford to keep everyone at his castle with him, that wasn’t actually necessary anyway. As long as it was only a few people, they could have phones to communicate from wherever they were. He wanted to expand his communication network in different ways… but that was a plan for another day. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do everything at once.

“So, what do you think we can do about this dwarf problem?”

“I suppose I could lay out a plan for military action…” Jordan started.

“Ignoring whether or not I want that sort of solution, do you think it would be viable?”

“It wouldn’t be impossible to enter another war, but it’s not really a sound financial policy at the current time. Cruoria isn’t sufficiently recovered to make a fight against an enemy of unknown strength advisable.” Jordan shrugged, “Not that it ever really is.”

Lorelei spoke up next, “The problem with a non-military solution is… nobody speaks dwarven. It’s possible the dwarves don’t even speak the same language anymore, by this point. They clearly still hold a grudge- or have come up with a new reason to attack the gevai.”

“It would be nice if I could convince them I already killed everyone responsible for driving them out- or trying to exterminate them- but that might not make them sufficiently appeased. That still has the problem of communication anyway.”

Jordan frowned, “Could you learn their language… from them?”

“What, just hop onto a ship and hope they let me stay around and listen to them talk for a while?”

“I was thinking something that played more to your… strengths. It might still involve hopping on one of their ships. Do you think you could learn their language by searching through their memories?”

William frowned and closed his eyes, “It might be possible. It wouldn’t be possible to do quickly. I would have to capture some- a bunch of them. One wouldn’t be enough even if I had no regard for their soul… and I’d rather prefer to leave them relatively unharmed so they can vouch that we’re not total monsters. It’s not really a quick solution though.”

Lorelei nodded, “Especially not if we want you to teach other people. However, if we avoid shipping by ocean on the western side… at least we won’t lose too many gevai lives. The money will be less but with improvements to the roads it will balance out somewhat. What else can we do in the meantime?”

-----

Headmistress Lorenz- who once was known by the name Lila- sat in her office behind her desk. Across from her sat a boy, Theo Chaves. He kept shifting in his seat, and his eyes darted all around the room. “Welcome, Theo. I’m glad you decided to come. Before we decide what classes to place you in, I need to ask some questions to determine how much you have already learned.”

“Mmm. Okay, headmistress.”

“You can read and write, correct?” Theo nodded, “How about arithmetic?” Theo nodded again. “Alright, I’ve prepared an arithmetic quiz. Take as much time as you need.”

Theo took the piece of paper- real paper and not parchment. He bit his lip as he concentrated, writing each answer carefully with the quill pen. He completed the few dozen arithmetic problems in a handful of minutes and handed the paper back.

Headmistress Lorenz nodded. “Good, I appreciate the neat handwriting.” She set down the sheet of paper after looking over it briefly. “I hear you saw one of the foreign ships. Others have seen them as well, and said there were dwarves on them. Did you see any?”

“Yes, headmistress. I didn’t say anything about it before because I didn’t think anyone would believe me. People almost didn’t believe me when I said I saw the attack happen, just because I’m a kid.”

Headmistress Lorenz nodded again, comfortingly. “Unfortunately, some children have trouble distinguishing truth from fiction, and many people don’t take the time to figure out which children fall into that group. You have seen magic used, correct?”

Theo nodded again, “My father is a fisherman. He knows a simple spell to prevent his boat from scaring away fish. He taught it to me. The dwarven ship was doing a lot with mana too, but I don’t know what.”

“That’s alright. Let’s cover some more of the basic questions here. Do you know how fire magic works?”

“My dad used it to light fires to cook fish. You still need something that will burn, but then you just have to gather some of the right kind of air and make a spark. He said it’s dangerous to do too much though.”

“That’s right. It’s important to be careful when using magic unless you understand it completely. Do you know chants for any other magic?”

Theo’s eyes darted to the side. “No.”

“That’s okay, we can teach you. Now then, we’ll cover some more basic knowledge. What do you know about how plants grow?” Headmistress Lorenz went from plants to the water cycle to earthquakes and volcanoes. The questions covered a wide variety of topics. “Alright, that’s good enough to place you in the appropriate classes. It will take a few days to arrange everything, but you have been assigned rooms and can get meals in the cafeteria. Please don’t leave campus alone. I’ll have someone show you around and tell you what areas you aren’t allowed to go without permission, but other than that you can go wherever you want. You can even sit in on classes, as long as you don’t disrupt them.”

Once Theo left, Headmistress Lorenz sighed. Theo must have lived a very sheltered life. Not that he didn’t know things… but he didn’t know which things it wasn’t normal for a child around a half dozen years old to know. His arithmetic calculation was too fast- except for some very easy calculations he took longer on. Two times six was a dozen, four times nine was three dozen… but he had almost written a dozen and two and three dozen and six. Headmistress Lorenz recalled something similar from when she was just Lila, and sighed. William would need to meet Theo to be sure… but he certainly wasn’t a normal child.
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                Theo Chaves sat in the library, reading. He had access to a large number of books for the first time in his life, so he was taking every opportunity he could. It was hard to find exactly what he wanted, but nothing kept him from going to the shelf and pulling out another book. 

As he was about to get up for another book, he noticed a man sitting at the table across from him. “Theo Chaves, right?”

“Y-yeah.” Theo hadn’t talked to almost anyone since he had come to the academy. The vast majority of the students were much older than him and didn’t have time to talk to a little kid. Not that they’d have much to say to each other anyway. “Are you… a student here?”

“I used to be.” The man extended his hand, leaning forward. “I’m Josef.” 

Theo shook the hand offered to him. “I’m Theo. But I guess you already knew that?”

“That’s right. I’m friends with the headmistress, and there aren’t so many people coming through here that I don’t hear about new recruits.”

“Oh.” The man was a bit intimidating with his size, but his handshake had been gentle and he radiated friendliness. Theo wasn’t sure what else to say, “Did you… need me for something?”

“I just wanted to talk. I heard we might have some common interests. Tell me, do you know about the Eternal King?”

“Of course. He just had a big wedding. There was a war that ended just before I was born but I don’t know that much about it.” Theo thought it was kind of weird to have an Eternal King be new- but people just liked to name things.

Josef waved his hand, “Not that one, the one before him.”

“Umm… yeah. I didn’t hear… great things though.”

“Relax, he’s quite dead now. Even if he wasn’t, nobody would go after a little kid- they’d take issue with the new Eternal King.”

“I heard… they did. That was why the war happened.”

Josef shrugged, “It was more complicated than that. Anyway, about the other one- sometimes called the Demon King.”

“What about him? Besides hearing unpleasant things… His last incarnation was a long time ago. More than a… a gross of years. Maybe more than two, now.”

“Yeah, that. Do you think reincarnation like that is actually possible?”

“Of course.” Theo paused, “I mean, he remembered people every time… right? The lords remained loyal between incarnations because he would return.”

“And that meant that he could always kill them if they didn’t.” Josef chuckled, then paused, “Well, I thought it was kinda funny. The headmistress said you were pretty quick with your arithmetic, but had some slow points.” 

Theo nodded. “I don’t have that much practice yet.”

“Yeah, you’re telling me. It’s a real pain to switch from base 10 to base 12 isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It keeps throwing me off.”

“Can’t even count your fingers. Gotta use knuckles and stuff. It’s pretty hard to change old habits.”

“Yeah.”

“Plus, writing with quill pens is a real pain. One mistake and you have ink splattered everywhere, and that’s not exactly cheap. Plus you have to start over.”

Theo nodded, “Yeah.” It was nice to meet someone who had all the same sort of frustrations as him.

“So, where did you reincarnate from?”

Theo’s eyes widened, “W-what do you mean?”

“I thought the question was pretty straightforward.” Josef rubbed his chin, “What world did you come from? I know it uses base ten and has advanced technical knowledge.”

“Advanced technical knowledge?” Theo shook his head, “I-I don’t know what you mean. I only know the kinds of things everyone knows.”

“See, that’s your problem. You came from somewhere that you felt like everyone should know about plant growth and volcanoes and steam engines.”

“U-um.” Theo was trying to back up, but his chair seemed to be stuck.

“For reference, I came from somewhere like this.” Josef slid over a piece of paper- a map.

Theo couldn’t help but be curious and look at it. It wasn’t exactly precise, but the shapes of the continents were close enough for him to get the gist of it. “You’re from Earth?” Theo’s jaw dropped. “I… I’ve never been to Earth. What’s it like?” He couldn’t stop himself from asking, and now it was a bit hard to deny he was reincarnated.

“It was alright. For reference, that was in the early 2000’s. A.D. or C.E. or… do you still use the same numbering scheme?”

“I think so… I was from the 2500’s though…”

Josef nodded, “That sounds about right. I bet technology advanced a lot… while here we’ve done pretty much nothing.”

“Oh.” Theo concentrated on remembering, “If I recall correctly, you would have been… the early part of the space age. Had you settled any other planets?”

“Not yet. There weren’t even any strong projects for that, either. Just vague plans as there had been for 50 years.”

“Oh.” There was silence for a few moments, “Um, do people really not know that stuff?” Josef shook his head. “Hmm. I guess I wasn’t that great at hiding.”

“While we’re working hard on improving education standards, not a lot of kids can write- especially not eloquently. Still, it was mostly a coincidence we figured you out.”

“Oh, well… I’m kind of glad you did. Nobody would take a kid like me seriously.”

“Eh, you’d just have to wait a couple dozen years. Headmistress Lorenz will take you seriously though. You don’t need to worry about hiding stuff from her.” Josef looked toward the door of the library, “Look, I’d love to stay and talk, but I have to go. Lots of business to deal with. If it’s an emergency you can talk to the headmistress and get in contact with me. Good luck, Theo.”

“Umm… thank you, Josef.”

Theo sighed. His cover had been thinner than he thought. People really didn’t know the basics of the world? Well, obviously some of them did. Still, the expected possibility of being executed for heresy or being dissected for study didn’t happen. He wouldn’t necessarily expect that sort of behavior from someone from Earth… but he wouldn’t completely rule it out either. 

Josef seemed very straightforward, but he had come and gone like the wind. Theo wondered what he was up to. He went to the window, only to see Josef riding away surrounded by soldiers. Their insignias seemed familiar. Wait, was Josef being taken away by the royal guard?

Theo shook his head. Of course he was. After all, the new Eternal King was Josef Rutten. Theo wasn’t exactly sure if meeting the king and knowing a secret about him was a good thing… but it was a little bit late now. At least he wasn’t completely alone in his experiences, even if he doubted he had much more than a similar place of birth to the king. He supposed technically their second birthplaces had been much closer, but it didn’t feel the same.
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                Theo lay on the ground in the training courtyard in a pool of his own sweat. “W-why do I have to do this? I thought this was a mage academy.”

Headmistress Lorenz stood over him and smiled, “It is. Mages need to be physically fit if they want to not be disappointments in combat.”

“I don’t… want to be in combat.”

“Too bad, because you will be. We’re not going to send you out to combat if you won’t fight but… at some point it will come to you.”

“Why?”

“Because, as long as you don’t remain a nobody someone will take issue with you.” Headmistress Lorenz leaned on her staff, “Unfortunately for you, you no longer have the choice to remain nobody. So, you need to be fit.”

“Can’t I just do cardio or something?” Theo’s robes squelched as he rolled around, “Everything is so heavy. I’m just a kid!”

“Heavy?” Headmistress Lorenz raised an eyebrow, “You think things are heavy? Maybe you should try being a human. That will let you experience heavy. Even now you should be close to an adult human.”

“It’s true! Everything is so heavy…”

Headmistress Lorenz frowned, “Do you have some kind of muscular development problem?” She shook her head, “No, you’re perfectly capable, so you’re just a wimp.”

“I swear! Everything’s heavier!” Theo looked around, “I’m used to… less gravity.”

“Well then, we’ll just have to get you used to normal gravity.” Headmistress Lorenz shrugged, “At least, William said it’s basically Earth-normal.”

“Who’s William? Is that… Josef?”

“Also known as other things, yes. Over time, people will call you a lot of different things.”

“I guess I’m still not used to this whole ‘being alive again’ thing. It sometimes feels like I’m dreaming.”

“Well, maybe you can get in some more dream training then.”

-----

Lieutenant Zima woke up to the sound of the first explosion. He threw a jacket with his insignia on over his sleeping clothes. He didn’t have time for anything else, not with the sound of a second explosion following shortly after. He ran through the halls of the military compound to the central command area, arriving less than a minute after his rude awakening, “Report! What do we know so far?”

Only a few scattered soldiers were in the command area, but one moved to report what little they knew. “Sir! A ship is firing upon Tigershark Point! We speculate that it is one of the dwarven ships… with the… cannon! None of the sentries saw it before it started firing.”

Lieutenant Zima wanted to ask what they were doing if they didn’t notice that, but this was no time to yell at people- except to give orders. “You there! Gather the ballista operators and get them to the walls! You- you’re responsible for the fire squad. You- take some of the privates and have them move all the civilians away from the coast!”

Lieutenant Zima wanted to go see what was happening for himself, but as the commanding officer of the port he needed to remain where he could be found. Explosions continued to ring out, and he felt like a coward for remaining in a fortified area- but he still had many orders to give. The men could handle everything competently, but competence didn’t equate to perfection- especially where battles were involved. It wasn’t long before the first complication arose.

“Sir!” a soldier came to report, “Some owners of the warehouses closest to the harbor are demanding we let them pass.”

“Tell them I said nobody gets past until that ship in the harbor is gone. If they’re worried about their goods, they can go man a ballista- or swim out to the ship. Otherwise, unless they’re a fire control specialist, they need to back up. If not, I won’t shed a tear when they get some limbs blown off.”

“Uh…” the soldier stood nervously.

“Fine, I’ll tell them myself! Just remember none of them get past.” Lieutenant Zima left orders at the command center before stomping out to go yell at some stupid merchants.

Just as he had finished describing to them how their parts would be able to fit in a footlocker if they got near a cannon blast, the next issue arose. “Sir! The ballista operators say the ship is nearly invisible. It’s a new moon and there’s only a brief flash as a cannon fires. Its effective range is longer than the ballista and it doesn’t move like the men expect.”

Of course. Lieutenant Zima knew that even if they hit it the ballista bolts would have a bit of trouble penetrating the armor. At least, based on the reports he had received about these new craft. They seemed nearly impossible… but so did dwarves. There it was though, shooting at them. At least they didn’t seem to be able to sustain a high rate of fire.

That problem was not so easy to come up with a solution on the spot for. Of course, if they could see it better it wouldn’t be a problem, but lighting it up wasn’t easy. It was hundreds of meters away. Doing magic at that distance was impossible, and it wasn’t like he could send someone out there to swim with a torch. The ballistae were basically blind firing without even the chance to get proper ranging done. 

The best they could do was guess. All of the ballistae were loaded at once, and aimed vaguely toward where the ship had last been heading. When it fired, all the ballistae returned fire. Unfortunately, there was no way to tell if they hit. 

“Sir, the bombardment has stopped. Do you think we sunk it?”

Lieutenant Zima shook his head, “Probably not. Maybe they finished their goal. Have everyone take stock of the damage. I’ll start  preparing the report to… the commander.” That was actually the worst part of the whole thing. Sure, the damage was important- but explaining how he let that happen to the commander… that was something else. At least he had the excuse of being the first to come under fire. As long as he explained the issues, he thought he could keep his position… or at least his life. Depending on how bad the damage was.
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                Lieutenant Zima surveyed the damage in the morning. He found that it was… less terrible than expected. Many of the cannon shells had impacted the harbor walls- and those were magically fortified. Such enchantments hadn’t been necessary as far back as he’d heard anything about. The new Eternal King hadn’t bothered with taking ports via ship, and it had been a long time since anybody had a chance to attack the port. Even when at war with the humans, they rarely made it to Tigershark Point- about halfway up the western coast of gevai lands. 

Some warehouses had been hit and fires had spread- but the fires were stopped quickly, and a good number of warehouses had been empty or mostly empty anyway. After all, if no shipping was happening by sea, it was better to transport goods by land than not at all. Merchants would still complain about their lost goods- but merchants were always complaining. The new regulations required stone warehouses anyway so it was a good start to replacing them.

Surprisingly, no one had died during the attack. It was only a single ship, but cannons had very high destructive power. Fortunately most of the residents of Tigershark Point lived away from the harbor, uphill where the cannon shells couldn’t reach. That wasn’t so much an intentional safety feature as much as prices were higher near the docks.

As for the docks themselves, they were mostly unharmed. The dwarven ship hadn’t been aiming at anything in particular, and thus had only caused rather small damage to many different things. However, there had still been some ships damaged or sunk.

Of the various groups, the fire squad had been the most important. They weren’t trained as mages to any real extent- but they had significant training in putting out fires. Lieutenant Zima wasn’t aware of all their tricks, but they had stopped fires from spreading many times in the past. Most of the time they had other jobs… but when there were fires they were called upon immediately. Nobody minded spending a few extra coins every once in a while to not have entire blocks of houses and businesses burn down.

-----

Lieutenant Zima kept both his life and his position, though the Commander did require a few changes to the harbor’s routine. More practice was required with ranging the ballistae. The men might have complained about being required to hit something at a specified distance and angle without being able to see, but they understood why it might be necessary now. The other suggestions weren’t yet implemented, but they would be as soon as practical.

There was a commotion outside Lieutenant Zima’s office. He could only pick up the last thing said. “Don’t worry, he’s free. He’ll see me.”

Lieutenant Zima was preparing to give a scolding to whoever thought they could just waltz into his office, even though he was free. However, when he saw who came through the door he instead found himself scrambling to get to his feet. “Sir! Your Majesty! My king… uh…”

“Just pick one.” The Eternal King waved his hand. He took a seat, “Go on, sit down.”

Lieutenant Zima returned to his seat. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?” Lieutenant Zima broke out into a cold sweat. Maybe he wasn’t going to live through this after all. “How long will you be staying? We don’t exactly have any accomodations fitting for a king, but you can use my quarters…”

“Oh, I don’t plan to be staying long. Is there a ship ready?”

“Oh… yes!” Lieutenant Zima had received orders to prepare a merchant ship and a crew for it some weeks before. “They’re on standby. It’s just… umm… if I knew the Eternal King was going to be on it personally, I could have prepared a proper military vessel. It wouldn’t take more than a few hours though…”

The Eternal King shook his head, “That would completely undermine the point. Every member of the prepared crew can swim, right?”

“Yes, of course. As requested.”

Not every sailor could swim- though most could at least stay afloat. There wasn’t much point in being able to swim if your boat sunk in monster infested waters a dozen miles from shore. That said, most of the shipping wasn’t so far from shore- and thus being able to swim a mile or two was rather useful. Lieutenant Zima thought all the good sailors would learn to swim if they wanted a long career, but he wasn’t responsible for any that weren’t soldiers.

“Excellent.” The Eternal King nodded, though no smile crossed his face, “We’ll need to equip them with standard clothing- no uniform. Then we can head out as bait.”

“Bait… my king? With you on board? Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to send someone else?”

“Oh? Do you know anyone who can do a better job than me?”

“I… am not privy to your plans, but I doubt there are any more qualified in any area than the Eternal King.” Lieutenant Zima folded his hands and put on his best diplomatic voice.

“Oh, I’m sure your sailors are better at their jobs than I would be.” There was a pause, “No reaction? That’s alright I’m not here to make your job harder. Just prepare the sailors.”

WIth that, the Eternal King made his way out of Lieutenant Zima’s office. He quickly put out the message for the prepared crew before taking a few minutes to calm himself.

Eternal Kings weren’t the sort of king who took no personal action- there was plenty of information to say otherwise- but leading troops into battle and personally acting as bait were different things. On the other hand, they both involved some elements of danger. Nobody would say that the Eternal King was a coward- both because it would be blatantly untrue and the fact that they would probably die shortly afterwards. Even as a member of the military, Lieutenant Zima wasn’t sure how many lords the Eternal King had killed in the war, but it was at least a dozen- and mostly ones with quite the reputation. Not just one at a time, either. Lieutenant Zima didn’t know if he would have chosen to face off against cannons- but then again, he wasn’t nearly so strong as the Eternal King.
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                William circulated his ki according to the methods of Rotational Soul Pressure. It really was true that after some time it could advance further. He found it wasn’t much- but every little bit was better. It worked with any other technique for increasing ki cultivation and was easy to train and safe- as long as it wasn’t treated like another type that had to push past the limits.

William’s self-created technique didn’t have a name. He probably didn’t need it. He didn’t plan to teach it to anyone else. It wasn’t to prevent others from becoming stronger, but quite frankly it wasn’t that amazing of a technique. There were many others on par with it, at least for the general user. William’s own technique was created for his own use, which is what made it better for him. Beyond that, he thought it would be rather unimpressive. It would be among the top techniques for those suited, but not better than them.

The biggest advantage William had was that he had broken through the sixth level of his cultivation technique. There was something about cultivation that made each major breakthrough approximately equivalent, and as far as he knew no one else had broken through the sixth level of any technique. Even the best of the old gevai lords were only at the fifth- and the Demon King had been around there as well. 

The boat rocked, reminding William of where he was. He was in the captain’s cabin for a merchant vessel, waiting to be attacked. There was someone with actual experience being a captain- but they couldn’t just let the Eternal King stay in some secondary quarters. There wasn’t much to be said about sailing. William didn’t get seasick, but he didn’t find the dried food particularly appetizing. It was… fine. He spent some time up on deck, but there wasn’t much to do.

“I hope they attack soon, eh Chris? It’s pretty boring.”

On the rocking boat, Chris’ written responses were somewhat shaky, but William still got the message. “I don’t get bored.”

“Yeah…” William shrugged, “How’s your cultivation going?” It was merely a formality to ask- because he could see that about Chris even more easily than when observing most people.

“Fairly well. I continue to advance. I am the foremost staff in the field of cultivation.” Left unsaid, of course, was that Chris was the only staff in the field of cultivation. At least, as far as either of them knew. The circumstances that Chris was created in wouldn’t come about by accident- and not many would be able to do it on purpose, and fewer would even if they could.

-----

William was worried he might have to make dozens of trips acting as bait, or that it might be too obvious- but on his trip back up the coast something finally happened. “My king! Ship spotted on the horizon!”

William hadn’t noticed it with his ki senses yet, but even as far as they extended they couldn’t compare to the visibility on the open sea. William went to the door, “Dwarven?”

“As far as we can tell- it certainly fits the description.”

“Very well. Tell the men to prepare to be attacked- they know the plan.”

“Yes, sir!” The soldier moved off to relay the orders.

William knew the soldiers weren’t exactly happy about the plan- especially the part where they would inevitably be attacked by weapons they had little experience with. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much other way to get a dwarven ship around. If everything went according to plan, the dwarven ship would pull up alongside them and they would go from there. William remained in the captain’s quarters. He would stand out as different, and though the soldiers weren’t a normal merchant crew they were still sailors. 

The sound of a cannon firing told William that everything would not go according to plan. William felt the shell strike the water, but the next one would be closer. At this point, it was time to act. He grabbed Chris and went out the door. He didn’t have time to waste, especially with the next shell on the way, so he only shouted out a brief explanation. “Looks like things have changed a bit! The plan is basically the same- I’ll just be further away.”

With that, he leaped off of the ship and onto the ocean. Turning a cubic meter of seawater into ice was a very energy intensive process, but simulating the effects of such ice with ki was rather easy. That was good, because William actually needed more buoyancy than required to support an average human weight.

William started to sprint across the ocean at an angle to the two ships, his ki pressing down into the waves over a wide area- and in return pressing him up. That had the effect of flattening out the waves around him, but he didn’t stay in any one area long enough to appreciate the effect.

Within a moment he was out in front of the relatively parallel boats, then he turned more toward the dwarven vessel. There wasn’t anything for him to trip on, though he did have to concentrate to maintain his use of ki. In addition to that, he also had to pay attention to the dwarven vessel. He didn’t want to get hit by a cannon shell out of carelessness. Perhaps he would be able to protect himself, but he would rather not try it out in the current circumstances.

The important thing was, as long as he wasn’t careless, he had no chance of being hit by a cannon shell. Ships weren’t exactly the most maneuverable things in the world, and William could tell that the cannons only pointed directly out the side of the ship. This ship didn’t have to turn as far as he had to run to aim towards him, but cannons weren’t exactly made to aim at individuals moving at a sprint. 

William was almost disappointed that they didn’t even try, but he supposed that their goal was the ship. Perhaps they didn’t even see one person running on the surface of the ocean… though a dozen seconds later they certainly took note.

A few moments after that, William had jumped up onto the ship’s deck. He heard shouting in a language he didn’t understand, and saw and felt a dozen or so guns trained toward him.
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                If William had to describe dwarven souls, he would say they were… full of inertia. They were harder to affect than the average person, but then again these were probably not a typical representation of dwarves. Unfortunately for them, a bit of extra inertia only allowed a few of them to get shots off before they started keeling over, unconscious. William felt the bullets impacting on his ki defenses, but they seemed to be something like musket balls. Their force was more spread out than arrows, and he had no trouble handling a few of them.

After taking care of those on deck, William went around the relatively small ship knocking out the remaining crew. He could do it through doors, so none of them even saw it coming. He did start to feel the effect of the inertia of their souls, and gained an understanding of why it felt that way. There might have been something special about dwarves, but the bigger part was that they trained their bodies. The loud thumps they made as they hit the deck alluded to their muscle and bone mass, though William didn’t have time to go over it in detail. 

He gathered mana and fired the signal into the air. That was just to reassure the gevai soldiers on the merchant ship- and let them know they didn’t need to try to avoid the dwarven ship anymore.

Fortunately for William the basic operation of the steamboat followed familiar rules- there was a wheel to turn that changed the heading of the ship. He didn’t have the precise control he would have preferred for docking, but there wasn’t much of anything to hit out in the open sea. There was only one ship, and he could avoid getting to close. However… he was currently much too far.

As he angled the ship, he realized he didn’t have control of his speed. Fortunately the ships were coming close together at not terribly different speeds. “Prepare a group to board! They’re going to have to jump…”

Fortunately, gevai were no strangers to a bit of jumping. They could cover a dozen or two feet without much issue. Any closer than that, and William didn’t trust he wouldn’t collide. As a dozen sailors came to his ship, he shouted over to the other ship- which looked at least mostly intact, minus a few riggings and a bit of the deck. “Loop around to gather any of those who had to jump off, then get to a port!” Then he turned to the sailors on his ship. “Gather up the dwarves and tie them up, then we can begin to figure out how this thing works. I have a general idea, but I haven’t gotten a close look yet.”

-----

It took some time to figure out how much coal was supposed to be in the boiler, and there were a few knobs for relieving pressure that took some practice to get right, but William thought they weren’t in danger of any horrible things happening in the near future. The boiler was reinforced with magic, which was comforting. There were also a number of magical formations around the ship William hadn’t figured out just yet besides the ones strengthening the hull, but William knew they weren’t there to keep people from leaping onto the deck like a madman. Or perhaps they just had underestimated a single person arriving in unexpected circumstances.

The ship was actually a bit small and cramped. Everything was shorter, but fortunately the boiler room was tall enough for people to stand up comfortably as it was extra tall. The helm was outside, so it wasn’t an issue.

After helping the soldiers work out the basics of the ship functionality, William’s job became keeping the dwarves unconscious. They didn’t have nearly enough strong restraints to keep an entire crew of dwarves restrained otherwise. William made sure to give them food and water occasionally, but beyond that they were kept mostly incapacitated.

-----

A few days later they arrived at the nearest port. They docked at the pier nearly flawlessly, with only the slightest scraping sound and hardly and broken pilings.

Well. William was glad that the dwarven ship was quite sturdy.

The port wasn’t exactly prepared to jail a crew of dwarves, but they also weren’t going to refuse the Eternal King in person- or even complain when they thought he could hear them. William supposed there were some perks to living in a dictatorship, especially when one was the dictator. 

Unfortunately, it didn’t mean he didn’t have to work. In fact, William wasn’t sure if there was anyone else qualified to do what he was going to do.

William picked out a dwarf at random- with the exclusion of the one he thought was the captain. He didn’t think he would mess up but it was better safe than sorry. After that, he gathered his ki and prepared to lower his consciousness into the soul of one of the dwarves. Searching through another soul’s memories wasn’t a pleasant experience for them… though the weaker the soul the easier it was on both sides. 

Unfortunately William needed to go deeper than just surface memories and recent memories. He didn’t intend to cause harm, but he couldn’t completely avoid it. That was why he was glad to have an entire crew- otherwise he could cause serious and permanent damage. While William had no problem killing people, damaging souls led to destroying them and he wanted to limit that as much as possible.

It took some effort to begin the process. Maybe there really was something different about dwarves. Maybe it was just that he wasn’t as familiar with them. There wasn’t a book on the subject… though perhaps he could write one. Of course, he didn’t exactly have much time to write a full treatise on the soul at the moment. That would have to wait… but he liked the idea.

Before that, though, he had to know something about dwarven souls. There was no point in pretending to be an expert when he knew he was lacking in at least one area.
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                He was excited, finally they would be fighting the enemy again. The sound of cannons firing filled his ears. Then, there was a madman running on the sea. He retrieved and aimed his gun to shoot…

 

He was on the ship. For some time now there was nothing but boring, open sea. That was the way it had been for months. He looked apprehensively at the moderately deep sea below, hoping… and longing for home.

 

His first battle against the enemy. He manned the cannons, and only briefly considered whether they might actually deserve to be sunk. But then, he knew they must if he wanted his family and his country to be safe.

 

His first look at one of the new ships filled him with a sense of pride. He had been one of the chosen for this important duty. Beyond that, it was an impressive feat of engineering. The strong metal sides filled his heart with warmth, just like the hearth of his family home.

 

He arrived at the islands with a feeling of relief. No one would talk about what was in the deep oceans. Maybe none of them had ever seen it, but the deep blackness almost made him wonder why they were bothering to go anywhere at all. Nobody even talked at all… perhaps afraid of voices above a whisper bringing unwanted attention. If the mission weren’t so important… perhaps the entire ship would have turned back to the homeland. 

 

He was chosen for a secret mission. He couldn’t know the details until he left, but he was going to be part of something great. He couldn’t tell anyone what he was going to do because he didn’t know, but he did at least have the chance to say goodbye to his parents. He would miss them, but he would be back. This time, though, he secretly cried as well.

 

His early career as a marine had been quite a success. Every time he stopped at an island, he knew his people were a little bit safer, even if his own life got more dangerous by the day. At least some of the giant squid were edible...

 

His parents cried when he went off on his first duty, but they didn’t need to worry so much. He knew he would be back every couple months at the latest. Assuming everything went well.

 

There was a call from the council for more training for the marines. The seas weren’t safe enough, and they needed more able bodied dwarves to patrol the seas, keeping the islands and those who travelled between them safe. Since he wasn’t going to take over the smithy anyway, it seemed like a good idea.

 

He worked the forge. It was hot and sweaty, but in a good way. He looked at his older brother and knew he was quite lucky to be the future inheritor of such a fine smithy. He wondered what he himself might do in the future.

 

He did his best in his studies, though he couldn’t always focus on some of the more boring parts. Did he really need to know the name of every member of the first council? What about the second, or third… or thirtieth? Well, apparently he needed to know the thirtieth too. Sullen glares came from the other students.

 

Reading and writing was okay, but he would rather have been out playing. There were so many rocky beaches and tidepools where he hadn’t spent as much time as he wished…

-----

William came back into his own self. What had he learned?

Dwarves were people. He supposed there hadn’t been much doubt of that. After all, he was a gevai- a demon- and even most of them hadn’t been that bad. The proportions were nearly as high among the humans, but they died of old age much more easily which helped manage the numbers quite a bit.

Regardless, William hadn’t doubted that dwarves would be people just as much as the rest. He also hadn’t expected a random soldier to be filled with evil intentions, and so confirmation didn’t mean much there.

As for useful intel… he learned the dwarves mostly lived on islands of varying sizes. They seemed quite far away. Then there were some others, the frontline of the dwarven forces, on relatively nearby islands- perhaps a day or two away, but that included over a hundred miles of deep ocean.

They didn’t have many steamboats, but they did have some way to protect against deep sea threats. He wasn’t sure how reliable it was, as he couldn’t have received news about it if it hadn’t worked. The doubts of a random soldier didn’t really say much there either. 

Beyond that, he thought he knew a smattering of dwarven words. He tried them out, speaking them aloud- or attempting to. It took some work, and he thought he probably had a horrible accent even though he knew what he was trying to say quite precisely. Unfortunately he didn’t want the limit of his vocabulary to be profanity, some naval terms, and the words for hundreds of kinds of sand and beach rocks.

He spread his senses to look over the soul of the dwarf in front of him. It seemed rather shaky, as if it could shatter at any point. There wasn’t much more he could do there without crossing into unpleasant territory. Fortunately, it should be fine if left alone.

William then took stock of himself. He felt like he should have been covered in sweat, but instead felt more like someone had dumped a bucket of sea water over him and let it dry. His throat was quite parched as well. His soul… wasn’t in any danger of collapsing or anything, but he would have to spend some time recovering ki and stabilizing himself. At least he had some prior experience at digesting memories that were not his. Rather too much, if he was going to be completely honest. At least these weren’t actually part of his soul. That helped.
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                Lorelei and Lila conversed, one from the king’s castle and another from the western coast of Cruoria. “How is he?” Lorelei asked.

Lila shrugged, not that her gesture could be seen. “I don’t know. I can’t even get into the room. Apparently he’s been locked up in there for a month.”

“You have my permission to break the door down.”

“I… could probably do that but…” Lila sighed, “if I step close to the room something mentally pushes me away. Since he can still do that he’s probably fine but… It’s pretty hard to tell.”

Lorelei took a slow breath in and then out. “Fine. How’s the ship?”

“About what I expected. They have bewilderment and mental repulsion formations to keep sea monsters away. That in itself is nothing we haven’t already tried, but they added some interesting pieces that seem to increase the range underwater and… it’s unclear what else so far. I haven’t had that long.”

“Let’s hope William succeeds soon… or at least finishes. Even if you complete the analysis of the ship before any further attacks, it won’t particularly help our ability to combat them- barring any significant structural weaknesses.”
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                William practiced a few more lines in dwarven before he felt his stomach tightening and twisting. He jumped to his feet… then found himself flopping over. He stood again, slowly and shakily, “Oh… how long was I out?”

Chris gathered some water to write on the floor, “A month. Ish.”

William staggered his way to the kitchen, though he straightened himself up before knocking. One of the cooks came out. “Oh! My king, uh… We don’t have much ready besides gruel for the prisoners. We’ll start something right away!”

William waved his hand. “Gruel will be fine… though maybe add a pinch of salt or something to mine?”

“Er… of course! It will be out momentarily.”

“I’ll be in the dining room.” Though William called it that, it was a mess hall. While functionally they were the same, it wasn’t nearly so formal. It wasn’t a big area either. It was mostly for guards who worked at the jail, and they didn’t normally need many of those. It currently wasn’t meal time, so William found himself alone.

Soon enough a bowl of gruel arrived before William. The server, a young gevai woman, placed it before him nervously, “It’s not really fit for a king but… umm… we can make something better if you’d wait a bit…”

William shook his head, “This is what I asked for. Just return to your normal duties and don’t concern yourself.”

William sipped some of the gruel, finding it rather thin but flavored with a bit of honey. He nodded slightly, and felt the server relax slightly before bowing to leave. The gruel was very thin, but even so William almost felt like it was too much. Well, that was what happened after a month without eating anything. He hoped he hadn’t messed his body up too much. The lack of training wasn’t as important as the muscle degradation that would come from starving, though William knew he’d also had some fat reserves. Not a lot, but he hadn’t restricted his eating habits when there were sufficient amounts of fine food. Having no fat at all wasn’t healthy anyway.

-----

Kengrer Bonemaker hung in his cell. There wasn’t much else he could do besides that and think about death. Occasionally he would be brought meals, but other than that there was little else. He was waiting for the torture to start. Maybe it already had, but in that case it was the most slow torture he had ever considered.

On the other hand, what counted as food was perhaps torture itself. A thin gruel, even several times per day, left him perpetually starting. Well, perhaps not starving… but hungry. There were few things worse to a dwarf than being hungry, except perhaps an unkempt beard. Maybe these demons were actually just really good at torture. So good they made it seem like they weren’t even trying.

Then he came and Kengrer knew it was time for the real torture. He couldn’t really remember but there was just a feeling of great pain that he could barely comprehend. “Do your worst, demon,” the captain muttered steeled himself for what was to come… but he wasn’t prepared for what actually happened.

“Why have the dwarves decided to attack us?”

Kengrer Bonemaker stuttered for a moment, surprised by the demon speaking his people’s tongue. “I-I won’t answer any of your questions, foul demon! Just kill me!”

The demon shook his head and exposed his teeth. “Now now, you don’t have to be like that. It’s not like I’ve asked national secrets. Besides, we already have your ship.” Kengrer clenched his teeth. “Don’t even think about biting your tongue off. You know it wouldn’t kill you that easily, and then I’d just have to question one of your men.” 

The captain paled. “You fiend! Leave my men alone!”

“Sure, that’s easy. They won’t know anything important you don’t anyway. You just have to answer my questions. Let’s start with something easy. What’s your name?”

“...Kalgrick Ashmaker.”

“Ah, I see. We’re doing this already, are we?” The demon scratched his chin. “So, what do you think is an appropriate punishment to one of your men for your lie, Kengrer Bonemaker? Strictly speaking, I don’t need to cut off one of their fingers. I’ll get my answers from your thoughts anyway… but I’d prefer if you say it. It makes the whole thing better.” The black skinned demon grinned maliciously.

“I told you to leave my men out of this!” the restrained captain yelled.

“And I told you to answer my questions. That means truthfully. I’ll give you another chance here though. I’m too lazy to go cut off someone’s fingers unless I have to. As long as you don’t lie anymore- or refuse to answer- I won’t have to cut off any fingers. However, the first lie will have to result in two. I’m generous, but not that generous. So then, how many men were in your crew? Keep in mind I’ll get the answer from your thoughts anyway.”

“... Three dozen. Plus myself.”

The demon clapped slowly, “Good job! That’s the first honest answer. If we get through this whole thing, nobody has to lose any fingers. That’s two and a half gross worth of fingers. I don’t have that many questions but I’m sure I have enough for everyone to lose a finger. Just so you feel better, we do have your entire crew captive so it’s not like I didn’t already know the answer. Now then, how many steamboats do the dwarves have ready to attack?”

“... Four dozen.”

The demon nodded, “I see.” He got up and walked to the entrance of the cell, closing and locking it behind him, “I’ll just have to go get the answers from your men, since you won’t talk.”

“Get back here, you bastard demon!” the captain yelled, but to no effect. He just had to sit in silence, waiting. He couldn’t tell what was happening, which in some ways was worse than knowing. His mind was running wild thinking of what the black-skinned demon might do.
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                “Alright,” William said, “The first person to answer my questions honestly gets a sausage.” He looked around the cell, which contained a dozen chained up dwarves. It wasn’t a particularly nice place… but as far a prisons went it was rather clean and pleasant. William held up an example reward from the basket he had brought with him.

“W-we won’t eat your poisoned food, demon!” One of the dwarves said.

“Y-yeah!” another dwarf said emphatically, though he had trouble talking with so much salivation. “It’s probably not any good anyway!”

William took a bite of the sausage in his hand, approaching close to the prisoners so they could smell the freshly cooked food. “Now why would I bother poisoning prisoners? Do the dwarves waste good meat on that when they could just execute people?”

“Of course not! But there’s no telling what a foul demon would do!”

“Yeah, and we’ll not betray our people! We won’t answer any of your questions!”

All of the dwarves responded in assent to that proclamation.

“Oh, not even a single questions?” William put on a pouting face, “I was going to start with something easy like… what’s your name?”

There were a few moments of silence before the salivating dwarf from earlier said, “... Kurnet.”

William clapped, “See, wasn’t that easy? Thank you for answering, Kurnet.” William moved forward and held out a sausage.

“I… I can’t eat it like this.” Kurnet jiggled the chains holding him up.”

“Oh, you’re right, how silly of me.” William pulled out a key in his other hand and unlocked one of Kurnet’s arm. Immediately that arm formed into a fist and flew toward him. There was a loud smacking sound as William caught Kurnet’s fist… then forced his hand open and placed the sausage in his grip. William backed up, smiling. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but don’t worry about getting your reward.”

Kurnet glared… then grumpily took a bite out of the sausage… and then another. Within a few moments, the entire thing was gone. Kurnet continued to glare, but the effect was lessened by him licking his lips and then his fingers.

“...I’m Deldror,” another dwarf answered.

“Oh, I appreciate you speaking up, Deldror. Unfortunately, the sausage is only for the first, remember? I only have so many.” William smiled apologetically. “However, I have another easy one. Why do you,” William waved his hand to the room in general, “Hate my people so much?”

Deldror reacted almost immediately, “Because you’re goddamn demons who slaughtered our people and drove us from our homeland!”

William held out his hands, “I concede that point, but why do you, Deldror, hate us?” William pointed directly at him. “Did you see it happen yourself? Perhaps your grandfather told tales of personal experience? I’m sure you have a list of those alive today who were involved, correct?” William held out his hands, “Oh wait, that’s nobody. Not a single one of you dwarves, and not a single one of us- gevai, by the way. Not demons.” William could say with confidence that none of the dwarves had been alive then. He didn’t know everything about them, but he understood from the memories he had that dwarves lived longer than humans, perhaps a gross or two of years, but no longer than that- certainly not the great gross or more required to have anyone alive in that time.

“Well, I… y-you’re demons, so…” Deldror stammered.

William shrugged, “An unfortunate answer, but it seems truthful enough.” William walked over to Kurnet and re-chained his free arm. “Can’t be careless, now can I?” William knew the dwarves wouldn’t be able to get free even with a free arm, but it was the principle of the thing. He walked over to Deldror’s position and again unchained an arm. 

Deldror took the sausage halfheartedly, but once he bit into it he finished it quickly. He looked somewhat absorbed in thought, which made William rather satisfied.

“Now, some of the questions I would like answered you can’t answer in good faith. For example, if I were to ask how many steamboats you have it would put you in an awkward situation. All you could say is, ‘a dozen, maybe a few more’ and that would be that.” William grinned slightly as he looked around the room. That was a piece of information that all of them knew, and the captain was the same with his limitations. “So I won’t ask that. Instead, I’ll ask about one big social change or important event in dwarven society. It can be anything, as long as it was significant.” William looked around the room. “Maybe the first time something happened, especially something no one thought could happen?”

The room was quiet for a few moments, before another dwarf spoke up, “Nobody expected the reign of Queen Thekkoni.”

“Oh?” William turned with an interested look, “What about it?”

“She was the first queen who ruled the dwarves.”

William nodded, “I suppose that counts. That sounds like it might have been a big change.” William passed out another sausage.

Over the course of the next hour William kept asking questions about the dwarves, just talking with them. He made sure that every dwarf answered at least one question, bribed with sausages. William learned very little he hadn’t already known, or at least had a feeling about. Some of the information he’d had a vague idea about, but he hadn’t absorbed any details from the memories. Even so, William thought himself successful.

Then he surprised the dwarves, “Well then, I’m done with questions…” William walked out of the cell then came back in with a keg and a pile of mugs. “I’m sure you gentlemen are tired of talking and quite parched, so I have something you might like… but first I need a question from you. Same sort of rules. No state secrets, but you can ask about me or gevai history and I’ll try to give you a good answer.”

Kurnet frowned for a few moments before asking, “Who are you?”

William grinned, “Oh, that’s a good one. To answer that completely, I’m the new Eternal King. I became king after the Demon King died- and yes, he was the same one who did all of that to your people.”

“Aren’t you worried about the Demon King coming back?” asked another dwarf.

William smiled lightly, “Oh, an excellent followup. Let me tell you all about that…”
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                “Aren’t you worried about the Demon King coming back?” asked another dwarf.

William smiled lightly, “Oh, an excellent followup. Let me tell you all about that…” He backed up so he could easily see all of the dwarves without turning his head too much, “You see, I’m not too worried. After all, I exploded his soul into a bunch of pieces. Sure, there were a few fragments that still reincarnated and needed cleaning up, but we took care of that.” William glossed over the fact that he, personally, hadn’t destroyed any of the fragments- but he trusted Marek’s work. “Some of them even reincarnated as humans, can you imagine that?” William laughed, then turned serious. “Say, you don’t think any of them could have ended up among the dwarves, or maybe the elves?” William did his best to look horrified at the thought. “That would be terrible! He might try to start a big war where everyone got killed. That’s what he was doing in his human incarnations.”

The dwarves looked skeptical. William shook his head.

“Just think about it. Tell others you know to think about it, once I return you to your people. Yes, that will happen- but not immediately.”

-----

William visited the other crew members, doing a similar sort of thing. He wanted them to think of him as a person- to believe that demons could be people. He doubted their perception would change instantly, but he wanted a chance for peace. It wouldn’t be possible if they thought gevai were all horrible murdering demons. It was also useful to let them know that communication was possible. As for what they would actually do… that was out of his hands.

Their captain, Kengrer Bonemaker, wasn’t willing to talk much. Unfortunately, William also couldn’t leave him together with his men. Even so, he was treated well enough- better than prisoners of war would expect, and the dwarves had certainly been involved in acts of war. William couldn’t be sure what he would do- or what his superiors or the leaders of the dwarves might do. He also couldn’t be sure if that potential fragment of the Demon King really was among the dwarves- or more than one. If so, he would have either perished already or found some way to heal or at least stabilize his soul. 

Then there were the elves. William didn’t know much about them- except they seemed to have found another continent or sufficiently large island, and the dwarves he’d gathered memories from didn’t know much more than that. The elves and dwarves didn’t have a particularly good relationship, but nor were they at war. Others might have known more, but that was all William had.

-----

William stood on the dwarven ship, looking at the crew. He had already said what needed to be said, but reiterating a point was very helpful for memory. “Your ship has been loaded with enough supplies to reach your base. Your cannons have been confiscated, but I have full confidence your ship will be able to avoid any dangerous engagements along the way. Report to your superiors what I have told you, and that the gevai are willing and able to communicate peacefully. If they choose not to do so… let them know of my promise that any further aggression by the dwarves will be seen as a declaration of war, and will be met with retaliation in kind. Until we come to some sort of resolution, the presence of any dwarven ships except at the designated meeting point, starting next month, will also be seen as an act of aggression.” William held out a scroll- with a waterproof case, “This document also contains much the same information I have told you, written in my own hand.” William had needed to rewrite the document dozens of times to get something that didn’t look like it was written by a child, and full of as many mistakes. Just having memories wasn’t enough, though they certainly helped. 

William watched the ship from the dock as the crew prepared for its departure, and then it departed. Once it was past the horizon, he turned away.

He knew many people would be upset if they knew he let a full dwarven crew leave unscathed. Many people had lost friends and family on the ships that had been attacked- and an annoyingly more vocal group were merchants who had lost money. However, there were many reasons for William to act the way he did. If possible, he wanted to avoid another war.

It would be better for Cruonia to not go to war again so soon after their own civil war. Actually, it was better for everywhere to not go to war again- ever. He doubted he could avoid that, but it would be better if war with the dwarves could be avoided. Maybe diplomacy would win over ancient grudges. He could hope, anyway. If the information spread that demons were called gevai- and were actually people, there might be some chance of that. 

If the dwarves suppressed that information or chose to attack anyway, he did plan to annihilate or capture all of their ships- depending on what was most easily done- and he could even lead an attack on their islands… with captured ships or ones he would be constructing. 

While he could easily take on a ship alone, and there were only at most a dozen or two of the steamboats anywhere near Cruonia, William couldn’t be everywhere. However, cannons could be almost everywhere. They hadn’t captured enough cannons to do that- only a couple dozen- but it was easy enough to start reproducing them. The powder and shells had been the biggest issue, but Theo and Lila had analyzed the makeup and there was already a small bit in production. 

A few cannon in each port wasn’t going to be sufficient to annihilate a ship with dozens of cannon without a lucky hit- assuming the cannons were all the same. William didn’t plan for equivalent cannons to be the same. While cannons already had sufficient destructive power, the important part of the equation would be accuracy. If they could actually get a direct hit or two on the dwarven ships, even their magically reinforced iron hulls wouldn’t do much good. For that, Lorelei had come up with the perfect enchantment- though since she wasn’t around William and Lila were the ones to implement it. 

The cannons- actually the cannonballs- would be heat-seeking. The dwarven steamboats couldn’t move without their boilers. A cannonball headed toward that part of the ship would cause immense damage. There were a few more things about the ships that could be used to more accurately target them, though any change in direction came at some cost of power. Some upgrades to the cannon themselves, however, would help with that. 

William thought the enchantments were wonderful- and hoped they wouldn’t have to use them. Right now, it wasn’t his decision. It was up to the dwarves.

All William could do was sit and wait… and hope they did nothing or sent a representative to have a real talk. He had to be personally available for that, because he was the only one who spoke dwarven- though he was going to teach others as much as he could. That would still take time. Hopefully, he had it.
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                A month had gone by without any sort of response from the dwarves. As far as William was concerned, that was good news. It gave time for the gevai to work on things… and even if the dwarves were just massing forces for an attack, any bit of time he could get was helpful. Maybe they wouldn’t attack, but they also hadn’t sent anyone to engage in diplomacy either. 

It didn’t take William long to figure out exactly why the dwarves only had a small number of steamboats. They were incredibly expensive. It wasn’t the ships themselves- that was just a lot of metal. It wasn’t so hard to get when one controlled a very large country. Unfortunately, there were many different magical formations, most of which took something expensive- and always more rare- than iron.

Building the ship larger wasn’t actually much more expensive. A dwarven sized ship wouldn’t have worked for gevai in the long term, but heightening the rooms some wasn’t too hard. It did require a larger boiler, which Theo helpfully pointed out before they even began construction. The first versions of the gevai ships would probably be inferior to the dwarven ones… but better than the sailing ships they had, at least for certain purposes.

The most important part was the wards to keep away sea creatures- though William knew that they wouldn’t be perfectly safe. Knowing what areas of the sea to stay away from would be helpful, but the gevai didn’t have that information yet. William hadn’t even gone through any memories of navigators- at least not from the dwarven home islands to their forward outposts near Cruonia. Between those outposts and Cruonia was relatively safe… but there were still a few areas that were avoided, even with the wards. William had gotten that much at least from the crew of the captured steamboat. The memories were more vague than he would have liked, but he really didn’t want to cause any permanent damage. Besides, he didn’t particularly enjoy rifling through other people’s memories.

-----

William was teaching a handful of diplomats dwarven. He wasn’t expecting immediate fluency, but he at least wanted the chance of communication by people other than himself. Unfortunately, he couldn’t spend all his time on that project. He still had kingly duties to attend to, and even if Lorelei could adequately accomplish anything that needed to be done, many gevai were more comfortable if orders came from William’s own mouth- even when it was indirect. They could have deceived people by saying Lorelei’s order’s were William’s, but it wasn’t a state of emergency… and if they were found out people would be upset. Even though her authority was equal to his, people didn’t care about that as much as whether or not it was actually the Eternal King. Even on Earth many people hadn’t been entirely happy with women in authority positions, even if they said they were- and this world and Cruonia especially were much more… traditional.

Lorelei also had things she wanted to do besides help run a country, which was why she was so eager to search for candidates to help with that. Since she merely examined candidates and William appointed them nobody had much to say- though William didn’t have much actual selection to do since he just went with whatever Lorelei thought was best. Lorelei was very good at reading people, so he knew she would find people both qualified to do a job… and who would actually do it with minimal issues. No one appointed would be perfect, but it would be better to have them than not- which couldn’t be said about an unfortunately large portion of people that had political positions in many countries.

-----

Theo occasionally stopped by classes in the dwarven language, but he was too busy to attend all of them. Besides, most people weren’t comfortable attending classes with a child. Theo didn’t like attending classes as a child either. He couldn’t wait until he was an adult, but unfortunately only time would fix that.

At least he found himself taken seriously by some people, and he was doing real work. Most of that work was spent figuring out how to accomplish what he actually wanted, but it was still satisfying.

For example, building steamboats… simple, right? Just get some sheet metal, sculpt it, slap in a boiler and a paddlewheel and call it a day. It was so simple but… even sheet metal was a problem. Cruonia only had a very basic level of industrialization, certainly not enough to make precision machined parts- but even less precision pieces weren’t easily produced.

That meant Theo had to start with the production methods, and each of those relied on something else, and so on. It seemed endless, but Theo was glad to see that there were shortcuts that could be taken. He didn’t like “magic” to be the solution, but he preferred to think of magical formations as nonstandard power and machinery. It was all still based on rules, after all. It was even based on physics, though there were some methods of obtaining and using energy that he hadn’t thought possible. Maybe they hadn’t been, in his previous life. Without mana, who could really tell?

Theo found himself completing piles of blueprints, not that they were on blue paper. He was glad to just have any sort of paper, because he’d been stuck with parchment before he’d been found by the Eternal King.

The Eternal King- Josef Rutten- preferred to go by William. At least, in private. Theo was fine with that, but he found it hard to understand him. Theo knew that not all of the things said about him could be true- even ignoring directly conflicting rumors- but it was hard to say he wasn’t intimidating. Sure, he was friendly and open with Theo- but it was also true that he could kill Theo with pretty much just a thought at any time. Not that he threatened that, or even hinted at it. In fact, he never brought up his personal power at all to Theo. Headmistress Lorenz, however, had brought it up. Theo knew how powerful she was, so when she said that William was stronger Theo knew that actually meant something. It wasn’t just physical prowess and magic, either. There was also ki, something about which Theo had very little understanding- though he’d had to start training that as well. It was much preferable to physical training, but the fact that she thought he needed so much personal protection ability worried Theo.

Even if he was somewhat intimidating, Theo still thought William was a good person. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the whole thing where he had taken over as king… but from what he could tell the country was better off. Even the significant loss of lives probably would have been worse if William hadn’t done anything and just let the humans and gevai fight. He also wasn’t going around killing dissenters, which was pretty good for a dictator- though Theo hoped that wasn’t just because he’d already killed all of the dissenters. Theo was still reserving judgement, but he felt that someone who was spending so much effort on starting up school was probably not bad. Theo still wasn’t going to work on cannons, though. He wondered if that was why he was being called to meet him now…

            




    Chapter 465
    



    
        Chapter 465

    
    
    
    
                “Why have you asked me here, my king?” Theo bowed upon entering the reasonably sized office that had been set up for the Eternal King to use.

“We’re not in public, there’s no need for that.” He motioned for Theo to sit in the chair across the desk from him. “I just had you come here to thank you for all the work you’re doing. I could have come to see you, but you don’t have an office… and no official position. You spend most of your time constructing useful blueprints when you’d probably rather be studying…”

“Well,” Theo scratched his head, “It’s not like they’re anything complicated. Besides, most of the blueprints aren’t really that great. I have to write ‘power component goes here’ or such since I’m not really that familiar with magical formations yet.”

“We do appreciate all of the details though. Specifying the amounts of power required was very helpful… and based on the standards available here, any sort of machinery counts as complicated.”

Theo shrugged, “I guess. It’s not even fuel combustion propulsion science. What did I do all that studying before in my previous life if I couldn’t even whip up some basic blueprints?” The gevai language didn’t actually have a good word for rocket, so Theo brute forced the words.

“Did you study… fuel combustion propulsion science?”

Theo shook his head, “Not that much.”

“Oh.” William’s shoulders fell. “It would be very helpful eventually. There are some who would love to go to the moon.” William looked off toward the ceiling, but the moon wasn’t even out even if it hadn’t been covered by the building.

“Um…” Theo grinned sheepishly, “I mean, that won’t necessarily be a problem. I was actually a…” Theo struggled to find the right words. He’d been reading through the dictionary to expand his vocabulary, but there were still some words missing- from the language itself. “I worked on space ships. We just stopped using fuel combustion.”

“That’s even better.”

“I suppose so… but even if we can rapidly progress technology it’s not like I’ll be around for that.”

“Why not?” William frowned.

“I mean... “ Theo scratched his chin, “We still have to make machinery work. Either through purely physical or magic it will take some time to industrialize things. Even if technology progresses three or more times as fast that’s still over… a gross of years.”

“So?”

“So… I’ll be dead.”

William sighed, “Are you sick?”

“No?”

“Lazy?”

“Of course not!”

“Likely to be assassinated?”

“Um… I hope not.”

William shrugged, “Then, why would you be dead?”

“I mean, it’s a gross of years…”

“What did your parents teach you?”

Theo thought that was a strangely sudden change of topic. “Reading, writing… how to speak, I suppose. Math… until I had enough practice with base 12.”

“Did you actually read?”

“Not that much. It was actually a rarity that a fishing family had a few books and could read…” Theo frowned, “Why does this matter?”

“So you didn’t read a lot of… history? Or anatomy…”

“I… is gevai anatomy that different from humans? Besides the horns… skin color… muscular strength…” Theo looked down and poked himself in the stomach.

“We share the same vital organs and such. How long do you think gevai live?”

“... About the same? I suppose gevai are unusually healthy…” Theo concentrated for a moment as he thought about it, “Is it that different?”

“Gevai live a gross of years before dying of old age… minimum. The maximum is…”

“Another few dozen years?”

William folded his hands, “Why do you think my position is called Eternal King?”

“Umm… the old… the Demon King kept reincarnating. Was that not it? It also sounds pretty good.”

“That’s half of it. However, he never died of old age. Part of that is he liked to go into wars to get himself killed, and the other part is the maximum gevai lifespan is… practically infinite.”

“Really? But if that’s the case… how do people die of old age?”

“When they give up, they start aging.”

Theo blinked. “That’s… not how biology works. I mean… stress factors could cause premature aging but…” Theo thought about the implications of that.

“It’s a bit more complicated, but gevai with ambitions don’t tend to age beyond the prime of their life until they run out. They don’t necessarily have to ‘give up’ to start aging… but if you accomplish your goal of raising a family and don’t have anything else… that’s often the start of the end.” William shrugged. “It’s not necessarily purely biological. Souls exist, after all.”

“Ah…” Theo found that hard to argue with. Not that he knew much about souls, but something that caused him to be able to reincarnate, “What are souls?”

William shrugged, “The most intrinsic parts of a person. They store memories… and ki… and they determine whether or not someone can use magic.”

Theo tilted his heads. Didn’t brains store memories? On the other hand, he definitely had a different brain, and a period where he’d had no brain at all. “How does that all work?”

“I don’t know. Not precisely, anyway.”

“Hmm. Would it be possible to talk to the foremost expert on souls?”

“Sure.”

“...” Theo waited, assuming there was more to be said, “So… how can I contact them?”

William grinned, “Unfortunately, it’s me. I can say a bit more, but describing souls is… difficult. Plus, there are certain ethical issues with some or possibly most study of souls. If you train in ki some more maybe you can study it yourself as well.”

“Hmm.” Theo nodded, “I guess. Isn’t it mostly good for fighting though?”

William shrugged and pulled a book off a shelf without standing up, “Probably. But you can do this. I hear from Headmistress Lorenz that you don’t like combat training?”

“I don’t like to fight.” This was the part where he would be upset at Theo for not working on cannons.

William shrugged again, idly flipping through the book he’d picked out. “Fine, but remember, if you’re not sick there’s only one other thing that will cause your death. I really would like to have you around for as long as you want to keep helping with research.”

“I mean… I do have some ambition. I won’t die of old age.”

William shook his head, “That’s not going to be the cause of your death. Certainly not any time soon.” He slammed closed the book he’d been looking at, “It’s assassination.”
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                Theo paled, “Why would anyone want to kill me?”

William sighed, “Because you’re smart. You know things. Gevai aren’t exactly popular, and even if there aren’t any external problems there’s a tradition of solving things by violence. Maybe in the next few dozen years you get along with everyone perfectly well. What about the next few dozen? Or the next gross? At some point, you make an enemy- possibly on accident. I’d love the culture to change so that they don’t think it’s acceptable to try to kill you, but people do it anyway. So, what do you do when someone attacks you?”

“I run… I guess.”

“What if they run faster than you? Or, if you are the fastest runner, what if there are more of them and they surround you?”

“Well… I… I’m sure there’s always a way to escape. Or I could hire a bodyguard.”

William nodded, “What if you need to bring something with you? Or someone you care about gets left behind? Running fails then, no matter how good you are at it. What about the moments your bodyguard isn’t with you?” William leaned forward intensely.

“Um…” Theo cowered back into his chair.

William returned to normal posture. “If you’re afraid to fight…”

“I’m not afraid!” Theo blurted, “I’m not. I just… don’t want to hurt people.”

William held up a hand. “Fine. Whatever your reason, all you have to do is be strong. Maybe much stronger than those you face… but that’s your choice. However, if you’re strong enough, you can deal with people without hurting them. At least, not in any permanent fashion.” William shook his head, “It can be harder than other methods, but you can do it. Though if you insist on complete lack of pain… You’ll have a much worse time. If you only care about killing or permanent harm… it’s not so hard to break a few limbs or dislocate them.”

Theo’s eyes widened. “That’s… umm…”

“I’m serious. Dislocations are rather painful and incapacitating- but people can recover from them just fine. Especially with the help of a little magic to encourage things to fix properly.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better about the whole idea?”

“Maybe. Does it?” Theo shook his head. “Oh well. Anything else you aren’t ready to learn yet anyway. Just remember there’s a point to learning to protect yourself.”

-----

William watched as Theo left his office. He wasn’t sure why Theo had his particular hangups about violence. Perhaps that was more normal than William, but he couldn’t really remember. His life in this world had included violence from around Theo’s current age, even in his first life. William would have been perfectly fine with Theo not learning to fight or protect himself if he didn’t need to… but he certainly would. Bodyguards weren’t perfect even if they could be around all the time.

Theo might be able to learn soul techniques- those could be used to disable people without causing damage, if used properly. First, he would need a foundation in ki so that he could actually use them. Beyond that… William wanted to make sure he was the right type of person who wouldn’t abuse the power it gave. When very few people could resist your power, it would be easy to abuse. Theo seemed good-natured, but perhaps he was not. William certainly didn’t sense any hints of that, but they’d not known each other very long. He knew some secrets about William, but at this point William didn’t really care if people knew he was from another world. Theo would also find it hard to use it against William without causing trouble for himself as well- if he’d even considered the thought.

-----

William considered how he could teach people dwarven faster. It would be preferable to take the time necessary to learn it the right way if they could. That wasn’t necessarily possible, and the sooner he had others who knew dwarven, the sooner it could be taught to more people.

It wasn’t like William could just copy the information onto their souls in a reverse memory reading… or could he? He wasn’t just going to try out a new technique on the spot, but he considered something that did work to achieve similar results.

Ki technique scrolls did something like that. It still required practice to use ki techniques learned from scrolls, but it certainly did something like transferring memories. Could it be used for something as complicated as a language? Would it even work for something that wasn’t a ki technique?

William was determined to find out. The complexity of a language wasn’t a big deal- cultivation methods and ki techniques had their own complexity. Sometimes they were broken up into multiple parts to be easier to digest… and there was no reasons the same couldn’t be done for a language. His biggest limitation would be his own understanding. He only had a limited amount of practice, and though he’d been able to converse without difficulty with the dwarven crew, he wouldn’t say he was as good as a native speaker.

On the other hand, using even a basic understanding of the language as a starting point was good enough. From there, practice would help… though William really wished there were some native dwarven speakers to practice with. He just hoped he wouldn’t be making any mistakes and teaching parts incorrectly… or at least not anything important.

Before he got too focused on what could go wrong, William needed to see if he could even make it work to begin with. He had made technique scrolls before, and he would know if he succeeded or failed in the creation of one.

The actual text of a technique scroll was not particularly important. Even so, it was best to pick something fitting to serve as the basis. William finally found himself writing a few simple lines onto the special parchment. Technique scrolls weren’t made on ‘magical’ materials, but they still had their own special features to facilitate making them into a real technique scroll, such as durability and the ability to actually hold the ‘memories’, such as they were.

William set about infusing all of the basic information that formed what he felt was the core of the dwarven language. Memories seeped out of his head, not being lost but merely being copied… and into the line of text and dwarven alphabet that covered the page. Everything flowed in reverse from the end to the beginning, ending with the line written in gevai- Dwarven, the language of a people of stone and metal.
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                The problem with inscribing language in the form of a ki technique scroll was that it required some proficiency in ki to learn. The overlap of people William wanted to be diplomats and those skilled in ki wasn’t the largest group. Training some people in ki wouldn’t necessarily be faster than learning dwarven the normal way, either. At least there were a few people who could probably get something from the scrolls… and that way William wouldn’t have to spend as much time instructing them personally.

-----

Lila walked into William’s temporary office, immediately moving to a chair to sit. “So?”

William grinned, “How refreshing.”

Lila tapped her foot. “Is that what you called me for? Because I’ve got cannons to upgrade.”

“Of course not. Do you want to learn dwarven?” William asked, setting a scroll on the table.

“Eh, maybe eventually. First I have cannon stuff to work on, and ship stuff…” Lila shrugged, “After that? I’m sure I could think of something I’d rather do. I had things of my own I was working on...”

William nudged the scroll forward across the table. “Open it.”

Lila unfurled the scroll and looked at it. Unknown letters started to peel themselves off the page and swirl around… then settled into Lila’s eyes. She shook her head to shake off the strange feeling. “Hmm. You can do that with language? Hey wait… did you just use me as a test subject?”

William shook his head, “No, I tested it on someone else first. I just figured it might be useful for you. So, how is it?”

Lila tilted her head, “Strange. I have a slight grasp on the language, I suppose, but not that much.” William spoke a few simple sentences in dwarven, and Lila responded. Then Lila nodded, “I certainly feel like I could learn the language quickly, and maybe understand most of what was being said to me… well enough, anyway.”

William shrugged, “That’s about what you get. It probably saves a year or more of effort, but it’s not instant fluency.”

“Ah-” Lila snapped her fingers, “I wish we still had that dwarven ship here. There was a lot of writing.”

“It was mostly just labels for things. You and Theo already figured out what everything did anyway.”

“Yeah… It’s too bad they didn’t have any new, exotic materials they were using… though it would have been a lot harder to replicate their work in that case.”

William shook his head, “What do you expect from a series of islands against an entire continent?”

“A fair point. I wonder where they got some of those metals. They’re only available through deep mines, not just found on the surface.”

William grinned, “That’s true. It’s not like you can’t mine deep under islands though… at least, nobody told the dwarves that it wasn’t possible. Then it was too late, because they’d already done it.” William closed his eyes and touched his forehead, “From what I got, most of the islands they control have significantly more structures underground than on the surface. They seem to be pretty impressive feats of engineering… though I only really obtained the memories of sailors and not engineers. Either way, some dwarves spend their entire lives underground. They even have mushroom farms and other food sources underground.”

“... Is it strange, absorbing memories from others?”

“Very.” William nodded seriously, “I wouldn’t have done it if there was another good way to learn dwarven. I much prefer all my memories to be… my own. At least there aren’t soul fragments with the memories… that makes them easier to separate from… me.”

“I’m glad I don’t have that problem.”

“You should be. At least I’m not as bad as Chris.” The staff nodded in response to that statement. “At least I’ve only got one complete soul- my own- and other little bits… instead of starting with a large number of mostly complete souls.”

Lila grimaced. “That doesn’t sound fun.”

William shrugged, “Chris seemed to have sorted things out by the time I met him. I’m not sure what it was like at first… but now there’s just one compound soul- it definitely can’t be separated back into individual parts.”

“I’m even more glad I don’t have to deal with any of that souls stuff.”

“Speaking of which…” William grinned, “How’s your ki training going?”

Lila stiffened and readied herself… only for nothing to happen. She relaxed slightly, but kept her guard up, “I’ve been continuing training. I think my defenses are adequate…”

William nodded, “It does seem better. I wouldn’t really count on dwarves having many people skilled in soul techniques… but we could be surprised. Even if there are none, that still leaves every non-dwarf as a potential worry.”

“Yeah, I get it. You also don’t like people working for you to have weak points.”

“I’d prefer my friends live as long as possible without getting into trouble they could have defended against. A side effect of being king is that pretty much everyone ends up being subordinates of some kind.” William held his chin and muttered, “I wonder if we can find someone else to do this…”

“What?”

“Ah, don’t worry about it. Go ahead and go back to your research on blowing things up and not getting other things blown up. Then your cheerier things as well, like cheap paper.”

“Theo’s machines might help a lot with that… maybe with ink too.” Lila smiled as she thought about her education projects.

-----

Lorelei had waited months for the scroll from William to arrive. She was glad that most information did not have to travel the roads. Even if it required something physical to be transported to resolve a situation, it still saved a significant amount of time to deal with situations as they cropped up. When holding a country together, weeks or months of time saved by early response added up quickly. People liked a responsive king. They didn’t care about the queen in the same way, but Lorelei found ways to use the saved time to her advantage in other areas as well. 

She opened the scroll and looked at it. The letters flowed into her, and she could see that the letters themselves were hard like stone. She’d already heard William doing his own best efforts at speaking dwarven, and thought it also sounded rather gravelly too. She had no immediate need to know dwarven, and nobody to practice with… but she did need to verify the contents. She agreed with William that it was somewhat of a gamble if the diviners would have the information they sought, but a bit of bribery wouldn’t hurt even if they didn’t have- or wouldn’t give- access to what she and William wanted.
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                It wasn’t hard for Lorelei to find one of the diviners- though she wasn’t sure if this particular individual had anything to do with divination. Their group seemed to be more concerned about being librarians most of the time.

Lorelei looked over the library. It was rather impressive… but certainly not complete. If they hadn’t needed to deal with things like running a country and building roads, William and Lorelei would have spent more on expanding the library. Maybe when books were cheap. Lorelei looked forward to that time.

Upon seeing her walk up, the skinny light blue skinned gevai put on a smile, “Is there something I can do for you, My Queen?”

Lorelei appreciated the politeness, though she wasn’t sure it was anything more than that. They didn’t seem to provide much help with anything… but on the other hand at least they didn’t cause any problems. She held out the scroll, “We thought this might be of some interest.”

He unfurled the scroll and looked over it. “This is…” He looked up and raised an eyebrow, “Dwarven?”

Lorelei nodded, but also made a mental note of his reaction. “As it says at the bottom there. More specifically, it is a scroll constructed with ki containing… much of the modern dwarven language. It can be used by anyone who is capable of using other ki technique scrolls.”

The gevai looked down at the scroll again with wide eyes, “Fascinating. I don’t know if we had even considered the possibility…”

“We thought your… group… might find it interesting. The scroll is yours, but the Eternal King and I would like to request a copy of anything you have on the elven language.”

The gevai shook his head, “I have no authority to make any decisions of what information might leave the library… but I can make the request.”

Lorelei nodded, “We would appreciate it. Do you know how complete those records might be? Just so we don’t necessarily get our hopes up.”

“Ah… I couldn’t say,” the man shrugged, “We have quite an extensive collection, but I certainly don’t know everything in it.”

“Very well,” Lorelei nodded, “We hope you can find some use for the scroll, though maybe it will need some notes to explain what it is.”

“Ah, it certainly is… unique.” He looked over it again, “Assuming it does what you say. It appears new, I assume you already have another copy of this, or that this is the copy? It won’t be possible to retrieve this…”

“It is not unique. We will not need to ask for it back.” Lorelei smiled gently.

“Good.” The man nodded and smiled, “We love to gather information, but we also do not wish to steal it away. We are grateful for your contributions.”

Lorelei continued to smile as she said her goodbyes… then went to gather her thoughts on what he had said… and what he had not.

-----

“You think they have a complete version of the elven language?” William asked over the phone.

Lorelei shrugged, though she couldn’t be seen. “Ah, not necessarily. However, there was certainly something they have… and he knew about it. He didn’t seem to want for that to be known, however.”

“Well… perhaps we will find out what it is. If everything goes well with the dwarves, we can just learn modern elven from them. The elves seem to be even further away, for the most part. None of the crew had visited any of the elven lands, but they knew generally where and how big they were. It seemed like the elves controlled a small continent. At least, compared to this one.”

“He did seem that he would ask. The diviners seem partial enough to you… but they’ve never really done anything but gather books and divine where the Eternal King would return. I suppose they must have figured out what Marek and I were up to… but they did assist us with that.”

“It’s hard to say. People can remain blissfully ignorant about things if they want to, even if they purport to love knowledge.” William laughed mirthlessly. “What about the scroll I gave?”

“They seemed interested. That was about it. He didn’t activate it, but he didn’t seem to cultivate ki either. Unless he was very good at hiding it but… he would have had to know what it was to avoid triggering it in that case. He seemed to be telling the truth about not knowing if anyone else had tried it.” Lorelei paused to think for a few moments, “I’d love to try it again with someone who could activate it and might know more, but I doubt they’d appreciate the poking and prodding.”

“Likely not. As long as they don’t cause trouble I’m content to leave them alone.”

“What if they are just waiting for a chance to get you killed? If they knew we were going around destroying fragments of the Demon King…”

William sighed, “It would depend on what their motives were. If they’re really interested in the preservation of knowledge, I could see why they wouldn’t want him around… he burned more than a few libraries in his time. I don’t have any plans to do that. If they have other motives that lead to them wanting to kill me… then I just need to be prepared to deal with it. It’s not much different from other unknown threats.”

“A fair point. For the record, I haven’t seen anything that indicated that they plan to work against you… and they never came to stay at castle while the Demon King lived there. Just don’t forget they might have figured out that you reincarnate.”

“That’s not a problem… as long as I’m the best at soul-related shenanigans. I’m fairly confident of that being the case among humans and gevai… and I haven’t stopped training.”

“Don’t forget you’re not allowed to get yourself regular-killed either. I am not going through another wedding ceremony… and I am quite fond of your current form.”

“Wait does this mean we’re breaking up if I die?”

Lorelei laughed, “I thought that was a very popular thing among humans? ‘Until death do us part’?”

“I’ll have you know my vows very specifically excluded any mention of things ending if I die.”

“Mine did not either… but keep yourself away from cannon fire, alright?”

“I promise to never let myself get hit by a cannon or anything similar. Including better guns.”

“Do the dwarves have better guns?”

“Not yet… but they sure aren’t sitting around doing nothing. I bet they will soon enough.”

“Such an admirable industrious spirit. Maybe if we hadn’t been so busy killing each other here, we would already have guns.”

“We surely would. I mean, if you go back far enough… the dwarves and elves used to live here.”

“A good point. Let’s hope none of them try to move back in too quickly…”

            




    Chapter 469
    



    
        Chapter 469

    
    
    
    
                The materials to make linked pairs of phones were not considered particularly expensive, but nor were they cheap. However, as William had more and more of them made the materials started to become more scarce, increasing the price. There wasn’t much to be done about that, if William didn’t want to have to take over and control the production of the materials- or at least get into the mining and refining businesses. He didn’t want to, for various reasons, so there were only so many phones available. However, because of the current issues, all of the major port cities had one that linked up with the central hub- though it was really just a series of rooms with someone on duty listening just in case it was necessary.

William was woken up in the middle of the night by a voice coming through his phone. “Hmm? Who is it? What’s going on?” William shook his head to help wake himself up.

“It’s Lorelei.” William immediately recognized her voice once he was somewhat awake, but he appreciated the statement anyway. “There have been… attacks on other ports.”

William sighed, “How bad is it? How many attacks?”

“It could have been worse. There were three attacks by dwarven ships, and two of those ships were sunk. The enhanced cannon ammo was extremely effective… though in the third case it failed to result in a fatal blow to the ship before it turned to retreat.”

“... Any chance it wasn’t the dwarves?” William held his head in one hand, “I was really looking forward to not having a war with them.”

“No luck there. Some dwarven survivors swam to shore. They won’t be able to raise up any debris until the morning but…”

“It doesn’t really matter about the ships if they were crewed by dwarves.” William took a deep breath, “All this after I gave a perfectly sane and rational chance for us to talk. I don’t think the crew I captured would have failed to return… and these ships couldn’t have been sent before the information arrived. What about the dwarves that swam to shore?”

“Dead.”

“Dammit.”

“Those were your orders.”

“I know. That doesn’t mean I like to hear it… but there’s no point in making declarations if you don’t follow through on them.” William paced around the room as he talked, “This is going to make talks of peace much harder, and they’ll probably say we are the villains for blowing up ships attacking our ports. We’re still going to do it though. Well, it’s not like they can afford to do much more of that.”

“Right. You mentioned they only had a dozen ships?” Lorelei confirmed.

“Slightly more than a dozen. Or they did. With two fewer, it won’t be much more than a dozen, and that third ship might have sunk later. I doubt they’ll send single ships anywhere after something like that. Even two would be risky. They can’t really afford to lose anything. Maybe groups of three or four or… I don’t know. Maybe they’ll come to talk.”

“You think they might?” Lorelei sounded doubtful.

“You know people. Dwarves… dwarves are people.”

“They’ll do something else, something that will result in many deaths. Theirs or ours,” Lorelei stated confidently.

“That’s what I’m betting on.”

“What do you want the news to say?”

“I’m still a big fan of the best form of propaganda being the truth. Destroying ships bombarding ports in lands we have inhabited for a least a great gross of years isn’t exactly something to be ashamed of.” William breathed out heavily, “On the other hand, I’d prefer to keep the hatred of dwarves restrained. I can declare whether we will go to war or not… but I’d prefer the public to support me if we somehow avoid war, or if I’m somewhat merciful after winning a war.”

“Oh? No chance of losing?”

“Nobody plans to lose. While I’m not completely confident in our ability to control the seas, the dwarves will have a difficult time if they wish to actually take over any land here… I didn’t get the idea that their population was large enough to support sufficient numbers of ground troops, and they definitely didn’t have many ready at the forward outpost. They numbered a few gross all told.”

“I’ll see if I can come up with something to distribute… though of course it’s hard to exactly predict people’s reactions.”

“If we could everything would be much easier.” William paused, “Is there anything else?”

“Not for now. I’ll let you get back to sleep. Sleep well.”

“You too. You can work on things in the morning.”

-----

The boat bobbed up and down in the ocean, rising and falling with the waves. William’s boat was alone in the harbor, and his fishing pole with its lone string was also alone. People were afraid to fish because of the threat of dwarves… though people still needed something to do. Most of the small fishing boats weren’t out because their owners were working on repairing buildings and construction. Tigershark Point had been the first port to fall under attack, and while the damage hadn’t been too significant it took some time to clean up. Beyond that, the defenses were being expanded. 

William gazed out across the waves, hoping for a dwarven ship to appear flying a flag of truce. Or even another one with another crew he could deal with and send back. He wondered if any of the dwarves he knew had died in the most recent attacks. He hoped not, but he knew that even if it wasn’t them, the ships had probably been filled with more decent souls, sent to die on the orders of commanders who might have been taking orders from people completely removed from the battle and its consequences.

He almost wished the dwarves had never returned at all. While their actions weren’t what he wanted, it was good that they still existed. He just wished they were willing to reconcile with the gevai. Now they were messing up his country by disrupting trade… and the fishing industry. He was glad that food production and transportation had been growing rapidly in the past few years… otherwise the port cities might have been in for even harder times. 

William looked at the fishing pole. He would have better luck catching something if he had bait on it, but he didn’t really care about that. He just wanted a few moments of relaxation before going back to teaching dwarven, or training himself, or discussing tactics for a probably upcoming war. After some time, William supposed he should probably come back with at least something. He supposed a shark would be impressive enough.
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                William didn’t like waiting, but it was the only option he had available. The gevai had approximately half of a ship that could get to the dwarven forward outposts, and half a ship couldn’t carry much of anything. Even if it had been completed, it would have brought only a small compliment. Even though gevai possessed a large amount of personal power, attacking a fortified position with much inferior numbers wasn’t on the top of William’s list… even if the ship was finished.

William wished they could have captured some of the ships in the latest attacks, but they only really had prepared one viable tactic against the dwarven ships, and that was using magically enhanced shells to sink them. Otherwise, without William being at the location of the battle personally, there wasn’t much else they could do. The dwarven tactics didn’t leave much room for the gevai to launch a boarding operation. If the dwarves chose to try to land on the shores of Cruonia, it would be different- but all they had been doing was attacking ships and then bombarding the harbors.

Waiting cost the gevai in lost income from fishing and trade… but after another few months, when the second period of waiting ended, William almost wished for more waiting.

-----

The news of dwarven ships reached William shortly before he could sense them on the water. This time, the dwarven ships did not fire before they were spotted. William hoped it was because they were not planning to fire… but given the time of day and the number of ships he knew they had merely been spotted ahead of time.

The half-dozen steam ships might have slipped past the notice of the watchmen under the cover of night… but the larger one was clearly visible both from the large figure floating on the water and the massive clouds of smoke above it.

William stood one some of the recently fortified battlements at the edge of the harbor, looking out. William turned toward the commander of the harbor defenses, a fairly young gevai, as such things went. “Have the men find targets but hold their fire until-”

William’s words were cut off by the first bombardment of cannon fire from the dwarven ships. Most of the shots hit the newly enhanced walls for only minimal damage, but some hit buildings further back.

“Nevermind. Have them fire as you see fit.” William hadn’t wanted to shoot first. He knew there was no real chance of so many ships showing up in the dead of night and wanting to negotiate… but he had still hoped they might leave. The commander distributed William’s orders to fire at will- or really his own orders, since William had said to fire as he saw fit.

The first bombardment wasn’t so bad, but William noticed one important thing. The largest ship, the one that was nearly a fortress… hadn’t fired yet. It wasn’t for lack of cannons, either. William could sense them… though only just barely. The ship was covered with a large number of magical wards, at least one of which limited his ability to project his ki senses onto the ship itself- beyond the surface, anyway. He might have been able to do more if he was closer.

In the first return volley, one of the smaller dwarven ships was hit by several of the special cannon shells and sunk. William saw a number of the others took at least some hit, even if they weren’t significantly damaged. Of concern, however, was the very little damage that was had on the largest ship- even though it was hit by more cannons.

William considered giving out orders, but he couldn’t think of what would be best. More importantly, the situation might change and he didn’t want to tie the commander down. “You’re in command. I will be taking independent action.”

“Yes, sir!” The commander saluted as William jumped over the battlements out to the harbor below.

William had promised not to take any cannon fire- and he intended to keep that promise. He would be relatively non-visible, and cannons weren’t made to fire at individuals anyway. As the second volleys of cannon fire ran out, none of them went anywhere close to William. There were dozens of cannons on each side- though the fortress ship seemed to have as large a share as either the rest of the ships or the harbor defenses by itself. However, over the space of a harbor, the chance of any cannon shots even getting close to William was negligible- especially since he was watching all of their trajectories with his ki senses.

William muttered to himself- and Chris. “Gotta do something about that big ship before-”

Of course, it chose that very moment to fire. Dozens of cannons fired simultaneously, impacting against the harbor walls. Huge chunks of stone crumbled and fell into the harbor or collapsed into piles. The cannon emplacements were slightly more fortified, so only a few of them were taken out… but William didn’t like the way things were going.

He sprinted across the water, staying well out of the line of fire of cannons- especially those from the fortress ship. He headed toward its bow, planning to board it… but as he approached he felt the impact of a number of bullets on his ki defenses- and more flying past him. Why were they even paying attention to the surface of the water? William admitted his robes weren’t exactly camouflaged against the sea, but why would anyone look? Of course, it soon became obvious they were looking for him. After all, he’d used basically the same tactic before.

William thought about risking approaching closer, but the shots would only get more accurate- he couldn’t afford to take too many bullets if he wanted any ki left for anything else. Besides, seeing the mana flowing around the ship, he had the feeling he might not be able to board the ship at all. William pulled back his arm… then tossed Chris with all his strength.

The blue crystal staff went whirling end over end, arcing up in the air the remaining thirty yards toward the ship. The decks extended above the water at least a half dozen yards as well, and Chris was flying toward just over the railings… before he struck and bounced off of some sort of barrier.

William immediately changed his trajectory. That meant that Chris would be on his own, but there were better things for William to do before retrieving him… like stopping the smaller steamships that were retreating out of the harbor.
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                William kept track of Chris as he ran across the water toward the entrance of the harbor. Chris would sink if he didn’t do anything, but it seemed he was choosing to stay next to the larger ship. William hoped he kept that up, because if he did so it would be easier to track the ship. He wouldn’t have to extend his ki senses to know where it was, because he could quite easily sense Chris’ direction. 

Each step William took went along with ki simulating large blocks of ice. He couldn’t actually create a yard cube block of ice- especially not in an instant- because freezing and unfreezing water would take a large amount of energy. However, creating the buoyancy effect was enough- and it required much less energy.

William closed in on the ship closest to leaving the harbor. None of its cannons were facing him, so he didn’t have much to worry about. A few dwarves were able to shoot at him, but nowhere near as many as were on the fortress ship. William varied his speed so they wouldn’t know where he would be the next moment, and that meant they couldn’t easily hit him.

Then he jumped up onto the ship- except instead of standing in the middle of the deck, he ended up in a spot hidden from most angles. Only two dwarves had a shot at him, and those two were unconscious before William’s feet hit the deck. William spread out his ki, knocking unconscious all of the others on the top deck. Even if dwarves had a lot of inertia in their souls, they didn’t seem to train in ki- or at least none of the ones he had seen so far. That meant the dwarves weren’t particularly harder to knock out than martial artists, and he’d been able to knock out a large group of them when he was in Liaoyang… and William was much stronger now.

The ship had the same layout as the other- with only minor details being different. It wasn’t a terribly large ship, so it only took William a little more than a minute to knock out the rest of the dwarves and release the pressure on the boiler so that it would stop. Then he moved on to the next one.

William stopped a total of three dwarven ship from leaving- and the other smaller ships had already sunk. That just left the larger ship.

It currently showed no signs of retreating- though William could see it had taken some damage from the cannon fire. The fortress defenses had likewise taken some damage, but they were arranged in such a way as to make it harder for any ship to attack efficiently. Ship cannons could only fire directly from their sides, with sometimes a few cannons on the front. There was a small bit of aiming that could be done, but usually they just fired straight. Jordan had thought up an arrangement of the cannons that meant the typical broadside would leave minimal numbers of cannons exposed to any one ship at a time, while still being able to fire at the ships in the cove.

William was thinking about how he could get onto the fortress ship. He wasn’t sure whether or not it would have to retreat before completely destroying the harbor if he didn’t do anything, and either way he wanted to minimize the amount of damage it could cause. Unfortunately the wards it had prevented ki and physical intrusion, while allowing the many dwarves to shoot at him with their muskets. If he could get on the ship, he could probably do something, but breaking through a strong barrier while being shot at wasn’t going to be easy.

Then William looked toward where Chris was. Chris was underneath the ship… probably uselessly beating on the metal hull and the wards protecting it. Even so, that was possibly the best intrusion location.

William ran toward the fortress ship, and then once he thought he was close to being in range of the muskets he dove under the water. He hadn’t really practiced swimming quickly… especially not with robes on. The best he could do was use ki to reduce the drag on himself and also as underwater paddles- or flippers. The important part was that when he stroked his arms back, a large ‘paddle’ of ki helped push him forward- and then he retracted the ki when he moved his arms forward. The fortress ship wasn’t moving terribly fast, so it wasn’t hard to get underneath it and grab Chris.

William popped his head up to the surface to explain his plan to Chris. “I’m going to use magic to weaken the hull, and then we’ll break through! Just a piece small enough to stick you through.” William wasn’t worried about dwarves hearing his plan- he was speaking gevai, which they shouldn’t know. Even if they did, they would be hard pressed to hear him above the cannon fire. More importantly, even if they knew his plan, there wasn’t much they could do about it.

Chris glowed in acknowledgement, and William dove back under the water. A few keen-eyed dwarves had already started taking shots at him, and if he was under the water just a bit their muskets would be useless. William used ki to hold open a channel of air to the surface… as well as to amplify his voice. Then he started chanting.

All of the cannon fire and other noise made it harder to control mana, but William still gathered mana from far off, and channeled it into and through Chris. Once he had all of the mana he could handle, he used it all on a single point- as well as a significant amount of ki. He momentarily broke through the ward with ki, and channeled magic inside to freeze a small piece of the hull.

With another strike- made harder by the water around him- William pierced Chris through the reforming ward, as well as through a small section of the hull. Chris stopped halfway through the hull, where William held him.
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                William supposed using all of the mana in the area and about half of his ki he might have done something more impressive than making a tiny hole, but impressive wasn’t any good if it wasn’t effective. The tiny hole, however, was just as big as he needed.

It fit Chris exactly, so it wasn’t much more than an inch. It wouldn’t be hard to patch, and it wouldn’t let in enough water to sink the ship anyway. But that didn’t matter. The important thing was Chris was in the ship. William considered just letting him go in and crack some skulls… but if anyone could wrestle Chris to the ground, it would probably be dwarves. Besides, it would take too long for him to finish that way.

Instead, William moved ki into the ship through Chris. He felt the wards trying to close themselves… but Chris remained unbudging and in the way. Since Chris had survived an explosion of the Demon King’s soul, William wasn’t worried about him being hurt by a ward.

William was glad to be underwater. Above the waterline, he could imagine the wards might counterattack and hurt him. He saw some something along that line when Chris hit the shield above. Even if the wards activated underwater, they would just be wasting energy. Heating or freezing more than a small amount of water would take vast amounts of energy, and electricity would disperse throughout the water. Most of the energy would be wasted… though he supposed it would be enough to deal with weaker things.

Regardless, no counterattacks came from the wards. They might not have even been aware of the intrusion yet, though they would probably know something happened with all of the magic he had been using.

William’s ki spread throughout the ship like a mist, moving into every nook and cranny. Not that there was much interesting in the nooks and crannies. He just didn’t want to miss any dwarves. Soon enough, he had surveyed the whole ship. Then he started concentrating more ki on individual dwarves, knocking them out with soul attacks. He concentrated on one area at a time… and unconscious dwarves slumped all over. First came the dwarves manning the cannons, then those in the control rooms. He tried to avoid having any of them fall on the controls. Then he moved to the deck. As he started on the deck, a few of the dwarves who had been looking around suspiciously started rushing below decks, following the trail of his ki. William thought on of them was the captain. The three figures were harder to knock out, and by the time he had finished with all of the other dwarves, they arrived where he had pierced the hull.

One of them immediately struck Chris with his axe… this mostly just jolted William’s position as it levered Chris, and the axe barely avoided chipping itself. Then William used most of his remaining ki to knock out the last three dwarves- which was much easier since they had approached.

William swam to the surface and used the last of his ki to shout to the harbor defenses- which were still bombarding the ship, “This is the Eternal King! Cease fire! All of the dwarven ships are incapacitated! Send boarding parties to capture the remaining ships and crew!”

There were a few more cannon shots, but they caused only minimal damage to the fortress ship though the wards. William would have liked to take down the wards so the fortress ship could be boarded, but he didn’t have the ki remaining to manipulate the controls at a distance. They would mostly power down on their own as the boiler ran out of fuel, and whatever magical reservoirs they had drained. The wards couldn’t be sustained just on natural mana in the area, even with mana gathering arrays.

William oversaw the transfer of dwarves from the smaller ships, though mostly he stood around in wet robes trying to look dignified. They weren’t exactly prepared for such a large influx of prisoners, but William wasn’t going to have more dwarves killed just because of that. Plenty of them had already died in the fighting. Having a large number of captives might actually be useful.

As William watched the prisoners brought in, he didn’t recognize any of those from the first crew he had captured. He wondered if they had been on one of the ships that sunk. He hoped they hadn’t, for various reasons beyond growing somewhat attached to them through rifling through their memories. William knew there weren’t many more ships- they couldn’t pull of another attack of this magnitude. The dwarves probably had one or two that could move between their forward outpost and the dwarven lands. William just hoped the crew were in one of those places instead of at the bottom of the sea.

William could see that the wards on the fortress ship was weakening, just in time. The dwarves would likely be returning to consciousness soon. The first piece of their wards to fall was that covering the deck, and only the protective wards on the hull remained active. William helped with carrying dwarves out from the depths of the ship, since he knew where they were. The first set of rowboats were off when William hear the roar in the sky.

It didn’t take long to determine what had made the sound. There were only a few flying creatures that could make a roaring sound… and William’s eyes quickly picked out a dragon. He’d been hoping for an especially large wyvern, since that would have been easier to deal with… but it also would have had little reason to show up. 

The dragon, however, had as much reason to show up as any William had seen in his current life. To William, its target was pretty clear. Unfortunately, he couldn’t just let it have what he wanted. He shouted down to the nearest boats, “Inform Headmistress Lorenz that a dragon is coming.” William readied himself to face the dragon. It would probably just go away after eating most of the important parts of the fortress ship… but he had just captured it. He wasn’t about to give it up so easily.
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                William considered the situation. They weren’t really set up to fight a dragon- especially not a considerably large one. Cannons would be useful… if they had any chance of hitting a dragon. Unfortunately they weren’t set up to aim that high. Once the dragon landed on the dwarven fortress ship, it would be a different problem. Unless the dragon was nice and stayed on the top deck letting the harbor cannons shoot at him, cannons would do more harm than good. That wasn’t even considering the fact that William himself would also be on deck.

If they had time to prepare, William could come up with something, but the dragon was already approaching the ship. It would probably arrive before William’s message actually reached Lila- though she would certainly notice the dragon on her own. William doubted that anyone near Tigershark point hadn’t heard it.

William wished he had saved more ki after the battle… or that he had spent more of his efforts on recovering it afterwards. Unfortunately, he couldn’t have predicted that he would need it, at least not for this. 

As the dragon approached rapidly, William chanted to gather mana from the area around. Even without ki, his voice travelled far enough to pull in a significant amount of mana. Once he had enough the dragon was only fifty yards away- and a few seconds from him at most. William directed all of the mana toward the dragon to manipulate the air around the dragon to drag it down.

That was what he intended, anyway. As he directed the mana toward the dragon, the dragon roared. William wasn’t sure if it was intentional or coincidence, but he lost control of most of the mana he was using, and barely managed to cause any hindrance to the dragon. Its altitude might have dropped slightly, but it still landed on the deck of the ship with a loud crash. William dashed away from its landing zone as quickly as he could, but it hadn’t been aiming for him anyway.

With another loud roar, the mana swirling around the dragon gathered and then ejected itself in the form of… mercury. William frowned. No, it couldn’t be mercury. It was too fluid, and spread out into thin layer that coated the deck. It washed across the steel-plated deck with no apparent effect. Then the dragon clawed at a section of the deck. To William’s surprise, there was no sound of rending metal, just the splintering of wood beneath. 

William knew he couldn’t just continue to watch, as the dragon started tearing a larger hole. As it continued to tear through other areas, William heard the expected metal sounds… leading him to believe the liquid had done something to change the composition of the metal in the areas it had covered.

The mana in the immediate area was mostly depleted, and William thought the dragon’s scales would prevent most of the damage he could do with magic at the moment. That left physical combat. William wasn’t crazy enough to fight a dragon head on- but it wasn’t really paying attention to him. If it followed what he had seen before, it would only focus on the magical materials it was trying to get to and eat. It might still swipe a claw or tail at him, but it wouldn’t be making a concerted effort to kill him.

It wouldn’t be long before it made it through the top deck to more important parts, so William didn’t hesitate. He rushed toward its hindquarters, swinging Chris at its left rear leg from the side. That was a place its tail couldn’t hit him, and it would have to turn to attack him with its front claws. As Chris bounced off the dragon’s tough scales, William once again wished he had conserved his ki. The dragon completely ignored his attack, and William couldn’t blame it. He backed up and charged forward again, putting his full effort behind the attack. He managed a slight crack in a scale… but the dragon was starting to get below the first deck.

William suspected by the time he did any real damage, the dragon would have achieved its goals and the ship would be completely ruined. He had to do something else. Jumping through the hole, William spotted something that might help. It could certainly do more damage than just him swinging Chris… and he wouldn’t have to worry about getting hit by a cannonball if he were the one firing it.

William rushed over toward a cannon. It soon became clear they weren’t meant to be turned around inside the ship. He had to remove the cannon rigging, which took a few moments. Fortunately he could turn it around on his own. The wheels helped, but even as a gevai if he had been slacking on his body training he would have had trouble. The dragon was clawing into the side of a boiler room. William saw that the strange liquid it had conjured only seemed to affect a thin sheet of metal, so it was taking the dragon some time. During that time, it wasn’t going to move far.

Loading the cannon probably took William longer than it should have, because he hadn’t ever done it before. Fortunately everything necessary was nearby. He swabbed the inside of the barrel- there probably wasn’t anything that would set off the powder early, but William didn’t want to find out the hard way. Next went powder, then the cannonball. William actually didn’t see a striker, but it only took a tiny bit of mana to create a spark. 

William wished he’d worn some sort of protective headgear… the sound was much louder than he had expected. He also hadn’t even considered the kickback- there wasn’t much time to think while shooting a dragon with a cannon. Fortunately, he’d been standing off to the side. The cannon flew back into the side of the ship, and the cannonball flew toward the dragon. 

William hadn’t done much aiming, but the dragon was a very large target that wasn’t really moving. The cannonball flew the few yards toward the dragon and hit it directly on the neck. William could barely see through the smoke, but he thought it hit the dragon in the neck.

Then there was a roar, and William saw the dragon’s open maw moving toward him. Well… at least he managed to get its attention. William really hoped there were reinforcements on the way.
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                William had no time to think and barely enough time to dodge as the dragon roared at him. He barely avoided being crushed in its massive jaws- or swallowed whole- but unfortunately couldn’t completely avoid the acid it spit at him. He was certain it was some sort of acid, even if it had different properties than he expected. He would have loved to study it if he could, but he was currently running for his life, jumping back up through the hole to the surface of the ship.

Pain ran through William’s left arm, and through his chest. The silvery acid seem to have no respect for the fact that he wore a magically enchanted robe, dissolving through it in an instant. William was relieved that it had mostly just dissolved his robe and the skin beneath it, though it wasn’t a pleasant process. On the other hand, he still had his arm, which was better than some possible alternatives.

William wasn’t sure if he was happy that the dragon started to follow him back up to the deck. It was good that it wasn’t focused on eating various components of the ship anymore, but now it was focused on eating him. Actually, William wasn’t sure if it would eat him, but if it killed him it made little difference.  

Fortunately the ship was large enough for William to get some distance from the dragon as it wormed its way out of the lower deck. He was confident that he could move quickly enough to avoid it, with room to dodge and the additional distance. Currently, he was a handful of yards away, trying to avoid standing among various pipes that were around. Perhaps he could have used them as cover, but he wasn’t completely sure the pipes being destroyed wouldn’t come with worse consequences.

The dragon was not fast moving on land. Though it could cover several yards with each giant step, each step was ponderous and gave him a chance to retreat further. The situation wouldn’t last long, however, as William was quickly approaching the aft of the ship. He couldn’t just keep retreating.

There was another roar from the dragon. William dodged the silvery acid and used the chance to run past the dragon- the ship was wide enough that he only had to avoid the swiping of its tail as it realized his plan. William was able to jump over it easily enough. Unfortunately, he couldn’t just keep running back and forth across the deck.

William didn’t see the volley of arrows, but turned around when he heard an unexpected sound behind him, just in time to see the last few arrows bouncing off of its scales and dropping to the ground. He turned to look at the sea below and found a dozen archers, and Lila. “If you get a chance, attack the right side of its neck! Near the shoulder!” William saw the dragon was still oozing blood from the cannon wound, but it seemed to be a relatively small amount compared to the dragon’s size.

The dragon turned around and started moving back toward William. He had continued to move further than immediately necessary, but the dragon moved at a slow and steady pace toward him. Then it roared, not as an attack, but in pain. A half dozen arrows sank into its wound, unhindered by scales. 

The dragon didn’t continue toward William, or even turn to attack the archers… but instead moved toward the other edge of the ship and flapped its wings. At first William thought it might be retreating, but his instincts told him differently. His instincts weren’t always the best, but he didn’t have anything else to go on at the moment.

The dragon flapped its wings a few more times and roared as it jumped off the ship, catching itself on magical wind. With it went William, grasping onto where a wing connected to the body. As he found himself being brought higher and higher into the air, he started to doubt his instincts.

The dragon twisted and spun and thrashed in its attempt to throw off William, but he held on tight. The dragon couldn’t spin fast enough to fling him off, though William didn’t find it easy to keep his grip either. He saw the head move to bite at him, but its neck wasn’t quite flexible enough to reach- and in any case it would have to bite into its own wing to really get at William. 

Then the dragon leveled out, and William could see it was flying toward the small ship carrying Lila and the archers. The dragon started to roar, but William didn’t want to bet on the ability of the archers and Lila to dodge its acid. Perhaps they would, but he felt there was something better to do than sit around waiting.

It only took a moment for William to pull himself forward, and another moment to awkwardly place his thighs around the top of the wing, squeezing as tightly as he could to hold his position. Then he thrust Chris into the open wound in its neck, which was right in front of him.

The attack achieved two results. First was more damage to the dragon, and the second was it failing to use magic. William saw a small bit of magical feedback, but it wouldn’t be enough to damage the dragon even if it didn’t have any remaining control of the mana. However, the important part was accomplished.

William saw another dozen arrows fired, at the wing opposite him. He couldn’t see if they hit, but he couldn’t imagine they would miss. The archers were well trained, and they wouldn’t miss something actually the size of a broad side of a barn, even if it were moving. Since it was coming toward them, it was even easier.

Then there was a bright flash of light, and William knew it was Lila’s work. Unfortunately he was partly caught by it as well, and couldn’t see… but he supposed that wasn’t important. He continued to shove Chris deeper, wrenching him around inside the dragon’s wound. That made the dragon roar even louder and from the acceleration William felt, spin almost wildly. 

He could feel blood gushing out over him, and knew he had succeeded in deepening the wound. Even though he couldn’t see, he continued with his efforts. The dragon was effectively immobile relative to him, so he even pulled out Chris and thrust him back in. He also shouted at the top of his lungs, using all of his effort to gather what mana he could and filling the wound with fire and lighting. For his own part, Chris was using what ki he could to create even more of a mess in the dragon’s neck.

Just about the time William’s vision was coming back and he was out of breath, he heard an even louder roar- probably. At least, that was what he got through his nearly ruptured eardrums. Then he saw the shore coming toward him very quickly, and at an unexpected angle.
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                William jumped away from the dragon just before they hit the shore. He just managed to angle himself so he didn’t land on the pebbled shore headfirst. As he landed, he felt an arm snap- but he didn’t much care since it wasn’t his neck.

He went over every body part. Legs? Just a bit bruised and battered. Torso? Rather uncomfortable. Probably a few broken ribs. Arms? He still had two, but his left was in a rather unpleasant state. He wasn’t sure whether the dragon’s acid had weakened his bones or he had just been unlucky. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to have any other issues except a large number of breaks.

Once William caught his breath, he started chanting, then used the gathered mana to snap his bones mostly into the right places. Ki would have been better for internal use, but he was still short on that. 

William slowly sat up, looking at the pebble beach below him. He liked pebble beaches, but if he had to crash into a beach he would have preferred it to be the sandy variety. Looking over at the dragon, William was glad it hadn’t landed on him. While the dragon had a stronger body than even a gevai, its size was a disadvantage when considering falls. It was heavy, and all the force of its mass had crushed it, even snapping a number of scales. Bits of dragons came out from a number of places. 

William slowly set about tearing apart the dragon’s chest. The scales and bones were also valuable, and he would come to claim them later… but he wanted the dragon’s heart. It was an awkward task to do only with his right arm. A few years ago, it would have felt less awkward- before William realized he was left handed. His right hand wasn’t undexterous, but it definitely felt worse. 

Once he tore off what remained of the scales in the area, William realized he would need something sharp. He found a tooth that had been loosened by the crash, and used that to start tearing into the dragon’s chest. Its ribcage was broken, which made his work easier. Then he found the heart- the actual ball of muscle that pumped blood. It was around the same size as his torso. By that point, William had to stick his arm into the dragon’s chest up to the shoulder. As he worked around the heart, he severed an artery which poured out some last gouts of blood. Then he finally found the dragon’s heart- the crystal that dragons grew and used to amplify whatever magic they used. As a crystal, it was rather dull. It wasn’t even the milky white of a quartz, but a strange dull grey.

William knew that looks weren’t important for function, and more importantly the crystal was bigger than his head. Based on the absolute control over mana the dragon had in the area close to it, William could determine the gem’s potency. Of course, the dragon itself was responsible for a large portion of that difficulty- if he was to compare the crystal to Chris, he thought Chris would be better for most purposes. 

After pulling out the crystal that was as big as his head, William started the trek back toward the harbor. It couldn’t be very far- he had only been in the air for a few minutes at most. Based on what he knew of the terrain, it should be just over the horizon to the south. William didn’t have a free hand, so Chris followed behind him on his own.

-----

About halfway back, William ran into Lila and a handful of other gevai. “Welcome back, my king.” Lila smiled, “We saw the dragon flew this way, so we thought we would find you sooner or later- if you didn’t fly back riding a tamed dragon.”

William grinned at the thought- but besides the fact that he had no experience taming magical beasts he knew dragons weren’t tamable anyway. At least, nobody had yet succeeded. Wyverns were nasty and temperamental, but at least they could be controlled. Dragons were famed for breaking out of every sort of confinement- and knowing they preferred to eat magical materials, he could see why. He wasn’t sure if nobody else had noticed that behavior or it had been deemed so obvious nobody wrote it down, and then forgot it. Either way, it had been news to him when the dragons started attacking castles when powerful wards were activated.

William gestured to the soldiers with Lila, “The five of you, continue along the coast until you find the pebble beach. The dragon’s corpse is there, guard it until it can be picked up.” The soldiers saluted and continued on, while William returned to Tigershark Point. 

As he approached the harbor, William surveyed the damage. He didn’t like people having to die, but he wondered if this time might have been worth it. The monetary value the dragon’s corpse provided wasn’t terribly important, but the ships- even damaged- were extremely valuable. The fortress ship itself was probably worth the entire ordeal, even damaged. Repairing it would be much easier than constructing one- and nothing terribly important had been damaged. Just most of the deck and a boiler room… a large portion of the outer armor. It would need new power, of course.

Even with all that, however, the biggest victory was that the dwarves no longer had these ships. By William’s calculations, they had destroyed or captured almost the entirety of the dwarves’ steam ships- minus perhaps one or two. They might have more than he knew about, but it was hard to keep too many secret. The fortress ship must have been hidden somewhere the normal crews didn’t know about. 

Lila looked at William. “So… how’s your arm?”

William shrugged, “It will recover. I tried not to let the men notice, but the holes in my robe didn’t exactly help.”

Lila shrugged, “Being carried off into the distance on top of a gigantic dragon and walking back covered in its blood already shows enough invincibility.”

“Fair enough… what do you think we should do with the heart?”

“I’d say put it on a staff… but that would look ridiculous and be very hard to carry properly. I’m sure we can figure out something to do with it.”

William handed the dragon’s heart to Lila, “Go ahead and discuss it with Theo. The dragon spit some sort of metallic… Not sure if that will help figure out what to do with it.” William sighed and looked out at the harbor, both the damaged defenses and captured ships, “I’m going to have to pay a visit to the dwarves. At the very least, their forward outposts are much too close to our territory, based on how much they seem to want to kill us.”
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                The prison cells were crammed full of dwarves. They didn’t really have enough room to imprison all of them, but William wasn’t going to let that stop them. He supposed he could just kill them, but most of them weren’t really responsible for what had happened. They were just following orders to fight an ancient enemy of their people. Sure, they had signed up to be soldiers… but enough of them had already died in the battle. Since William was capable of capturing them, he did.

William didn’t search through all of their memories. Since he already had a grasp of the dwarven language, he had no need to. More importantly, he didn’t want to do that for over a gross of dwarves. Memories were private things, and poking around in them wasn’t appropriate. It also came with some troubles for the stability of his own soul.

However, as long as he only scratched the surface, he could gain some useful information. That was why he was heading toward the captains at the current moment. They would know useful information he might need, and most of that would be in relatively recent memories. 

As he stepped in front of the cell containing several of those determined to be leadership, he was met with cursing.

“Demon! Monster! You’ll pay for your actions against my people! I’ll slaughter your family, I’ll-”

As soon as William got the cell unlocked he moved in and punched the dwarf in the gut, hard enough that he coughed blood. Then he grabbed the dwarf by the beard and looked into his eyes, “Shut your filthy mouth. We offered peace, but instead you persisted in attacking. It is well within reason to slaughter every single one of you. However, since I am a fair and just king, even to people not my own… you will receive a fair trial. If you were just acting under orders, you might have a chance to live… but whoever gave you orders, or the ones above them… they will die.”

A dwarf spit toward him- but didn’t manage to reach him. “What do demons know about ‘fair’? You monster!”

William wasn’t in the mood to be yelled at by dwarves, and punched him in the gut as well. “Shut up. I’m already being generous here. You led troops to attack even after hearing my offer of peace. Besides, you will be the witnesses to your own guilt- or lack thereof.” With that, William knocked out all of the dwarves with a surge of ki. It had taken several days of rest to get back to near peak capacity. Strictly speaking he didn’t need them to be unconscious, but it made things easier. Plus, it meant they couldn’t see what he was doing- even if they felt the effects on themselves.

William sifted through their memories of the last year or so. The forward outposts had finished construction several years before, but they had only recently completed enough ships they felt confident in causing trouble. Now that he had some higher ranking people captive, instead of a single captain, William actually managed to learn more of their plans.

They really were around just to cause trouble. After all, on the scale of a country what could a dozen ships do? They could destroy merchant ships and bombard harbors, but there weren’t enough dwarves to land in a decently sized port and take it over- not one with more than a few dozen gevai soldiers defending it. 

Of course, that was only the first step in the plan. That was just to weaken the ‘demons’ while the dwarves continued to build up resources- and more specifically, more ships that could travel across the oceans safely. William began to get a better grasp on how many dwarves their were on their islands… and even though they had a significantly sized fleet for their population, he felt they had a very weak grasp on how many ‘demons’ there were.

Even though gevai had relatively low birthrates, their numbers were steadily increasing. William wasn’t sure anyone even knew exactly how many years it had been since the dwarves and elves had been driven off of the continent.

They also didn’t seem to know about him in any detail. The only details they had were what he told the first crew of dwarves he had captured- and that they refused to participate in the latest attack, to the point where they were locked up for disobeying direct orders. William hoped it was because they believed it was wrong, but he also considered the fact that they might just be afraid. If he were a bit lucky, it was at least partly the former.

William easily came to a decision about the various dwarves. Most of them were just following orders- orders he personally detested, but could make sense from their perspective. He wouldn’t execute them- though he wasn’t sure what he would do with them. He couldn’t exactly just ship them all back to the dwarves and politely ask them to stop with the war. Well, maybe he could, but it would be more of a negotiation of the surrender of prisoners. Before that, however, there had to be some sort of real setup for diplomacy with the dwarves.

There was one dwarf he would be executing. Morsut Cragarm, the fleet admiral who had been aboard the fortress ship. William wasn’t sure where to start with him. He had been one of those who pushed for the first attacks on the merchant ships. There had been the option of trying to contact the humans first- and while having the humans and dwarves in an alliance against the gevai didn’t sound like something William wanted, he would have appreciated if things started with some form of diplomacy. 

Of course, the fleet admiral was an important man. He wouldn’t risk himself for anything. At least, not knowingly. Unfortunately he was not terribly adept at strategy or tactics, and had believed far too strongly in the invincible nature of the fortress ship. Because of the previous losses, he felt he had to make up for that with a stunning victory to show off the dwarves power- led by himself, of course. That mistake- after all of the previous mistakes- had led to him being locked up by ‘demons’. William didn’t plan for him to regret it long, however. He didn’t want him to be alive- anywhere. First, though, William needed to make sure he got all of the names and other information he needed.
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                The fleet admiral, Morsut Cragarm, knew a large amount of very useful information. This wasn’t going to stop William from killing him- but it did make William more confident about the situation. Unless there were large secrets kept from the fleet admiral… there were no more ships to attack Cruonia. At least, not for some time.

He learned the dwarven forward outposts were fortified- but also the proper procedures to arrive without getting destroyed. It would help to show up on dwarven ships- even if he was a bit later than scheduled. That would have to wait a short time.

Morsut had also had sufficient details on their previous attacks. In the recent series of port bombardments, they had lost two out of three ships- and the third that had returned had been been damaged severely in only a few shot. Morsut had even scouted Tigershark Point from a distance, and received reports on the new construction. Then he had attacked anyway- fully expecting everything but the fortress ship to be sunk. The other ships were only there to be a distraction to draw some fire. He had correctly predicted that there would be limited amounts of the special ammo… but William didn’t like his willingness to sacrifice people to win- especially when he didn’t have a good plan for winning beyond that sacrifice.

William gathered the details of the assault and ran them by Jordan, just to see how things could have gone. Jordan’s first question was, “Can I not attack?” That was the case even discounting William himself. Of course, for the sake of the idea, Jordan still came up with a better strategy. It involved not entering the harbor, because it was obviously set up as a kill zone. Sabotage was the best option- if the dwarves had been able to sneak in to destroy the ammo supplies, their relative one-to-one fighting prowess wouldn’t have mattered so much. Jordan still maintained that not attacking- or at least choosing a different port- was the best option. 

William agreed, but Morsut had been confident in his victory- or at least his own survival. He was one of those who sought glory in battle- but William had learned a long time before that battle wasn’t glorious. 

The trial for Morsut Cragarm was a sham. William got all of his own facts directly from Morsut’s memories, but he couldn’t make him admit the truth. Well, he wouldn’t. William would bet that he could manipulate Morsut so that he would speak whatever William wanted, but that was the problem. There was a difference between making him spew out statements he knew were true and actually binding him to speak the truth. It might help his status with the dwarves, but William felt that manipulating another’s soul was somewhere on the same level of wrongness as destroying it. He wouldn’t know for sure until he actually did it and felt it… but he didn’t mind not trying it out. If he was going to do that, he wanted it to be for a better purpose than making a trial with a set result seem more believable.

The only real crime Morsut had was ordering attacks on Cruonia- ‘the demons’, from his perspective. Even so, William didn’t neglect to mention his failures as a fleet admiral, and his personal feelings. William conducted the ‘trial’ in dwarven- loud enough for the dwarves throughout the prison to hear clearly. He had an interpreter for those gevai watching in person. After all, the trial was also to show the gevai the dwarves were being punished. By laying all of the blame on Morsut- and another officer who had died when his ship sunk- the other dwarves were innocent. At least, as far as such things went in war. William was trying to move the gevai past the “slaughter everyone” phase of their history. He wanted Cruonia to be seen in a better light than the gevai had traditionally been.

-----

William was still stumped on what to do with the dwarven prisoners. He was working on plans to have them shipped off to various other prisons around the country. That would reduce the immediate problem of crowding, but it was still a problem. Supporting a gross of dwarves was not terribly expensive on the scale of a country, but was he just going to keep them around forever?

He hoped that diplomatic relations would be established and he could return them to their homes- and he wouldn’t mind making a little bit of profit off of it. The profit didn’t have to be money, and in fact he would really be willing to trade the dwarves for peace. However, he also didn’t want it to appear that he would allow himself to be walked over. That was another part of why he had already executed Morsut Cragarm. He would be worth more as a hostage- but killing him was a statement. 

Then William received an offer from an unexpected source. The reclusive group of gevai diviners and archivists asked if they could have some of the dwarven captives to learn dwarven from them firsthand. William was surprised that they would make such an offer, but he supposed it made sense. They reveled in gathering knowledge- the ki scroll with the basics of the language wouldn’t satisfy that desire completely. In fact, it might have brought it to their attention.

William had some reservations about the idea. The diviners planned to take the dwarves to an unknown place. William wanted the option to retrieve them, and he also wanted them to be in good condition. After all, it was best to return hostages healthy and happy- at least as much as anyone who had been imprisoned for a time could be. At the very least, he wanted them not tortured.

Fortunately, they easily agreed to William’s stipulations- and he even managed to get them to release some copies of what they had on elven to him. He would receive one volume at a time, based on how long the dwarves were with them. After all, just having the dwarves around didn’t mean they could instantly learn the language, and since William reserved the option to retrieve them they wanted to make sure it was a fair trade. 
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                William had weighed the possibility of a few dozen dwarves getting loose against the possible benefits. He didn’t know what sort of containment facilities the diviners had… but he supposed it didn’t matter too much. He hoped there were no issues, because that was best for everyone. He would get a chance to learn elven, they would get what they wanted. Everyone would be happier. If they somehow messed up and some dwarves caused trouble… Well, William didn’t see them accomplishing much wandering around on their own. Free wandering dwarves were likely to be met with all sorts of trouble. Plus, it would give William an excuse to act against the diviners. William preferred to not need to act against them in any way, but at least he could make up for his losses if things went horribly. 

-----

William was unimpressed with the first volume on the elven language. Not that there was anything wrong with it, but learning a language from a book wasn’t the best method possible. He had expected better, but he realized that his expectations were founded purely on his desires and not sense. He couldn’t expect anyone to speak a language that hadn’t been heard on the continent in most of recorded history- to the point elves and dwarves were basically legends before actual dwarves showed up once more.

William thought he could learn elven fairly quickly, even from a book. He knew a number of other languages already. He wondered if there were multiple languages spoken by elves and dwarves- though from what he knew of the dwarves, at least, their numbers had been reduced enough they all ended up with the same language and had mostly continued that way even as they expanded to more islands.

Unfortunately, William couldn’t just wait around a few months learning elven. The book had taken some time to arrive at his location, so he only had a few weeks to study the basics before he had something else he had to take care of. The various ships were finished with repairs, so now it was time to pay a visit to the dwarves.

-----

William stood on the metal coated deck of the fortress ship with Admiral Kovach. He would have preferred Jordan leading the troops- but Jordan could only do one thing at a time. Perhaps a few things, but either way Jordan could not concurrently take care of shore defenses and an assault on the dwarven forward outpost. Besides, it was best not to risk Jordan’s life to an accident.

If this were a different world, William might have said the same about risking the king’s life, but it was not. In this world, kings were strong. They were expected to go into battle- and as this was the first foray into a foreign country, it made sense for him to go. 

The dwarven forward outpost was actually much closer to Cruonia than any of the other dwarven territory. It was on the order of a few days from Tigershark point, compared to over a month from the dwarven home islands. Even so, no gevai had lived there in recent history- or any history that William knew of. In fact, the islands hadn’t even been claimed, or even known about. There were two times that the ships passed over dark shadows in the water. The dark shapes below the surface made it clear why the islands had never been found. Without the formations dissuading attacks, they likely would have lost their ships. Perhaps the fortress ship could have survived if the gevai fought bravely, but the ships weren’t set up to attack monsters below the surface of the water.

The elves and dwarves must have been quite lucky to have survived the long journeys to their new homelands. William could only imagine how many strong elves and dwarves had still died on the way so that the others could continue on…

None of that mattered now, however. Now, gevai were going to invade dwarven territory for the first time in a very long time. This time, however, the dwarves were the instigators of the war. Even given the threat the forward outpost represented, William would have left it alone if the dwarves had been willing to talk about peace. Since they hadn’t, he couldn’t just leave the threat nearby. 

On his ships were approximately a gross of gevai. On land, it would be two platoons. William had evaluated the dwarven soldiers combat abilities. He was under the impression that the soldiers sent had been above average in combat prowess, and he would have rated them as at least two to three times as effective as humans. He still rated gevai at a dozen or more, however.

At the dwarven forward outposts, there were less than a gross of soldiers holding down the fort. That counted the crew that was currently incarcerated, as well as a few cooks and smiths who weren’t combat trained.

Of course, most of the fighting wouldn’t be hand-to-hand. The dwarves would have cannon emplacements, but on the other hand part of their defenses assumed they would have some ships remaining- and they didn’t. All of them were either sunk or under William’s control, except perhaps one or two that were on route between the forward outposts and the dwarven home islands.

For all of Morsut Cragarm’s faults, he kept good track of his personnel allotments and kept good knowledge of the defenses. Now, that knowledge was going to be used against the dwarves. Perhaps that might be for the best, because William hoped it would result in fewer casualties on each side.

“Land ho!” came the call from the crow’s nest. 

William had been expecting the call to be soon, but as they approached he found he wasn’t prepared for what he experienced. It was strange to see for the first time places he had so many memories of. Currently, he could barely see anything of what was really there. He saw the walls built up on a large island, walls he knew had cannons defending them. Even if he was on top of the walls, he wouldn’t see much more. There weren’t many buildings to be seen… not on the surface anyway. Dwarves were dwarves, after all. Why build tall buildings that could be bombarded by cannon when they could build down into the core of the island? That was where most of the facilities were… though since it was a military outpost, they were relatively small compared to a city, or even a large town. 

William turned toward Admiral Kovach, “You know the plan. Approach confidently, but be prepared to come under fire at any point. I will be going on ahead.”
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                The sound of feet impacting hard ground repeated, even though there was no ground nearby. William ran across the water, a feat he was getting used to. What made it harder this time was doing so while invisible. He had to chant to gather mana, but if he wanted to truly be unseen, he needed to make it look like he wasn’t gathering mana. Most dwarves couldn’t see mana- at least not naturally- but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any.

As for the actual invisibility… William cheated somewhat. He merely replicated the appearance of seawater in front of him and above. True invisibility was only necessary when sneaking past people up close.

William regulated his breathing to continue his chanting, as well as carefully controlling the flow of his ki. He’d already developed it to be hard to detect when he wanted to, but now was a time he couldn’t afford any mistakes.

While he would have preferred to go at a more leisurely pace, that would have taken more energy in the long run. Every second he had to hold himself up on the surface of the water and chant to stay invisible took effort. However, even if it had been a worse energy efficiency, there hadn’t been any cannons fired yet- and William wanted to arrive before that happened.

William ran around the side of the walls of the dwarven fortress, before stopping at a seemingly normal part of the rock face. It only took a moment to unlock and open the secret entrance, perks of Morsut Cragarm’s memories. Normally the benefits of a secret entrance or exit outweighed the risk of a small number of intruders… but once it was found out it became a liability. Especially when there were powerful individuals involved.

Once inside the wall William ran for the center of the island. He switched to true invisibility, but he no longer needed to use ki to support himself on the water so overall it was easier. He ran over cobblestone roads surrounded by bits of sand for a few moments before coming within sight of his goal.

There was a metal hatch in the ground, inside a small building. A few dwarves were loitering around, but at the sound of cannons they scrambled inside. The cannon fire indicated that the ruse had been discovered- the gevai were probably close enough to be seen and they were obviously not dwarves. William just barely made it inside the hatch as it was closed and sealed.

Inside the hatch was a spiral staircase that led down… down… down. Through the island and into the earth below. That was where most of the forward outpost was contained- with the walls and cannons up top just serving as the first line of defense. With knowledge of the arrangements and the fortress ship, Admiral Kovach should have no problem with those- but penetrating beneath the hatch would be very difficult. If William hadn’t made it inside, anyway.

The few dwarves near the surface of the hatch fell unconscious before they could even sound the alarm. It would have travelled down to the area below and made everything more difficult, and William didn’t want that. 

Underground, the area was set up to make it hard for intruders to enter. They would have to fight through layers of defenses with magically reinforced and trapped walls and doors. Assuming such defenses were activated, anyway. Only the basic ones were, and William was quite aware of how to avoid them. It was too bad for the dwarves. They could have held this place against a great gross of regular soldiers- or a smaller force of elite soldiers. Unfortunately, that was only possible if their defenses weren’t compromised… and they weren’t ready for William. With how strong he had become, he had to keep reminding himself that he wasn’t invincible. The recent arm injury notwithstanding, he couldn’t be sure there weren’t a few members among the elves or dwarves who were terrifyingly strong in areas of the soul.

William walked through the corridors, admiring the craft put into even a military base. As he approached dwarves, they found themselves falling unconscious. William sighed and was glad he had thought to bring extra rations and restraints. That way, fewer dwarves would have to die. Those on the surface manning the cannons were unfortunate. Admiral Kovach’s orders were to capture the dwarves if he could- but not to risk his own men. Maybe the dwarves would be smart enough to surrender. Gestures of surrender would be familiar even to those who didn’t speak dwarven- and Admiral Kovach himself had learned at least the basics from the ki scroll.

Finally, William found himself in the dungeons. “Hi.”

“Aaaagh!” The nearest dwarf called out as William suddenly appeared. “Don’t kill us! We swear we said everything you told us to say, and we didn’t attack any more de- ge- of your people!”

William laughed- a real laugh, from the heart. “Ah, don’t worry. I know. I appreciate it. I need you to do something else for me now…” He started opening their cells. They were locked in cells, but not chained to the walls or anything- they were still fellow dwarves, after all. “I need you to go carry all the unconscious dwarves around this place and put them in the prison instead of you.” William held up a hand to stave of the inevitable complaints, “We can just say I threatened you. In fact, here it is- any of those dwarves who aren’t secured in one of these cells will be a corpse. If that’s not motivation enough… some of you can be responsible for feeding people and otherwise taking care of the prisoners- so you know they’ll be well treated.” William paused, “Do I need to voice more threats or something, or are you guys going to get moving?”

William watched contentedly as the first crew he’d captured started scurrying about to find their unconscious brethren. William watched them with his ki senses just to be sure, but they seemed clear on his ability to follow up with his threats if he wanted to. By the time Admiral Kovach had taken over the surface, the dwarves down below were secured.
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                The dwarves didn’t have any way to quickly communicate with their homeland. This disappointed William because he couldn’t send them a message quickly… but it also meant he had more time to make plans. Also to sit around doing nothing.

Of course, he found it preferable to talk with dwarves and deepen his knowledge of their language. Even the dwarves who were locked away grudgingly spoke with him some. Their relatively good treatment was a large factor in their willingness to speak- and the fact that he didn’t ask for any secrets also helped. Even so, they remained wary of him.

William couldn’t blame them. After all, he was the big bad Demon King. They had little reason to like him, and more reasons to be afraid. Unfortunately since they hadn’t chosen to engage in diplomacy he had to keep subduing them by force which resulted in… worse relations. It was an annoying cycle. 

Why had the dwarves even launched attacks? They hadn’t been prepared. Their forward outpost’s entire fleet was barely enough to deal with one well defended port- and certainly couldn’t have done much to an entire country. They successfully disrupted trade, but the entire attack had been ill planned. Almost suicidal, as if the entire point was just to get people killed.

That thought sparked William’s memory, and he didn’t like it at all. Such tactics were very commonly used by the Demon King. The real one, who enjoyed getting people killed. Perhaps he hadn’t always enjoyed it, but either way he perpetuated it. Could there be a fragment or fragments among the dwarves? They should have already died of soul necrosis. Unless… they found a way to recover from it. 

For all his faults, the Demon King had enough charisma to reach positions of power and get people to start killing each other. It was easy enough, when people already hated each other.

-----

Lorelei hated being queen. It came with far too much responsibility. She barely had any time to do things she wanted… but William was in the same boat, and they both knew they could hardly do any magical research if everyone got themselves killed. However, just because it was necessary for the survival of either the humans or gevai- or possibly both of them and the dwarves- didn’t mean she had to like it.

Lorelei didn’t mind interfering with politics, but being so public about politics was a real pain. Some people showed up just to cause trouble because as the queen she was obviously weaker than the Eternal King and therefore could be walked all over. While she admitted she was weaker than William, the only thing that stopped her from killing half of the people who showed up in the audience chamber was the mess it would create.

Besides, it was better to calm down and think about things logically. If they were going to be killed, it would be later. Because of that, many fewer people died… and almost none in a way that could be traced to her. 

Lorelei was starting to think this one in front of her would be an exception. Othmar Viterai was an insufferable lord who had thrown in with William’s side during the civil war. His contributions had been minimal, but at least he had stayed out of the way.

“...and I don’t see why I should have to pay them such high wages when they are so lazy.” Lord Viterai was complaining about having to pay his workers wages high enough to afford food and clothing for themselves and their families. He was used to paying them little enough that they had to borrow from him and basically spend their time as his slaves, working in his mines.

“If they don’t perform enough work to earn a proper day’s wages, then you should find different workers or find other ways to improve your efficiency. Refusing to follow the laws is not acceptable.” Lorelei was certain the miners would have more than earned their wages. Lord Viterai was one of those who didn’t see that time off- even unpaid time off on weekends- would improve the efficiency of his workers. It was true that paying them fair amounts would cut into his profit margins, but the amounts required were really only just barely fair. William had wanted better, but knew that it would take a long time to transition.

“Where is the king? I demand to speak with the king!”

“He has important business elsewhere… and I have the same authority to make decisions. Either follow the laws or suffer the consequences.”

Lord Viterai turned up his nose- a sickly green color, which when added to his arrogant sneer didn’t do much for sympathy toward him. “Hmph. I was simply here to inform you of my decisions. You need me. Don’t be surprised if the price of my products rises in the future.” Lord Viterai turned to leave the audience chamber.

As he was nearing the door, Lorelei spoke out from behind him. “You’re wrong about one thing. We don’t have any need of you in particular. Also, I didn’t say you were dismissed.”

Lord Viterai turned as if to say something, but slipped on the floor beneath him. He tried to speak, but found himself becoming dizzy with only unintelligible words spewing out of his mouth.. He hadn’t even had time to react as all the mana in the area was mobilized to remove the oxygen from the air around him… and to make the floor so slick he couldn’t stand.

“You have openly stated your intent to continue flouting the law of the country. You have threatened the crown, and disregarded the authority of the Eternal King. For your crimes, you are sentenced to death.”

Lord Viterai tried to mobilize his ki, and to push himself off of the floor… but his oxygen deprived mind wasn’t functioning as he wanted. He could only lie on the ground and accept his death. His body was soon carried out of the audience chamber.

“Send in the next petitioner.” Lorelei commanded. “Oh? Humans ambassadors?” Lorelei smiled. “I’m sorry you had to see that… but the man insisted on working his fellow gevai like slaves. His holdings will certainly be better handled under another owner. So, what is it you have to propose?” Lorelei looked out over the ambassadors- representatives from Liaoyang, Ostana, and Ustil.
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                Lorelei really was sorry that the humans had seen the body taken out. Relationships with humans were just starting to improve, and if they continued to improve there would be less worry of war… and that meant more time to spend on important things, like research. “So, what is your proposal?”

The ambassador from Ustil was the first to speak, “We have a proposition that we think will benefit both sides.” In normal negotiations, he might have taken longer to get to the point- but neither the king nor the queen were overly fond of wordy proposals. “We have heard that dwarves invaded your shores, and you have taken prisoners. We wish to acquire some of the prisoners, for the sake of learning the dwarven language.”

Lorelei looked over at the representatives from Ostana and Liaoyang, “You are here for the same reason, I assume?”

They nodded. “We had thought to share our findings with each other anyway. It seems that it would be better for us if we had the option to communicate with the dwarves instead of immediately engaging in violent altercations.”

Lorelei paused, considering. “We will have to discuss the details.” While she found nothing wrong with the idea of them learning the language itself, there were many considerations to be had. The prisoners would need to be treated well- for the sake of Cruonia’s image, if nothing else. Of course, if the humans and dwarves started up diplomacy, they might decide to work together against the gevai. Right now they were at peace, and had even started to trade, but that didn’t mean they might not change their minds. Human memories were short, and in a dozen or two years they might forget the horrors of war and how costly it could be to their own people. On the other hand, it was possible the human’s somewhat positive feelings toward the gevai could influence the dwarves instead. The most important point wouldn’t be mentioned. That was, unless the dwarves had another forward outpost completely unknown to the other, there wouldn’t be any dwarves visiting human shores for some time. Not if they properly fortified the captured dwarven outpost, anyway. Since the lines of supply to it were much shorter on the gevai side, they could do more with the islands in less time. Plus, they controlled most of the ships capable of traversing between the dwarves and the continent.

-----

William looked out at the steamship that had just arrived at the Western Cruonian Islands. It had a navigator who knew how to traverse the deep sea between those islands and the dwarven islands. Now William knew the details as well- but the dwarf himself was in a pretty sorry shape. William didn’t think there was any permanent damage, but he’d needed to do it even if there was. The latest ship had come with the intent of bringing back news- hopefully one of dwarven victory. He wasn’t sure how they could have expected that to actually be the case, but rational expectations weren’t necessarily standard for any sort people- humans, gevai, or dwarves.

Should the ship return to the dwarves? He wasn’t planning to let the dwarves go free. Instead, if the ship was returning he would be on it. They had already made their stance on diplomacy clear. On the other hand, he could try diplomacy once more… and give them the chance to build up their armies and cause real trouble. Sure, he could increase defenses in Cruonia as well, but then he would just be sitting around, waiting. The dwarves would continue to increase in anger against the ‘demons’. That was just speculation, but William highly doubted most of the dwarves even knew that diplomacy had been offered and that they had rejected it. All they would know is that they had lost contact with their sons, and they would probably never return.

If William wanted to actually start diplomatics relations, he might have to force it on them… or at least force them to hear about the possibility. He couldn’t think of a good way to do that without causing a ruckus. However much he wanted to do so, he knew that a dozen ships full of gevai troops couldn’t take on an entire country. Even if the dwarven population wasn’t as large as the humans, they controlled many islands of varying sizes. Unfortunately not even the admiral had accurate census numbers, but their numbers had definitely returned to full country size, and a higher population than Cruonia.

-----

Theo looked up at the fortress ship. It was pretty impressive… though that was because he was still small. He was also taking into account the modern technology standards. If he compared it to some space ships he had worked on… well, it didn’t look like much. Even so, he knew it would be an excellent source of research on magical formations. Working with such things was the best way for him to learn quickly. 

Theo knew the entire ship was built for war, but there wasn’t much to do about that. He wasn’t planning to work on any cannons- and Headmistress Lorenz took care of those anyway. Theo was more interested in the defenses and formations for warding of deep sea monsters.

He’d already studied one of the steamships, but this one was much bigger and had different formations. He wished he had as much time as he wanted, but William only gave him half a year. After that, there was going to be work done on it to make it harder for the dwarves to breach the defenses. Then William was planning to take it across the deep sea. Theo didn’t know much about the dangers there, but if krakens were anything like the legends, he was content to stay on land forever. While problems on space ships could result in lack of oxygen with little hope of survival, at least there weren’t many monsters. Actually, Theo wondered if some of the legends had been true… or if this world had different rules.
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                William stood on the prow of the recently refitted dwarven fortress ship, looking out over the rolling waves in the direction of the dwarven homelands. The open ocean was filled with monsters of all sorts that could destroy a ship. Only a few paths were known to be safe- and only with special wards. 

Then William looked behind him, toward the docks. They were busy with activity, as trade had started again. William shook his head.

As much as he would have liked to lead his ships to the dwarven lands and force them to agree to some sort of peace treaty… it wasn’t the best thing for the country. He didn’t like waiting around for something to happen… but he didn’t have to wait. He could fortify Cruonia’s defenses and invest in the country’s growth. It wouldn’t be easy for the dwarves to bring another fleet- even if they had one constructed. He would let them brave the ocean voyage. As far as any of the dwarves knew, the islands nearby were the only viable stopping point between the dwarven archipelago and Cruonia. Maybe there were more islands on the way, but it would take years to find them and make them useful as waypoints.

Were the the dwarves in their homeland going to grown in hate toward gevai- demons? Probably. However, William preferred the current scenario to possibly making things worse. And if dwarven ships sent never returned… they would eventually stop sending them. William couldn’t always be there to deal with them personally, so many would inevitably be sunk. However, that was the consequence of coming to attack another land.

His decision to avoid traveling to the dwarven lands came from practicality and an appropriate view of his own mortality. A dozen ships wouldn’t do much against an entire country, even with him on them. Maybe they could take over a few islands, defeat a small army… but that wasn’t what they wanted to do. On the other hand, William didn’t want to risk ships being sunk to deliver a message that those in control had already received. While he had a high chance of success if he went personally, his own life was worth much more.

William knew that most would judge their lives as having more value than others, and he was no exception. However, at least he felt somewhat justified. He was the Eternal King, and he was one of the forces holding together Cruonia- and keeping humans and gevai from going into another pointless war. If he thought everything would hold itself together without him and Lorelei, he wouldn’t mind giving up his position- but he knew things wouldn’t be so easy. Another reason he couldn’t afford to risk his life was his promise to Lorelei- and even if he would reincarnate again, he didn’t want to miss a gross or two of years, especially at a critical point of the reintroduction of dwarves- and possibly elves.

-----

William was glad to be able to talk with Lorelei in person again. While phones were useful, it just wasn’t the same. While he could imagine Lorelei wandering about her lab fiddling with things as she spoke, it wasn’t the same as being there.

“So…” Lorelei looked at William through a coil of wire, “What do you think of the elves?”

William shrugged, “What about the elves? I know they control a continent and aren’t too keen on sharing it with dwarves… and that they’re elves. Beyond that, I know a bit of their language… probably. Maybe I’m learning some other language. Regardless, there isn’t much to know. Do the elves have the technology to travel here? Possibly. Do they even know about what happened? Possibly.” William shook his head, “I almost wish we had global instant communication, even if the elves and dwarves still hated us. If not for the nice tactical advantage we have now, anyway.”

“It is quite useful… though I’m told attempts at such technology are spreading among the humans. It won’t be long, I don’t think.”

“Good. Maybe Eclea will be willing to talk as long as we don’t have to meet in person.”

“That’s a very positive outlook on things.” Lorelei shrugged, “At least they don’t seem interested in causing trouble. If only we could get them to agree to a standard for rails… Having differing standards will be as bad as going to war”

William looked at Lorelei, finding her to be completely serious. “That… is an interesting view. I do agree that if we start with differing standards it could take… at least a few gross years to fix it, if ever.”

“I believe Theo mentioned they still used two differing standards for measurements and how annoying it was for space travel.”

William scratched his chin, “How long do you think it would take to conquer the world so we can enforce a single standard?”

“Too long. We have to finish exploring it first anyway.”

“That’s right… I still need to prepare for the expedition. We have to at least clear the possibility of any islands within a week’s travel of Cruonia. That should be… safe enough, anyway.”

Lorelei cleared her throat, “I was thinking… that maybe I could be the one to do that instead?”

William knew she probably wouldn’t bring it up if she didn’t think she could convince him of it… which unfortunately meant he probably needed to listen to her instead of attempting to ignore her. Not that he thought he could succeed at the latter even if he wanted to. “Alright, give me the reasons you should lead that instead of me or… Lila.”

“First, you’re the king. It’s much better for you to be here instead of me. Second, she has a school to run. Meanwhile, I only have a few personal projects that need to be brought to a stable point. However, they will need someone with the proper knowledge in case something happens to the formations… and there aren’t too many people who can do that.” 

William could have brought up the point that he was stronger- but the sorts of things that would cause trouble for an expedition might not care. If they destroyed the ship, he would be in a similarly poor situation. Besides, he did need to run things. Even if Lorelei was capable of it, she couldn’t be the one in charge all the time for the sake of stability. “I don’t like the idea of you taking the risk but… someone has to. If we’re being honest, for the sake of competency it probably has to be someone I like… and you’re quite capable. You’re the best choice.” William closed his eyes and nodded, “Just… be careful. I know I won’t be able to follow through on this, but I’d like to return your own words. No dying or I’ll be very mad at you.”

Lorelei grinned, “Well, I don’t want to see you mad. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. What point is there in discovering new information if you can’t do something with it?”
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                Lorelei kept watch from the deck of the steamship. It was impossible to constantly be on alert, but some level of caution was necessary. The wards generally kept away sea monsters, but they weren’t perfect. Otherwise, there would have been no need for sea routes between the dwarven homeland and Cruonia. 

The wards were a combination of many things that kept away most sea creatures most of the time. Lorelei appreciated the work that must have gone in to put together. It would have required multiple excursions with people returning to report on what types of sea monsters attacked, then testing countermeasures. 

However, just because the formations worked in most cases to protect the dwarves on their travel routes didn’t mean it would be perfect when travelling to new places. There could be different things that lived in different waters. William had told her what he knew about what the wards could repel. It covered many things like giant sharks, shipwrecker whales, several varieties of giant squid, and a number of varieties of barnacles that would eat through a normal hull- or even a metal coated one in some cases. The list went on, but it didn’t cover everything. Kraken, colossal crabs, and sea hydras were among those not covered. The crabs were only a danger in more shallow waters as they only roamed the sea floor. Sea hydras were more mobile than their land counterparts, and actually capable of swimming up to the surface- where they would often latch onto ships and eat the sailors on top.

The biggest danger from any sea creatures, however, came not as a threat to the crew, but to the ship itself. There weren’t many weapons good for attacking undersea creatures. Cannons were laughable underwater. Harpoons were the best, and the dwarves even had kindly left them some harpoon guns. Even so, it was rather hard to fight creatures directly under the ship. Lorelei supposed it was possible to create places to stab monsters with spears through the hull… but that would create structural weaknesses and likely lead to more trouble than it was worth, even ignoring the intrusion of water. Lorelei did have some magic in mind that might help, but the best option would be to avoid conflict altogether.

So far all of the trips had been pretty uneventful. The ship would go out for a few weeks, covering as much area as possible, then return to port to refuel. The ships weren’t exactly the most efficient things, but Lorelei doubted that sails would much help. Though, it was something worth looking into.

While testing the dwarven ships, the fuel efficiency had been much worse. Part of that was just a misunderstanding of what was required- but the biggest part was the type of coal used. It wasn’t standard coal, but magic infused. That gave it more energy per weight, which made it actually possible to travel longer distances. Minimizing what magical formations were active and thus their drain of the energy was also important. That was why spotting potential enemies before they attacked was important, because the reinforcement formations weren’t active.

-----

After several months of going out to sea and finding nothing but more sea then returning to port, Lorelei wasn’t expecting much. At least she had time to ponder over the formations on the ships, thinking of ways to improve performance or efficiency. The occasional sea monster attack broke the sameness, but usually those only lasted long enough to scratch up the hull before a harpoon or two made the creatures realize they would rather go find something easier to eat.

There were also some incidents with large shadows in the ocean below… and while some of them had probably just been dark spots at least one had moved beneath the ship. Lorelei postulated that it had been a giant turtle, based on the shape of the shadow.

When the call of “land, ho!” finally came, Lorelei was surprised.They were certainly far enough from Cruonia that the area hadn’t been explored, but after so much nothing any island was something special. As they approached closer, it became clear that it was even a rather large island. It was covered in lush jungle which gradually sloped up to one side, presumably with the island itself. 

The ship approached cautiously, wary of sandbars and coral reefs, before dropping anchor and proceeding toward shore in a few dinghys. Lorelei didn’t anticipate needing many soldiers, but having a half dozen wouldn’t be amiss. They pulled the dinghys up onto the beach so they wouldn’t wash away, then proceeded into the jungle.

“Watch for snakes.” Lorelei cautioned. While most creatures would be wary of a group, a snake was likely to hide and attack if something came close enough for it to feel threatened. Whether or not a snake could injure someone in armor was a different question, but snakes were the most likely threat. There could be wild boar or various types of magical beasts, but those would be more easily spotted.

As a precaution, Lorelei continuously hummed, using magic to create a weak barrier to keep away insects. It took relatively little effort, and if it prevented a poisonous bite or a new exotic disease from being contracted, it was worth it. Besides, it was also practice.

While Lorelei might have liked to comb the whole islands for new animals or different species, that wasn’t the purpose of the trip. Instead, they spent a few hours trudging through the jungle up toward the highest point… where Lorelei could confirm that it was a volcanic island. That was useful for making an other outpost, assuming it was managed properly. Siphoning off energy from a volcano gave a large source of power, but of course brought with it some risks. Mostly during the process of setting up such siphons. If the process was done properly, it could actually reduce the probability of an eruptions- but it could just as easily set one off early if done improperly. Regardless, Lorelei didn’t need to worry about that at the moment. She just took notes on the general size and shape of the island, as well as logging its position. It was nice to be involved in the first bit of discovery in recent times. She found that the gevai and humans had been far too focused on fighting over their own lands and afraid of trying to explore. She couldn’t speak for the humans… but they would get the chance eventually. Once they purchased information on the formations necessary to avoid monsters… or put in the effort to come up with their own.
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                They saw the storm coming on the horizon, but even as they moved to avoid it it seemed like it was shifting to block their path. It swiftly covered the ship… but Lorelei knew it didn’t actually have any real purpose. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Some of the traditional things to do in a storm were pointless or more specifically impossible in their ship. There were no sails to raise on a ship without sails, after all. However, sealing the hatches to the lower decks and keeping the upper decks clear of water was still important. 

The rain started to fall in sheets, and waves rose up over the deck of the ship. Lorelei hadn’t seen a storm like it in a long time, and she had never been out at sea during one. However, the most important thing was to not panic. Though the crew hadn’t been in a large storm on this particular kind of ship, they were experienced sailors who had weathered storms on more traditional ships. 

They knew what to do, turning the ship so that it would have the least chance of being rolled over by the waves, with the crew that remained on deck attached with ropes to various anchor points.

Belowdecks, Lorelei knew they were operating pumps if any water managed to get inside, and watching for any damage that pierced the hulls. The dwarven ships were nothing if not sturdy, so it wasn’t a major concern- but if they missed it through carelessness it could lead to disaster.

Lorelei sealed herself in the room where the magical formations were managed, which meant she couldn’t see what was going on- though there wasn’t much that could be seen. The driving rain and dark clouds made vision nearly impossible, except for brief flashes when lightning struck. 

Lorelei looked around the room, shifting around in the ropes that were keeping her from flying around the deck. It wasn’t possible to shovel coal in the current conditions, so the magical formations had to run off the remaining energy from the boiler and any storage they had. Lorelei watched the various bits and pieces. Though none of them were damaged, they were quickly going through their energy. The most important part was the formations reinforcing the hull, and especially the drive functions. They couldn’t afford for those parts to be damaged.

As Lorelei was concentrating on watching the flow of mana, she noticed a change. One side of the ship had a different flow of mana. She tried to discern what it was. Though being shaken around didn’t help, she determined that nothing was damaged. However, the strange phenomenon was moving up the side of the ship. It was hard to see clearly with all of the ship in the way and magical barriers, but the phenomenon was definitely radiating mana.

Lorelei didn’t find that to be a good sign. Whatever it was, she needed to get a closer look. She detached herself from the ropes keeping her from flying about and exited the room. She shouted down the corridor for someone to replace her in the formations room- just in case- using a bit of ki to make her voice travel through all the noise. That was the sort of trick William was quite fond of. 

As Lorelei headed for the deck she found herself flung about. Rather than trying to fight it, she just let the ship turn as it would- and whatever was found itself down at the moment was the floor. Fortunately, this never made her have to walk on anything but the floor and the corners of the floor any walls, but she did find herself climbing more than walking at several points, stepping on doorframes as the bow of the ship rose and fell with incoming waves.

Opening the hatch met Lorelei with a torrent of water, but she pulled herself out and shut the hatch. She had to fight the wind and waves, but she hadn’t slacked on training her body. She managed to anchor herself until there was an opportune moment to reseal it, then looked around for the next spot she could grab onto. 

Still holding onto the door, Lorelei saw the phenomenon she had been worried about. It was quite obvious when she looked at it. It was the only thing mostly visible even without flashes of lighting, as it seemed to provide its own.

Crackles of electricity produced some light as they ran around the body of an eel nearly the length of the ship and as thick as a normal gevai torso was wide. Currently, the eel was coiled around one of the smokestacks. The smokestack wasn’t made to support such weight, and with the eel twisting around it Lorelei could see it squashing and buckling. She would likely have heard it, but the roar of the wind and rain made it impossible, even without the occasional thunder.

Lorelei managed to move herself to a more secure location, hooking herself to sturdy ropes. She still had to hold onto a handhold to keep herself somewhat steady, but it was better than using both hands to grip. Lorelei saw several sailors attacking the eel- but none of the harpoons seemed to stick into the giant eel. Lorelei imagined that was a combination of slick skin, tough scales, and poor footing. 

For its part, the eel barely seemed to notice. Though it was currently causing damage to the ship as it squeezed around the smoke stack and flailing its tail, it didn’t seem to be doing it on purpose. Lorelei was even more certain of that once she saw what its actual goal was a few moments later.

For a brief moment over the roar of the storm she heard a shrill keening, and then heard almost nothing at lightning struck the ship- or more specifically the eel. It took a few moments for her sight to recover, but once it did she no longer saw the eel- or the smokestack. Smaller tendrils of lightning seemed to have snapped the ropes of several of the sailors, and she saw some of them clinging onto the edge of the ship… and below them in the sea, at least a dozen more eels.
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                Sailors sprang to help their fellow shipmates who were hanging onto the edge as the ship tossed and turned. Of course, they could only help if they themselves were not tossed off the ship.

Lorelei looked down at the eels behind them, watching. Were they waiting for sailors to fall into the sea and be food… or were they waiting for lightning to strike again? Lorelei supposed it could be both.

As another eel tried to worm its way up onto the deck, Lorelei shouted out. It was hard to control mana in the storm, and Lorelei wished she had brought her staff up with her- but she would probably just lose it overboard if she had. Her shout was just enough to gather some of the mana and direct it, sending some of the driving rain and other water toward the eel, shoving it off the deck before it managed to gain purchase by twisting around something.

Lorelei continuously used magic to repel the electric eels. Fortunately, they were easy enough to spot by the fluctuations of mana around them. She concentrated on those near the sailors. She wasn’t sure if they would attack the gevai themselves, but since the eels would likely shock them just by being nearby, it was not the best time to test.

Lorelei assigned a couple of the other gevai who were better at magic to holding off giant electric eels on other sections of the ship. If they could kill them, it would also be fine- but there were enough of them it was a constant chore just to keep them away from important parts of the ship. If there hadn’t been a storm, Lorelei’s own control of mana would probably be sufficient to cover the entire ship, but as things were she could only deal with one or two eels at any given moment. 

The first electric eel was killed by a gevai who managed to obtain a spear. They hadn’t expected to be boarded by anything, so the weapons for fighting on deck hadn’t been conveniently placed. The sailor stabbed the spear into the eye of one of the giant eels, and even further. Then he just stood there, with the spear in the eel’s brain.

It took Lorelei a moment to realize what was going on, but when she did it took her only a moment to reduce the conductivity around the sailor and especially where his hands touched the spear shaft- or rather the water on the shaft, as wood barely conducted electricity. The sailor pulled the spear out of the electric eel’s cranium, and its electricity returned to arcing around itself for a few moments before slowly fading.

Other sailors had likewise taken to attacking the eels’ eyes. They knew how to fight, after all. The first eel had merely been higher up where they couldn’t attack the eyes. Harpoons proved to be more useful than spears- if they hit. It removed the shock that came from contact with the eels, though it lacked some of the force. Even so, a harpoon still had enough power behind it to kill an eel if the throw or shot was aligned properly.

Lorelei started to work on keeping eels away from those fighting- so they could handle them one at a time, and not have to worry about getting attacked from behind or the side. The eels were definitely attacking the sailors now- whether that had been their initial intention or not.

Even so, the eels were slain or retreated one at a time, until the only thing left to fight was the storm itself. Without the additional troubles, they managed to wait it out until the waters returned to something resembling calm.

With that, they took stock of the casualties. Two sailors could not be found- likely thrown overboard and unable to make their way back up for any of a number of reasons. Another half-dozen were injured, from bite wounds to burns from being shocked. They would probably survive- even though one of them was missing an arm along with a chunk of his torso. If the giant electric eels hadn’t shown up at such a time, they would have been easily handled. On the other hand, Lorelei suspected they only showed up precisely because it was a storm.

The ship hadn’t gotten off unscathed either. The hull merely had a few scratches here or there- nothing had intentionally punctured it, so it held. One smokestack was ruined, but it could function just fine as an empty hole, if necessary. The railings were damaged at various points, but those were easily repaired.

The only real problem was the paddlewheel. Though it hadn’t been active, the waves had still spun it… and a giant eel had tried to climb up that way. That ended up with it getting tangled up in the workings and causing significant damage. 

As it was, it couldn’t even rotate properly, even ignoring the fact that the damaged parts wouldn’t push significant amounts of water. That meant the ship couldn’t go anywhere except with the tides.

The men looked to Lorelei for a plan. “What should we do, my queen?”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “What do you mean? Detach it and start lifting. I can’t take a good look at that thing with it down in the water.”

The paddlewheel was a giant construction of metal. It wasn’t the sort of thing that could be move with just manpower- assuming that meant humans. However, gevai weren’t humans, and well trained gevai were extremely strong. It still took most of the crew, with a few rows holding onto those in front of them to provide more weight to counteract the paddlewheel. Even so, they managed to detach it and pull it up onto the deck.

Lorelei looked it over. Metal was strong, but the problem it had was after a certain point it bent… and then it wouldn’t bend back. Pulling metal back to straight might just snap it instead. The paddlewheel was well and truly mangled. Even the best smiths would likely have to melt it down and forge a new one. However, Lorelei wasn’t a smith. She was an Archmage. “All right, everyone find something useful to do. Maybe check to see if that eel is edible or something. I need to fix this.”
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                Lorelei found that the damage to the paddlewheel wasn’t the worst part- sure, it was twisted completely out of shape and unusable, but more importantly the magical formations had been damaged. While missing a chunk or two of steel wasn’t a big deal, she didn’t have anything to replace the other components which were probably at the bottom of the sea somewhere. The formations were mostly for reinforcement, but nobody expected a giant electric eel to tangle itself up inside the mechanisms in the middle of a massive storm. Lorelei shook her head. The formations weren’t important right now. What was important was making the paddlewheel functional.

Metal didn’t like being straightened. While proper application of heat could persuade it to be malleable and choose a new “straight” alignment, it was a finicky process. Just hammering or pulling something, however, would weaken the metal even if it miraculously avoided thinning or pinches remaining. Magic, however, could mess directly with the alignment of the atoms of the metal. That made it possible to repair perfectly- given enough time.

Lorelei was glad for the practice she had gotten when making her staff. Fusing together a number of dragon heart crystals had given her plenty of experience. While she knew how to do manipulation of that sort in theory, without practice it would have taken much longer.

Meanwhile, straightening already connected metal was a piece of cake. It still took Lorelei an hour of constant magical work to straighten one paddle out of a dozen and a half, but that one looked almost as good as new when she was done.

Lorelei looked at the next one. That one was a bit harder in some ways as some of the metal had torn apart, but fusing metal together wasn’t worse than fusing crystal. It was just that she didn’t have months of time to work here. On the other hand, it wouldn’t do to rush.

The sounds of chanting- half of which ended up just being Lorelei cussing at the stupid waterwheel for getting itself broken- continued for all of the day. Along with the sounds of sailors going about other duties, and fortunately peaceful waves. Finally, there was the clinking of metal as it straightened and fused.

Finally it was too dark for Lorelei to work, so she had two sailors watch the paddlewheel overnight, just in case something like another storm happened. 

In the morning, she found a few of the more magically and mechanically inclined sailors watching her work… and took the opportunity to teach them about working with metal in such a way. While none of them had university level magic training, they could all at least control mana. Lorelei gave them all a chance to practice… and for herself to take a break.

Some of them actually made things worse at first, and Lorelei didn’t let them leave until they fixed their mistakes. One poor sailor trying to straighten a section kept making things worse until a huge chunk broke off… but he actually did a better job of reattaching it than straightening.

The teaching made things slower, but within a week they had managed to repair the paddlewheel and reattach it. The giant electric eel was edible- for the most part- and they had no trouble purifying seawater with magic, so they weren’t at any huge risk of dying in that time. Even so, as soon as it worked they set off toward Cruonia. While it worked, the ship still needed serious repairs in port, where they had new material to work with and proper tools. 

-----

William didn’t like to hear about Lorelei almost dying- though she insisted she would have likely survived even if the ship sunk. He did like hearing about her returning, but once the ship was repaired properly she would go out again. He would stop her but… it was what needed to be done as well as something she wanted to do. There was little point in her being safe if she wasn’t happy. 

She had been involved in many dangerous undertakings in the past- the only real difference was now he could hear about them more quickly. He still couldn’t influence the events, and no matter how strong he got he couldn’t be in two places at once.

William actually considered that fact, and decided against delving too deep. He couldn’t see anything positive resulting from attempting to split his soul. He didn’t know whether or not he could actually accomplish it, but even if he had another body, he had doubts about whether either piece would still be him or even part of the same thing- let alone still alive. Any experiments in that direction would go down a path that was at least as bad as what the Demon King had been doing.

-----

Reports continuously came to William. None of them were particularly interesting or important on their own, but without them the kingdom wouldn’t run smoothly. 

As years passed, the reports showed changes in the kingdom that weren’t immediately obvious. Trade was increasing, production of food and almost everything else was going up. Prices were down, even though many merchants had been complaining how paying fair wages to their workers was going to drive prices up. It had, for a few years. However, the improved quality of life allowed workers to become more educated and more effective- or even just more healthy. Miners who could afford hearty meals grew stronger and could do more work. As gevai, they could continue to grow stronger, even if it was usually a very slow process.

Cruonia wasn’t the only country experiencing growth. The human nations grew more prosperous as well- trading with each other and even with Cruonia. All of them except Eclea, anyway.

Eclea didn’t stagnate- but it continued to grow more insular. They continued to forbid any gevai from entering their country, and even became less open to humans from other nations. William didn’t really like it… but at least they didn’t seem to have any intentions of going to war. If they wanted to be left alone, he would let them. After all, his spies had already obtained the most important information they had. It didn’t have anything to do with their protective formations- having travelled through them himself he thought of some possible ways to counteract them if he needed to. No, this was something more important that passing through the warning barrier unnoticed. It was… the specifications for the trains- and more importantly the rails. William was absolutely not going to have different standards for width or placement of tracks. Secretly influencing the other human countries to have the same standards in mind for whenever they got around to building trains was difficult, but important.

In that manner, a dozen years passed without any armed conflicts between countries- humans, gevai, or even dwarves.

            




    Chapter 487
    



    
        Chapter 487

    
    
    
    
                A dozen years without conflict with the dwarves was good… but it had also been a dozen years without contact of any sort. That included no contact between humans and dwarves, as far as William was aware. He wasn’t sure if they could even reach the humans, or if they had blocked all access to the continent by taking over the dwarves’ forward outpost. While they had explored the area around Cruonia, William had not done the same around the human’s lands. He didn’t think that they would appreciate armed ships entering what was probably their waters- even a gross of miles out to sea. 

Humans had started explore those areas on their own, however. William had been glad to sell or trade technology to them. Not cannons, though they developed versions of cannons on their own, but warding away deep sea life wasn’t able to directly harm anyone. Sure, it could allow them to go to different places that they could then attack from… but humans were perfectly capable of attacking Cruonia without going out that far to sea. To do that, they would have to go past the islands nearby, and there were systems in place to warn of passing ships or if the outposts there were attacked.

Humans had been developing their own long range communication. William didn’t think they used voice, but they had improved significantly on the primitive systems that he’d helped develop in his previous life. Moreso in the past years, as they saw how useful it was on a larger scale, even outside of military contexts. Unfortunately the trust between humans and gevai wasn’t high enough to have a direct line of communication between leaders, since neither completely trusted the other. Even so, he still could communicate with the leaders of Liaoyang, Ostana and Ustil through their ambassadors. That had been useful in a few situations- usually involving human or gevai smugglers- that could have otherwise resulted in large diplomatic incidents. Not that the smugglers had as much profit to make, since many goods could legally ship across the borders without much fuss. Even so, there were certain illegal or highly tariffed goods that smugglers would still transport. It wasn’t possible to watch every inch of the borders at all times, so it was just something that had to be accepted- though they occasionally caught some. The incidents arose when the humans captured gevai or vice versa 

While relations between humans and gevai were at an all-time high, it wasn’t as inspiring when he thought about what he was comparing it to. They were no longer slaughtering each other, but this hadn’t been the longest period without fighting. Sometimes, there had been too many people dead to continue for some time.

At least Ustil had a better-than-neutral attitude toward Cruonia. It was troublesome that they didn’t share a border, but over the years they had managed one feat William was rather proud of… an exchange of some citizens. There were several cities in each country where small populations of humans or gevai lived in a country that wasn’t theirs. It had taken some time for people to learn the languages and the cities were very carefully watched, but it was something. 

William knew that people were people- which was both a good thing and a bad thing. The good thing was that humans and gevai could get along… but also that they looked different from each other and had a long history of not liking each other, which made it harder for them to get along. However, they weren’t fundamentally different. They ate, drank, slept, and otherwise functioned the same. It was just that gevai grew physically much stronger, could always use magic at some level, and lived longer. That seemed heavily stacked in favor of the gevai, until one realized that there were at least a dozen humans for each of them.

-----

William looked over the reports on his desk, and wondered about one of them. While he cared somewhat about birthrates, he wasn’t sure why any individual’s birth was of much important. They weren’t nobility or anything. Then he looked more closely at the report. Roque Strnad- a somewhat odd name combination. That wasn’t the important part. The important part was his parents, even if the people themselves were unimportant. One of them was a laborer, one a tavern maid. One a human… and one a gevai.

Lorelei had discussed that possibility with William in the past. Apparently, gevai and elves could produce offspring- and those could have children. Likewise, humans and elves could have offspring. There was probably some elven blood in most humans- though not to the point where it could be measured. The important thing was the possibility between humans and gevai. If the child wasn’t sterile like a mule or other crossbreed, then humans, elves, and gevai were basically the same species with very different traits. William wondered how dwarves fit into the equation. Unfortunately, he couldn’t just ask two people to try to have a child. Well, he wouldn’t. The important part of that was all of the dwarves he knew were prisoners… even if they were well taken care of.

In fact, most of the dwarves who had been captured were now under the care of the diviners. William didn’t mind having others take care of them, but he made sure to have groups sent to be checked on. He personally asked the dwarves about their treatment, and they were not only satisfied but happy with the care given them- though they mentioned missing their homeland. William felt something was strange about them… but he found no signs of compulsion or other issues. There was something they wouldn’t say, but they tried to avoid even letting on there was a secret. It didn’t seem like anything unpleasant to the dwarves, but rather something they wanted hidden from him. That made William want to know it more.

William had plans to integrate some dwarves into the test communities. He would have done so sooner, but he had been hoping for peaceful contact from the dwarves, in which case he would have returned them to their homeland- probably for ransom of some kind. They would have full freedoms- except to travel out of the cities without permission. William didn’t plan to just let any dwarves be involved, however. He made sure to only pick those with the best opinions of gevai- those who at least didn’t think of them as demons. Among the chosen dwarves were the first crew he had captured.

With them, William planned to send more people to watch on the cities. That included a dozen specially trained gevai who would be secretly watching over Roque Strnad. William would have liked to study him to see what the differences were, but it was better for him to live his life mostly unbothered. He would still be watched carefully, though. His birth was an important first step in future integration, even if it had probably been an accident.
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                The report on Roque Strnad didn’t have many details. His skin was brown, not the sort of brown a gevai would get but closer to the skin-tone light brown that those from Ustil generally shared- courtesy of his father. He had nubs for horns, but they hadn’t grown in yet. Beyond that, there wasn’t much else to say. There weren’t many other differences between humans and gevai. Eye shape and other features varied among both. It was too early to know if he could inherently see mana like gevai, or whether he had a strong body. His lifespan would also be unclear for quite some time.

William could already anticipate all sorts of negative reactions to his existence. Those humans or gevai who did not like the other would probably call it a crime against nature or something… but people having children was about as natural as things got. At least the test community was made up of those who would  be more open to the idea. Perhaps some of them would still be wary of him- maybe they only thought humans and gevai could live in peace, but didn’t agree that they should intermingle. Either way, his very existence was something that people couldn’t deny. Now all that was necessary was a lot of hard work and probably a gross or two of years and people might get along swimmingly.

-----

William knew that making assumptions was a necessary fact of life. Assumptions existed so people could handle situations that weren’t exactly as experience before, but would probably be close enough. Even so, he had to keep an open mind and be willing to change his beliefs when assumptions proved false. Sometimes it was hard… especially when it was so unexpected.

William had spent more time talking to dwarves lately. When he wasn’t busy dealing with other issues, he found he wanted to hear about dwarven culture from their own mouths… and not just through snippets of memory. Those discussions led to magic, and magical formations- though most of the dwarves knew little enough about those. That led him to assume dwarves were like humans, with some able to do magic with the potential of awakening to be able to see mana. It was a logical assumption, but it proved incorrect.

While the dwarves were reluctant to discuss details of magical formations even if they knew more about them- since they had trouble not seeing him as an enemy of their nation, which was probably technically correct- he eventually got in a particular discussion. 

“So, do dwarves know about chantless casting? That you don’t actually need a particular chant to use magic?”

“Chanting?” The dwarf he was talking with had a big bushy beard, streaked with grey. “Chanting like… elven magic?”

“Umm… I’m not sure. What is elven magic like?”

“Lots of tossing around fire and lightning, and not so much solid construction.”

“Fire… like this?” William created a small flame like a match above his hand.

“Yeah. That’s elven magic, probably.” The dwarf nodded, “At least, I don’t see anything else that would have created that flame.”

“Of course there’s nothing else. I simply used the surrounding mana to create flame. Do dwarves not do that? You can see mana, after all.”

“We surely can. If the mana’s in a proper place, anyway. Like your staff and robes. Teeming with mana. Just not floating around in the air without a proper container.”

“Wait, so…” William waved his hand around, gathering mana as he talked, “You can’t see free mana? Like this here?”

“I certainly can’t see it, whether you have any or not.” The dwarf’s beard bounced up and down as he talked, “Haven’t heard of a single dwarf who can.”

“So dwarves can’t do magic?”

“We can do magic just fine!” the dwarf retorted loudly, “We have magic to create nearly indestructible fortresses, the best weapons and armor, and much more! Just because we can’t conjure a flame from out of the air-!”

William waved his hand, “Don’t think of me as doubting the skills your people have. I have seen examples of your expert magical engineering. If I were to more carefully choose my words… dwarves can’t use external magic, magic relying on free mana?”

The dwarf nodded, “Elven magic.”

“Except it is also used by humans and gevai, making dwarves somewhat unique in that case.” William leaned closer to the dwarf.

The dwarf leaned back, turning his eyes away. “Umm…”

“Sorry. I was just trying to see if there was something different about your eyes.” William stroked his chin, muttering, “Or maybe brains or quite possibly souls…” After a few moments William looked up, “You’re still here? Thank you for your time. You may go now.”

“Uh… it has been an honor… your majesty.”

William didn’t feel strong sincerity in the dwarves parting words. They were at least a little bit more than just politeness for the sake of not getting killed, which was better than open hostility.

-----

William made his way to the communications center. Along the way several guards scrutinized him as he approached. They knew the face of their king- but they also knew anyone could appear to have his face. If they didn’t look closely, someone skilled in subtle magic might be able to hide the mana making such an appearance. “Good afternoon,” William nodded. Voice was harder to replicate. Using magic to replicate a voice was extremely difficult, because sound was needed to use magic in the first place. It could be maintained for brief periods without chanting or other sound… but only by very skilled people. William’s voice and face and hair movements helped assure the guards of his authenticity- and of course the lack of mana being used.

If he was sending an important message like orders to the army, he had some code phrases that would be included, but those weren’t necessary. He was going to be talking to people who knew his voice and speech habits well. Lorelei, Theo, and Lila would want to know about dwarves not using or even being able to see free mana. Jordan would also want to know, but would either be inside the communications center or nearby for the convenience of coordinating things. William didn’t know if it would be critical information to any of them, but it was certainly interesting and quite possibly useful.
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                The device glowed. Louis Wolff didn’t know how it worked, but he knew it meant trouble. Maybe it wasn’t big trouble. Maybe it was just an unexpected shipment from the mainland. Maybe it would be filled with cookies- but more likely with bad news. However, considering that mainland Cruonia could contact them through the phone… he doubted it was from them. 

The device only glowed when there was something powerful enough to disturb the mana in the area. So far, that had meant ships from the mainland. This time, it probably meant something else.

Commander Louis called on his assistant to relay the orders. “Watch for enemies approaching, be prepared for a fight.” He looked at the intensity of the device’s glow. “A big one.”

Even without understanding the particulars of how the device works, Commander Louis could appreciate having it. Anything that gave advance warning of trouble was appreciated. In recent years, all sorts of new gizmos and gadgets had been popping up. Coolers, phones, and of course fancy dwarven ships. He understood their usefulness, but it was hard to get used to when for the rest of his life things had remained basically the same. That was probably why they had never won any of the wars with the humans. 

Not that they were doing those anymore. Louis had only been around for one- possibly two wars with the humans. He wasn’t sure if the latest one counted. It had only lasted a handful of years before everyone went home. He supposed it didn’t matter much. It had allowed him to serve with the right guy… who knew another guy, who knew another guy, who told someone he was a pretty decent leader. Louis was, but he wasn’t terribly great at one-on-one combat. Not enough to become a Lord, anyway.

Then the civil war had happened, and the new Eternal King didn’t care who he could kill with his own hands but rather what he could get the men to do. Apparently, that was good enough to get him stationed in the Western Cruonian Isles.

He just hoped the confidence in him wasn’t misplaced- and by that he meant that the new equipment worked as well as in testing. If it did, he could handle anything that would come for him- even one of those fancy fortress sized ships the dwarves had.

-----

Commander Louis scratched the back of his head. Ah, that was what he got for bragging- even just to himself. Two of the fancy fortress ships. That meant the new equipment better work at least as well as in testing or he would be demoted from Commander of the Western Cruonian Isles to fish food, along with everyone under his command.

At least they saw them coming. That was a good start. “The men have the cannons loaded?” he asked as he looked out over the ships one last time. The captain waiting for his orders nodded. Commander Louis finished his check, finding no flags of parley raised on the ships- not that he expected such with such a fleet. Twice as many as had existed at one point- the two fortress ships and another two dozen of the smaller but still dangerous steamships. Even so, he’d had to check. If he ignored the Eternal King’s orders and attacked if they were going to parley, he might end up worse off than fish food. He wasn’t sure exactly what could be done to him, but he didn’t want to find out. He’d seen the Eternal King explode some people. “Fire!”

Commander Louis loved cannons. He could feel their effectiveness… and then shortly thereafter see it. At the range they fired at, only a few ships were damaged, and though the fortress ships were hit he doubted they’d so much as scratched them. Even so, they had enough ammo to take advantage of the range to soften them up. 

The dwarven fleet split up in an attempt to flank the island’s defenses… but there were weapons available for every direction. The defenses had been most fortified in the direction of Cruonia to begin with, but after the gevai gained control of the island they improved the defenses all around. There was no reason to assume the enemy would come from a particular direction out at sea, after all.

Commander Louis appreciated the sounds of cannonballs impacting on ships… and even those hitting the island itself. For the latter, he most appreciated the relative lack of crumbling walls they caused. The islands defenses were quite effective at hitting moving targets, and Command Louis appreciated the amount of ammo they had been able to use when training, even though it wasn’t cheap. Now, it made all the difference. Then the fortress ships fired.

Commander Louis winced at the sound of stone cracking, but he knew the defenses would still hold firm for some time. Then a messenger came, “They’re ready to fire, Commander.”

Commander Louis grinned, “Well then, send them the orders to fire at will.” There was an excruciating minute where the message was relayed, but then there were explosions. The fortress ships were giant fortresses made out of metal, covered in numerous magical formations. Standard cannons wouldn’t do much good, and magically enhanced shells did little better. However, there was one weakness.

The paddlewheels. Sure, they were covered in a shell of metal above and to the sides, protecting them from any sort of cannon fire… but the latest piece of technology came in the form of a sort of underwater cannon. The shots fired slowly, and of course were much more expensive… and getting people down below the surface had been a real hassle even with the island almost being cored out to begin with.. Even so, the torpedos worked wonders- which they should, for how much magic was in them.

Now the fortress ships couldn’t maneuver. Not that they did much of that, but because they existed… cannons made to destroy them existed as well. Commander Louis just hoped they had enough shots to take out two before too much damage was incurred to the island.
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                The glorious sounds of cannons had stopped. All that was left was the sound of cleanup. Clunking of boots on stone and stone on stone. The walls of the fortress had huge gaps at numerous points. Around two dozen gevai had lost their lives in the battle, out of around a gross of defenders. As the defenders, that was a significant toll… but Commander Louis thought it was acceptable losses. Not preferred, of course, but nothing could be done about it. Not with their current defensive setup, anyway. Maybe with underwater defenses further out…

Occasionally, a dwarf would arrive at the shore- or the base of the walls, which was the same thing. They would be offered surrender, and then killed if they refused. Most surrendered, since they couldn’t hope to face armed defenders on their own with only waterlogged clothing and perhaps a belt knife or cutlass. Many more never made it to shore. Those in armor who had been prepared for man to man combat were among them, except for a few lucky souls who clawed their way up the watery sides of the island under the water.

There were none of the over two dozen dwarven ships left sailing- and none had escaped. Not that it would have done them much good if they had, since they likely didn’t have enough coal to reach anywhere else. Commander Louis would have liked to have captured some ships, but it just didn’t work out that way. They could have prepared ships of their own and tried boarding actions, but with so many enemies it was just asking to get the few ships they had in the fortified harbor destroyed. Losing a few ships wasn’t worth possibly gaining a similar number, without even counting the lives of the men on board.

Commander Louis didn’t think he could have done much better… unless the Eternal King himself got involved. He’d captured an entire fortress ship himself- after disabling a number of smaller ships. That was far beyond Commander Louis’ capabilities, even if he had been strong enough to compete for a position as a lord.

He knew the Eternal King wouldn’t be happy. The Eternal King had expressed his desire to enter diplomatic relations with the dwarves. Even so, Commander Louis followed his orders for if they didn’t come to parley. So, while the Eternal King wouldn’t be happy… he probably wouldn’t hold it against Commander Louis himself. The same couldn’t necessarily have been said of the previous Eternal King.

-----

William wanted to punch something, but he restrained himself. The only things around were the excellent people who managed the communications center and of course the phones themselves… neither of which he wanted to damage. What he really wanted to damage was a dwarf, or several dwarves. Not dwarves in general, but specific ones that he just hadn’t met yet. Probably on the dwarven council, and leaders of the military. 

He wasn’t sure what they were thinking. The first group had failed completely, so twice as many ships? That was bound to fail as well, even if they caused more damage. In the dozen years where there hadn’t been any communication he had hoped they had given up on the issue, but apparently they had just been building more ships. William didn’t think the could afford much more than what they had just sent, though he supposed they might have more efficient production methods. Either way, the ships weren’t cheap.

If they had been willing to do nothing, William would have been happy to do the same… forever. However, since they showed their determination to attack again- and William confirmed with Commander Louis that they hadn’t flown a flag of parley or peace even when approaching the island that had formerly been theirs- he wasn’t just going to sit around and take it.

He had a fleet constructed. Counting the captured dwarven ships, it was a similar size to the fleet that just attacked. Sending it to attack fortified dwarven positions was suicide, even if they didn’t make special preparations like underwater torpedoes. However, there was no need to attack fortified positions. He wasn’t planning to destroy civilian ports or anything… but he had gained enough knowledge about dwarven affairs and the layout of their islands to do something else.

Regardless of whether or not the dwarves could build good fortifications, not everywhere would be amazingly fortified. It was just impractical. More importantly, they hadn’t been at war very much in the recent past. There had been some scuffles among the dwarves themselves and with the elves in the past gross of years or so, but mostly peace. 

Islands on the outer edge of their territory were fortified, but that wouldn’t be a problem for William. He could just avoid them. That wouldn’t have been possible if he hadn’t gotten memories and intel from various dwarves- and the lucky capture of a few navigators in the latest attack helped even more- but he did have that information. That meant he could circumvent the most heavily fortified areas to strike at the core of the dwarves. That was no good for an extended military operation, but William wasn’t planning to try to conquer the islands. All he wanted was to meet the dwarven council… and possibly capture or kill them. Maybe he would off the top ranking dwarves in the military while he was at it. He planned to be flexible in his approach.

All he knew for sure was he was going to kill whoever thought it was a good idea to go to war with him. They would most likely be in Dhugulir, the dwarven capital. Such a place would be defended… but not as well defended as it might be. It was the political and economic center of the dwarves, but not their military center. More importantly, even if they were able to seal themselves off, William would be able to deliver the message. Agree to peace, or suffer the consequences. Though, he’d start with a softer message… if he could get a chance to talk.
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                William decided to give the dwarves one more chance… partly because it would take him some time to put together his expedition. He sent one more group of dwarves back to deliver his offer of peace to the dwarves. These dwarves were more sympathetic to his cause… but not his favorite bunch, because he wasn’t sure that they wouldn’t be killed to keep them silent, if someone really didn’t want the dwarves to know about the chance of peace. He’d expected at least some kind of message otherwise, even if it was “kill yourselves and we won’t have to do it for you” or something to that effect.

He told the dwarves to spread the word to as many people as they could. Whether or not they actually did so or chose to listen to him once let free wasn’t under his control. Hopefully they would at least mention that he said the Demon King had been destroyed, but he couldn’t be sure what a month of travel might do to change their minds.

Three months passed without a response- which was enough time for the dwarves to spend a month debating his message and send a ship each way. Since he received nothing, he would have to go deliver the message himself… as he had expected.

Sending someone else was no good. While he had plenty of competent subordinates and friends, none of the others had so much strength in a single person… and would also be guaranteed to reincarnate, as far as such guarantees went. Not that he planned to die.

He was bringing two dozen ships, approximately. A fleet similar in size to the dwarven one, but he had some advantages that they would not. First, they would not have many ships of that caliber left, and he would be avoiding their fortifications. Once he was on land, he would have five gross of gevai soldiers, enough to take on any army that could be quickly mustered. In fact, at the strength of a dozen men they should be able to combat head on with almost any army the dwarves could muster period. Even if the dwarves were above the human average, William’s troops were as well. He also needed to outfit fewer troops… and while that was somewhat included in the standard “dozen to one” consideration, with a “small” powerful force he could avoid any confrontations he didn’t wish to face.

Each ship needed a competent navigator- even if they were travelling together in convoy, storms and other situations where they might be separated were unavoidable. William produced the best sea maps he could, with landmarks. There was a reason countries didn’t like good maps getting out… and that was war. Unfortunately for the dwarves, a number of maps had also been captured. After all, their own men at least needed good enough maps to navigate. They hadn’t expected their men to all fall unconscious and be unable to destroy the maps- and while that wasn’t true for every ship, it was true on enough of them that actually had such maps… and for the maps in the dwarven forward outpost.

The land maps were more vague, but William knew enough to be able to find- or avoid- main roads on the dwarves’ main island and find his way toward Dhugulir.

-----

William had his men practice magic to increase the fuel efficiency of their ships. It wasn’t much- most of them couldn’t keep up magic for long, and mana was limited. Even so, they would be able to save a few days of coal over the trip. Each man worked in pairs for two hour shifts, watching the furnaces and shoveling coal. Every sailor knew enough about what was required to handle it competently, and if something actually went outside of expectations there were more practiced gevai they could go to.

Unfortunately they couldn’t use magic to increase efficiency for the entire trip. There were several areas marked as danger zones, and creating mana fluctuations in the area didn’t seem like a wise idea. It was best to completely avoid the attention of the creatures in those areas. Formations were run at minimum power in those areas, except the wards to dissuade creatures from approaching. 

William wasn’t sure if he wanted to know what the dangers in the areas were- he wasn’t even sure if the dwarves knew. In most of the places, anyway, they were merely listed as danger zones. While passing through them, everything became eerily quiet- even if it probably wasn’t necessary. Nobody wanted to speak a word when it might summon a gigantic creature to eat them.

The journey was timed such that storms wouldn’t likely be a problem- and William found it actually worked out that way. There were some points with larger waves, but nothing enough to threaten the ships or even make them lose sight of each other.

William was very glad for the memories of some navigators. He wouldn’t have thought to regularly check the surface of the ship otherwise. However, because of that he swept the fleet with his ki senses at least daily, paying special attention to the undersides. One day, about two thirds of the way through the journey, he found what he had been warned about.

The dwarves called them metalsuckers, though that wasn’t a fair name. They stuck to the side of the boats and would suck on anything- dissolving it with their mouths. According to what he’d learned they actually couldn’t handle that much metal, and would die off- but not before incurring damage to the hull.

These particular creatures latched on while the defensive wards were down for travelling through a danger zone. It would have been several days before the wards went back up, and by that point they would have significant damage from the dozens of large fish attached to each ship. William caught it less than half a day after they must have attached, and that meant all it took the gevai was ropes and someone willing to dive, stabbing them to kill and detach them. The hulls of the ships incurred visible, if minimal, damage. William resolved to check more often- even if it meant waking up in the middle of the night. It wasn’t that much effort to check, though he couldn’t possible keep a constant eye on the entire fleet. William just hoped that the metalsuckers were the worst of the problems they encountered.
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                William wasn’t sure how the dwarves had managed to arrive near Cruonia with their ships in such good shape. Did they have people working around the clock to remove metalsuckers? Did they actually lose ship that he didn’t hear about somehow? Were they just very lucky? Maybe he was just unlucky instead, though he supposed that there were far worse things they could have faced. He managed to keep all of the ships mostly undamaged by the time they entered dwarven waters, though it meant only sporadic sleep. He couldn’t afford to have the ships damaged if he wanted to have the return trip go smoothly.

Of course, before they could worry too much about the return trip they had to complete the first leg of the journey. They skirted the outer islands as they saw them on the horizon. Perhaps someone might notice them, perhaps not. Unfortunately they couldn’t completely avoid the islands, but at least they could avoid getting close enough for cannon range.

William didn’t think the dwarves had any weaponry designed specifically to deal with their own ships, but that didn’t mean regular cannons weren’t useful. Even the fortress ships would eventually fall under cannon fire. William wanted to have plenty of energy reserves on the trip back- or at the very least reserved for trouble they couldn’t avoid.

They passed merchant ships on the journey, but not from up close. Even if the ships were looking, they wouldn’t be able to make out any details. At the first sign of any ships, William used magic to blur the image of the ships. It wasn’t invisibility, but just a wall that distorted light. That was much easier to do on a larger scale. Since the dwarves couldn’t see mana themselves, they might think it a trick of reflections off the water or something else- and that was only if they were looking through a spyglass.

-----

Ships entered the harbor on a calm night. On such a calm night, ships couldn’t sail. These ships also did not have men rowing. Even so, they entered the harbor and landed at the docks.

The night watch did not notice them. There had not been anything to see for most of their careers, and they had no reason to believe anything would be different that night. They kept watch, but they failed to notice the subtle magic that kept the ships hidden. Then they found themselves drifting off into unconsciousness, one at a time.

Tall figures stepped off of the ships- the tallest that had ever set foot on the shores of the island, at least in living memory. Before dawn, they occupied the docks and the defenses around them. The guards found themselves without equipment, and those who still had weapons or armor elsewhere were reluctant to do anything when they saw the forces arrayed against them. As the sun rose, the dwarven harbor town was woken up with an announcement.

-----

“Men and women of Granite Cliffs…” William projected his voice throughout the harbor city, “Due to some unfortunate circumstances, we have been forced to occupy this lovely harbor of yours. We ask that all of you remain calm. Stay inside your homes, and no harm will come to you.” Some of those on the outer edge of the city might not hear him clearly, but they would talk to those further in. He didn’t actually care if they stayed inside their homes or not, as long as they didn’t approach the docks. 

William proceeded to tell the tale of the dwarves attacking Cruonia- twice, and refusing offers of diplomacy. He tried not to make it too antagonistic to the dwarves, but even just stating the facts put them in a bad light. Perhaps the people wouldn’t believe him, but they would have heard the words… and that was a start.

Fortunately the harbor hadn’t had much in the way of defenses. Truth be told, it was even less than what Cruonia had before the attacks from the dwarves. They hadn’t expected any sort of attacks. In a way, they were correct to believe there wouldn’t be any.

-----

William and most of his army marched along the roads. He would have preferred to ride, but they hadn’t been able to bring mounts on the ships for reasons of both space and food. Likewise, Granite Cliffs didn’t have enough mounts sized for gevai, and William didn’t want to rob the place regardless. A swift day of marching wouldn’t be bad for the men, even if they were fatigued from the long time at sea. Nobody wanted to complain in front of the Eternal King- and he had done at least as much as any one of them during the journey of over a month.

The dwarven roads were solid stone roads. That was the sort of thing one expected between harbors and their capital, but William appreciated it nonetheless. 

Along the road, they stopped to make similar announcements to the towns and villages they passed by. Occasionally they were met with crossbow fire, and even more occasionally a shot from a gun- but nobody was prepared for the intrusion of an army. William incapacitated such people, and then they moved on.

He knew the word would probably spread about their presence, but they would reach the capital before evening. Though Dhugulir was on a relatively large island, it was still very much an island. The roads were good enough to make the thirty mile journey to the center of the island possible in a single day… if one could march at a quick pace all day. The gevai soldiers under William could do that easily, and even could have done it at a jog in armor… but they wouldn’t have arrived in the best state they could be in.

As it was, they arrived outside the city relatively fresh. They could fight, if they had to. As they approached Dhugulir, the gates were hastily shut. William would have recommended the same upon seeing an unexpected armed force approaching. Still, a closed gate wouldn’t stop him. He could yell beyond it… and if necessary do more than that. The gate and walls it defended were moderately sized, but the city it surrounded was rather small. At least, it appeared that way. William knew that was because most of the city was under the surface. “People of Dhugulir…” William started, “Your council has declared war without your knowledge. At least, their repeated attacks on our country indicate so. If this was their intention, we will have no choice but to reciprocate. If it was not… then clearly they missed our previous two messages indicating we could be diplomatic about the whole situation. You have until the sun dips below the horizon to send representatives to talk, or we will have to continue the war you started.”

William couldn’t see anyone inside the walls- but he could sense them and hear them. The reactions of the citizens told him they didn’t know they were coming- or about the attacks. Hopefully they would go drag their council out of hiding.
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                William had forgotten one detail in his approach to the current situation. Dwarves were dwarves. There was nothing inherently wrong with that, but it meant they were different. Dwarves weren’t gevai- and they weren’t human either. In fact, they probably didn’t even really know how strong gevai were.

If he were facing gevai, he had a high probability the leaders would have just strutted out to face him head on- especially if they thought their military was weaker. Dwarves… William didn’t have that much experience with. However, he soon saw this particular group of dwarves response.

That was to gather up what was probably every single gun and longbow in the whole city, and to fire them all at once. William’s army hadn’t been standing directly next to the walls of Dhugulir, and they had seen the people forming up on the walls… so when they actually attacked, William was ready with a bit of wind magic.

It was at that point he was very glad he was heading an army of gevai instead of humans, even if that was also perhaps the reason they had been underestimated. He had a few gross of troops, but that meant they were less than two dozen men square. It didn’t seem to be a large force… and it was rather easy to shield them all at once. William was glad that the guns were all crappy muskets with low muzzle velocities.

Upon seeing the dwarves didn’t intend to stop, William moved his force a bit further from the walls… and waited. He didn’t stand around doing nothing- except perhaps from the perspective of the dwarves.

Then, it was nightfall. They hadn’t sent anyone with any sort of message besides arrows and muskets. “People of Dhugulir,” William projected his voice out over the city, “It seems you have ignored my very polite request to talk peaceably… so sorry about this.”

From the perspective of the dwarves, he switched to shouting in a completely unfamiliar language, seemingly without purpose… until the ground started trembling. The trembling continued for a dozen seconds before stopping.

“Now then… you may wish to contact your fellow dwarves down below and tell them why their city is trembling. Or, if not… I can continue until your city doesn’t stand anymore. I know it’s late… but I expect a positive response within two hours.”

His threat was a bluff. No, a flat out lie. William might be able to cause real damage… but dwarven structures were sturdy. Even if they hadn’t prevented the intrusion of controlled mana into their city- and oversight from not actually being in a war with other races in an unknown number of generations- nothing had yet been destroyed except maybe a few plates and glasses that had been precariously placed. William didn’t find even that a trivial task, and even if he could do more… there wasn’t much more mana to be had. Most importantly of all, however, was he didn’t want to cause any real damage. Fortunately he was far enough that they shouldn’t have been able to see how much strain his feat of magic took.

William might have preferred to give them more time, but that simply wasn’t an option if he wanted to minimize casualties. By morning, dwarven troops could be in the area. While he could defeat them, he didn’t want to have to do it. As time went on, more and more would arrive… and with so many dwarves dead, negotiations would become harder. Of course, he could incapacitate some of them… but he couldn’t keep it up forever if they sent gross after gross of dwarven troops.

-----

William would have done everything different from the start, given the chance, but time travel was not among his various abilities, and he didn’t expect that to change. So, he made do with what he had… and right now that involved waiting.

Two hours was an approximate time that he’d made up on the spot, but that time had come. He thought he should do something, but he could sense activity among the dwarves. Nobody had accurate enough clocks for him to worry about waiting a few more minutes.

He could feel his patience paying off… and perhaps a dozen minutes later he saw a handful of fancily dressed dwarves appear on top of the wall. Well, he could sense their fancy clothes, but he could only barely make out their faces between the merlons.

One of the dwarves spoke, half shouting for his voice to reach. “I, Norrous Bristlebeard, speak as the head of the council. Who are you, demon, that you come threaten our city?”

Who was he? He was someone with an army. However, William realized something important. “Who am I? I am the new Eternal King of the gevai. We would prefer not to be called demons, as that past is behind us… but I won’t fault your speaking habits.”

“What? The Demon King? Why should we trust any of your words?” Came the voice of another dwarf.

“I shall answer those questions in reverse order. First, I have not yet failed to keep any of my words to dwarves, even if those interactions haven’t reached your ears. As to the other, I am not the Demon King. In fact, I killed him by shattering his soul into tiny pieces. Unfortunately, those pieces still managed to reincarnate… like that fellow behind you there.”

“What?” retorted one of the dwarves, “I am no Demon King! Don’t listen to this man!”

William grinned lightly, though his face couldn’t be seen clearly even with the light of the moon. “Actually, I can easily prove it.” William paused for a moment, then continued, “You think I wouldn’t recognize you, Demon King? Or did you forget me and this staff, which you made and then saw in your last moments… on two different occasions, actually.”

“There’s no way my fellow dwarves will believe your accusation, gevai!” the dwarf known as Lundroic Stoutbelly turned to the dwarves around him, who were giving him strange looks, “Don’t let this man fool you!”

William laughed, “We have not had the chance to converse before… and I understand you are every bit as unthinking in your actions as I had gathered.” William paused… and switched back to speaking dwarven, “You see, Demon King, you have made two mistakes. First, you are not the only dwarf behind the other councilors… but you knew I was referring to you. Secondly, the fact that you speak a fairly modern version of the gevai language so fluently that you didn’t even realize you did it… well, you made things easy.”
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                William looked at the dwarf who he could tell had a fragment of the Demon King’s soul- he had sensed it even when he was in the underground part of the city. “So, Demon King, what have you to say for yourself?”

Lundroic stammered, “I-I… You must not believe this man! This Demon King is full of tricks! I may have learned their language, but it was only to combat the demons! Surely our long history together has proved my position?”

Before the other dwarves could say anything, William replied, “Of course, my words might be a bit suspect- but if my words are true, his words are also very suspect. Let me just recount to you some information, and you can think of it as you wish. First, the first contact we’ve had with dwarves was a dozen years ago… when our merchant ships and harbors came under attack. You might not know about this. Regardless, there hasn’t been a chance for him to learn the language.” William paused briefly, but not long enough to let anyone else start talking, “In addition, from what I know of the Demon King, he has spent his whole life persuading you to go to war with us, has he not? He might even have forgotten to mention how formidable we might be… or that we defeated your entire first fleet, and then the second fleet sent to attack us just recently that was twice the size.”

“Don’t listen to him!” Lundroic William knew was filled with a fragment of the Demon King’s soul repeated, “There’s no way our top of the line ships could be defeated by demons.”

Norrous Bristlebeard, the head of the council and the first who had spoken to William had a beard and hair that was almost white throughout. He impatiently tapped his fingers together as he listened to the excuses of Lundroic, “You said the navy needed more ships to secure the safety of the sea routes. You didn’t mention making any armed conflicts with the demons… and the council had not yet authorized any action of the sort. If anything this demon has to say is true, you have much to answer for.”

Another dwarf chimed in, “So, does that mean all the reports from the last dozen years are bunk? Because I wouldn’t describe anyone who can get an army to our capital- even a small army, as ‘nearly undefended’.”

“You haven’t possessed any islands closer than your eastern island chain in that whole time,” William answered helpfully.

“It’s just his word versus mine! Are you really going to believe a demon?” Lundroic crossed his arms in front of himself.

“Honestly?” Norrous replied, “I don’t like to doubt the words of my fellow dwarves, but he has made fairly convincing statements while you lack your usual… eloquence. You look like you just took an ale bath with all that sweat on you.” The older dwarf shook his head, “But I don’t have to believe a demon. I can just trust in dwarven engineering. You- De- Umm… Eternal King? Are you willing to have the truth of your words determined?”

William scratched his chin- on which there was a beard grown in the recent months. That was something he’d required of every man who came with him, and while it didn’t result in impressive beards like the dwarves he thought it might help his case over no beard. “Will I be safe?”

“I swear on my beard that we will return you in the same condition as you enter the city… so long as you don’t hurt anyone,” the head councilor declared.

“Deal.” William turned to the officer with him, “Wait here for me. I’ll be back after this is over.”

“Umm… sir. Are you sure you’ll be safe?”

William raised an eyebrow, “He swore on his beard. I absolutely will be fine. Besides, do you think a bunch of dwarves can take me down?”

“I will wait here then, sir.”

William approached the gates alone, which easily swung open. He was then told to wait for the council to walk down from the walls. “So, where are we going?” William asked.

“The Truthreader,” said the head councilor, Norrous.

“The Truthreader is real?” Lundroic replied in surprise.

“Sure as rock it’s real.”

“Is that… entirely necessary?” Lundroic asked.

“Entirely. We have to be sure of the truth about the accusations. We would surely like to clear the air of what has been spoken against you, a fellow dwarf.” Norrous narrowed his eyes, “and if you really aren’t a fellow dwarf, then we need to be clear on that as well.”

William wondered how the truthreader worked. Did it read the soul? If so, he could easily fool it if he wanted to… but truthfulness was the winner here. What about the Demon King? William took a closer look at his soul. It was… moderate. Not weak, not strong. It was also trained in ki and completely lacking soul necrosis, which meant this fragment had found a way to deal with it. That was interesting.

William wondered how well the Truthreader worked. The dwarves seemed to trust it. If councilor Norrous hadn’t sworn on his beard of William’s safe return to where he was, he might even have thought they were leading him into a trap and there was no Truthreader. The tunnels were winding enough… and William realized he hadn’t been paying attention.

Well. He sure hoped he didn’t have to find his way out of his current position in a hurry. Maybe Chris had been paying attention… though William gave up on that idea immediately.

They passed through a number of warded doors and hallways and more wards and defenses and dozens of guards… all to end up in a mostly empty room, except for a few chairs and a device. Looking at it, it came with helmets.

“Please put one of these on, each of you,” Councilor Norrous gestured.

William looked inside the helmet and saw pads that were eerily similar to ones he had a vague memory of from his first life. So, brain wave sensors, then. William supposed this was a very hard machine to make function, even with magic. He just hoped that gevai and dwarf brains worked similarly enough that it functioned properly as he put it on.
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                William realized that putting an unknown device made by people that were admittedly currently his enemies wasn’t an entirely safe proposition. Even with head councilor Norrous swearing William’s safety on his beard, there could have been some technicality in the wording or someone else could do something to cause him harm without Norrous’ consent. He expected other dwarves to comply with such an oath from others, but even with some memories about such oaths, his expectations could be wrong.

William took some time to put on the Truthreader, both to inspect it to make sure he at least thought it only tried to truthread… and because he had to be careful fitting it over his horns. Fortunately, it was a design that had openings in it, or he would have had to sit it further back on his head than would be optimal.

Satisfied it seemed to only be attempting to pick up signals and not do anything to him, William put it on, ready to defend himself and possibly kill everyone in the room if he felt any effects. 

The whole room was empty except for the device, William, Head Councilor Norrous, and the dwarf known as Lundroic. William didn’t see any sort of output device, but the machine itself went into the floor and must have been connected to elsewhere.

Head Councilor Norrous looked at the two seated in front of him. “Well then… I will ask some questions, and you are to answer them. The more thoroughly the better.” He turned to Lundroic, “Are you the Demon King?”

Lundroic shook his head, “No, of course not! That’s ridiculous.”

Head Councilor Norrous turned to William, “And you? The same question.”

“Hmm…” William frowned, “Could you rephrase the question?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I am the current Eternal King of the gevai. That might lead you to call me the Demon King, but I am not the person who tried to exterminate your people. That should be him.” William gestured his head toward Lundroic.

“How would you know that?” Norrous asked.

“Because I felt his soul when I attempted to destroy it, and I can tell he is a fragment of that Demon King’s soul.” William put as much as he could into his looks toward Lundroic. The dwarf was already sweating and nervous… and that would make it harder for him to think things through… not that the Demon King was much known for that.

“T-that’s ridiculous! He’s making up lies!”

Norrous shrugged. “If the two of you would wait here for a moment. Keep those on and don’t move from your seats.” He knocked on the door, and was replaced by a guard who just stood at the door, watching them.

William looked at Lundroic and grinned, “I bet you didn’t know about this Truthreader, huh? I didn’t expect one to exist either, but it’s quite handy for exposing your plots, isn’t it?”

For his part, Lundroic kept a stern silence.

William shrugged, then proceeded to wait patiently. When the doors were closed the current room blocked ki and all forms of magic, but it had been open when Norrous walked through. At that moment, William had sensed a nearby room where there were machines that were probably the output from this machine. There were also a few dozen dwarven guards about, but that didn’t bother William too much.

A bit more than a minute passed before Norrous returned. “Well then, next question. You’re up first again, councilor Lundroic. Have you kept any information about military actions secret from the council?”

“No.” Unfortunately Lundroic had some time to calm down while Norrous was away. William hadn’t wanted to jeopardize his position by doing much more than a bit of talking to throw him off.

Norrous tapped his foot. “Detailed answers please. Clearly state that you have not kept any military actions secret from the council as a whole.”

“I have not kept any important information from the council,” Lundroic stated calmly.

William frowned. He wasn’t sure how good the Truthreader was. Hopefully it could pick up on lies that contained some truths. William also hoped that it worked at all- because he couldn’t be sure of more than that there was information being gathered and transmitted via mana. 

Norrous turned to William, “And you… is what you said about dwarven attacks on your land true? Please be detailed.” William was, including dates of attacks and numbers as close as he remembered. “Wait a few more moments.”

William didn’t think this was the most efficient interrogation method- but if they got real information, then they could afford to be a bit slow.

Their wait was a bit longer than the first time… and instead of Head Councilor Norrous, a dozen armed dwarves came into the room. William sat, ready to defend himself if they approached… including using a layer of ki to separate himself from any effect the device might have.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to do anything as they moved toward Lundroic- though William kept himself ready.

“What are you doing?” Lundroic could barely protest before he was grabbed on each arm by dwarves that seemed wider than they were tall- bulky even for dwarves. Then both his hands and feet were shackled. Though Lundroic himself was rather muscled for an older dwarf, he couldn’t budge an inch- though he struggled with all his might. “I’ve done nothing wrong!” Lundroic shouted, but the guards ignored his pleas. William just barely heard him mutter in gevai, “...said it was impossible to make a Truthreader…”

William shook his head. There were two simples answers to that. Whoever said it was impossible could have honestly believed it, or they could have been lying. It at least explained why he answered the questions so confidently after he’d calmed down from the initial shock.

Head Councilor Norrous waited outside the room, as well as a few others. Lundroic continued to protest, “You can’t do this to me! I’m an honored councilor, a dwarf! Don’t believe this demon.”

“We didn’t.” Councilor Norrous crossed his arms, “We believed good old dwarven engineering. You didn’t speak but half a word of truth that whole time. So, even by your own words… we have no reason to believe you, Demon King.”

William coughed, “I don’t want to interrupt, but this seems like a good opportunity to offer my services. An unfortunate thing about the Demon King is he tends to reincarnate, and you can’t be sure this fragment won’t. However, I can help with that.”
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                “Can you really help with the Demon King?” Councilor Norrous asked, “You admitted you had already attempted to destroy him, but here he is.”

William shook his head, “Only a fragment of his soul. I wasn’t strong enough to completely destroy him then, but this piece of him is much weaker.”

Lundroic hadn’t given up on his protests yet. “You would let him, a demon, destroy the soul of a fellow dwa-” The sound of a fist impacting him cut him off. 

One of the younger and brawnier councilors shook the fist he had just used to backhand the Demon King. “Don’t you dare call yourself a dwarf again.” He turned toward William, “You were saying?”

Lundroic started muttering under his breath. William could see the mana in the area moving… but he did nothing. With a final shout, Lundroic tugged at the manacles binding him… and besides a small flash of some sort, nothing happened.

Honestly, William was impressed he had managed to do anything with external mana as a dwarf. He shouldn’t be able to see it, which made it very hard to affect it. Or perhaps he could see mana properly- at least like a human, with concentration. In that case… he didn’t have much of his power left. Well, with at least a dozen fragments powerful enough to survive reincarnating, William hadn’t expected that much from any individual one.

Norrous shook his head, “Those are magic resistant shackles. Made for demons,” he looked at William.

“As I was saying, he’s much weaker, so I am completely positive in destroying this fragment completely.”

“And what do you get out of that?” one of the councilors asked.

William shrugged, “The same things as you, I suppose. His destruction itself.” 

Lundroic continued to struggle against his chains as they walked through the tunnels- but his body was old and held by several strong dwarves. The manacles seemed to prevent him from using ki as well, though he didn’t possess a terribly large threat with the portion of his peak cultivation that he had maintained in that fragment.

William continued, “I’m not above admitting I have personal investment in seeing him destroyed. Now, I could be wrong… but I doubt you have any experts on souls among the dwarves, and likely not any that have methods to destroy a soul to stop it from reincarnating.”

Norrous glanced over William, then turned to the rest of the council. “We’ll talk it over. Regardless of you exposing a traitor in our midst, we have no love for demons.”

“We could talk about that as well. You don’t have to like us, but I think peace would be best for both of our peoples.”

“Oh?”

William nodded seriously, “Quite simply, I don’t like gevai dying,” William emphasized the proper name for demons, hoping they would choose to use it, “and you don’t like dwarves dying. If we go to war, some of each of us will die. Perhaps many. Besides, it’s quite a long journey if we want to fight each other.”

One of the councilors who hadn’t spoken took his chance, “You expect us to accept your offer of peace just after launching an attack on one of our ports and our capital?”

“I trust you will find there are very few casualties from those incidents. Unfortunately, our previous efforts to contact you were unsuccessful.” William frowned, “You still have some people in the upper military to deal with.”

Councilor Norrous crossed his arms, “We can deal with such matters ourselves. How are we to know you truly want peace?”

“You can hook me up to the Truthreader again...”

Councilor Norrous shook his head, “It’s not best suited for such things. Often, a token of some sort is brought as a show of sincerity in such negotiations.”

William wondered why the Truthreader wouldn’t work in that scenario, then shook his head, “Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure we would even be able to talk at all, and we didn’t have much extra room for any sorts of gifts. However, I could arrange the return of a proper and less threatening diplomatic force within a few months… and they could bring with them some of the captured dwarves.”

“You have captives?” one of the councilors exclaimed in shock.

“Why is everyone always so surprised? I truly am not in the favor of slaughtering each other for no reason.” William took a deep breath, “Yes, we have quite a few captives… and they’ve been treated decently. I’m sure we can discuss details of their returns along with the peace treaty, though their families have probably been told they were deceased. Most of them are from a dozen years ago…”

-----

The next week was a bustle of activity to call off military activity on both sides- including a planned attack on the ships docked in the dwarven harbors. Fortunately the ships involved weren’t close enough to reach the area faster- and the messages to prepare for battle had barely reached them before the orders to avoid hostilities.

William thought they could have had more progress in the negotiations in a week, but the end result was that they would talk more… presumably to diplomats who came with a shipful of dwarves. 

William wasn’t sure that the military was safe, so he had his men remain on high alert until several executions happened. Not that they let down all guard after that point, but at least William knew there had been some cleaning up done. 

He was left with the dubious honor of destroying the Demon King. He noticed there hadn’t been any talk about the accusations he’d made against the councilor. Perhaps they didn’t want to look bad. Either way, he was most comfortable knowing he would be the one to do the job.

Out of the view of the public, William destroyed the Demon King- the only fragment he had been personally involved in the destruction of. He avoided the methods that would cause a large explosion, opting for the more stable mix of ki and magic. Even so, it wasn’t peaceful, and he felt tidbits of memories washing over him, whether he wanted them or not.

That was where he learned about another fragment… among the elves. He had been the one who taught Lundroic how to fix his soul necrosis, and helped somewhat with the removal. William sighed, wondering how the Demon King kept managing to get into high ranking positions even with his… lack of traditional intelligence. He supposed passion and drive were sometimes enough.
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                William left the dwarven lands with little more than a promise that they would have negotiations in the future and a formal declaration that the dwarves were still very upset at the gevai for their ancient crimes- and destroying a fragment of the Demon King hardly made up for it.

He couldn’t say his efforts were a complete failure. He’d found and destroyed a fragment of the Demon King, and learned about another. More importantly, that they had dealt with soul necrosis, so he couldn’t just wait for them to die and hope they didn’t reincarnate. William just worried that there might be more who had done that, or would. That said, any fragments that hadn’t been reincarnated already would be outside of the normal time period of one to two gross years. He wasn’t sure if it was a hard limit, or just the most probable option.

As for the relations with the dwarves… at least they had spoken. Expecting instant trust would have been too much. As it was, promises to at least have formal diplomacy between them was something worthwhile. They even supplied the ships with more food and coal for the return journey- though getting a dangerous military group out of their territory was a benefit to them as well.

William thought about leaving a phone- month long trips through extremely dangerous waters didn’t make for good diplomacy. However, he only had the one, and he wanted to have it in case anything happened on the journey back. Besides, it was best not to give the dwarves new technology if he didn’t have to. They weren’t formally at war, but they were formally not-at-all-friends.

-----

William awoke to shouts of alarm. He was up even before one of the sailors came to knock on his door. He threw open the door and ran past the sailor out onto the deck. A casual observation of the area with his ki senses told him he couldn’t wait. It was impossible to miss the threat.

Even in just that short time, he saw a pair of giant tentacles wrap entirely around one of the smaller ships. In the moonlight he could see gevai stabbing into the tentacles, and he heard cannons firing from the ship- though he couldn’t see if they did any damage. The ship was not alone in its plight either. Two more ships were entangled by massive tentacles. 

William saw harpoon guns being fired and cannons being loaded. Most of the cannons weren’t fired because they were worried about hitting the other ships, and William agreed with that.

Then with a great cracking and the sound of rending metal, one of the ships started to collapse as its center was crushed by the tentacles surrounding it. William didn’t know how much power it would take to so thoroughly destroy the magically enhanced structure of the ship- but it was a scary thing to think about even from a distance- let alone when watching it happen.

William started chanting. They were going to need everything they had to defeat it, and for that he would need magic. He wasn’t going to try to fight it by hitting it with Chris. The tentacles were a half dozen yards wide at some points, and the massive body underwater… well, he wouldn’t try to fight a normal sized squid with a toothpick.

Details on krakens were rare- that was to be expected, because most people didn’t survive meeting them, and certainly weren’t in the state to take good notes. However, one thing that was clear was it more closely resembled a squid than an octopus. As a start, it had more than eight tentacles… and there were some of different lengths and shapes.

As the two halves of the ship sunk into the water, numerous smaller tentacles- only a couple feet across at most- curled around gevai and pulled them into the water… toward the kraken’s mouth down below. William couldn’t do anything about it- a few seconds wasn’t enough to gather the sort of mana necessary to defeat the creature.

Then he saw tentacles trying to wrap around the fortress ship he was on. Unlike the smaller ships, the tentacles couldn’t quite reach all the way around… and the fortress ship had stronger defenses and a magical barrier protecting the deck. Even so, the tentacles slipped along the barrier that had no grip, trying to get a hold. Then they started slamming into it, seeming to ignore the damage to themselves… or perhaps it was so little as to easily be ignored.

One of the larger tentacles broke through the barrier, slamming down onto the deck. William dodged it, but when it pulled back the flailing tip of it wrapped around him and pulled him off of the deck. William briefly found himself flying through the air, and then in the water. 

He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel the tentacle coiling around him, more than covering him from head to toe. He had just enough time to wedge Chris widthwise in front of him, keeping the tentacles from pressing into him. Even so, they squeezed down with great power… and continued toward him. Chris hadn’t broken, or even bent- but instead the tentacles were impaling themselves on him. 

While he still had a semblance of breath, William released the mana he had gathered and was channeling through Chris. There wasn’t much he could do except hope that the lightning would disrupt its grip and make it let go. He couldn’t really tell the effects, but the tentacle continued to move closer. William gathered ki as quickly as he could, though he didn’t have much time before the kraken would be crushing his bones into paste- he knew he wasn’t as strong as a ship.

At the last possible moment before he would be turned into paste, William used all the ki he had gathered to launch a soul attack- the kind meant to sever the soul and body. That was easier than destroying a soul, and even if he succeeded at a soul destruction he didn’t want to be anywhere near it. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a problem- the soul wasn’t necessarily that strong on its own- but it was well entrenched into the massive flesh that made up the kraken.

The tentacle’s grip loosened, and William and Chris swam free. William used his ki to feel for the surface, finding it to be quite some distance away… especially since he was nearly out of air. 
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                William wouldn’t be able to hold on for long with the tiny bit of air he had. His robes slowed him down in the water- though probably not as badly as heavy armor might have. He used much of his remaining ki to create a buoyancy effect around himself, and felt himself rocketing toward the surface and the tiny bit of light there. 

He shot out of the water, gasping and sputtering. Unfortunately, no matter how strong he got, he still needed to breathe. Without more than a moment to react to being pulled underwater, it was hard to deal with.

He jumped onto the surface of the water. He wanted to increase his mobility to avoid any further attacks by the kraken… and he wouldn’t be trusting in the barriers to keep him safe. A moment of carelessness had almost cost him his life, and he shouldn’t have been careless against a new opponent.

As he took stock of the situation, William saw the kraken pulling its tentacles away from the ships, sinking deeper into the ocean. A few more unfortunate gevai went with it. William kept watch on it, but the wounds covering its various parts were a good reason for it to withdraw. Besides, it had no reason to fight to the death for a bit more food- especially not when it had already obtained plenty.

The next period of time was spent rescuing all the sailors whose ships had been destroyed by the kraken. All told, five of the smaller ships were destroyed and two dozen sailors were missing- though their fate was not in doubt.

All of the sailors could swim- it was mandatory training. Not requiring that would mean not valuing their lives. Though they didn’t have the smallest turning radius, the ships were quite capable of circling back to pick up the lost men, with some swimming on their parts to help out.

-----

William wondered if the incident could have been avoided. The formations for dissuading such attacks weren’t perfect, but they were the best they had. Did they have too many ships close together? That could have made them more obvious, and a better target.

On the other hand, without that many ships they would have caused less damage to the kraken. It was entirely possible there still would have been an attack on just a handful of ships, and then all of those on board would have died- instead of just one ships’ worth. 

The dwarves had brought just as many ships together in their largest attack, and had been safe- but two journeys with larger fleets wasn’t exactly a complete dataset. William thought they needed better underwater detection methods, and weapons for that as well. 

An interesting side effect of the attack was that his men were even more in awe of him than some of them already had been. Most hadn’t actually seen him in action… but here, he was pulled away by the kraken then returned to the surface at the same time it retreated. William knew he had contributed to that, but he definitely wasn’t solely responsible. He wasn’t really that capable in underwater combat… but he wondered if he should practice.

-----

William hoped the rest of the trip back would be uneventful. They had to go to three-quarters rations for safety, but three-quarters rations for a couple weeks wasn’t going to be the end of the world. William was sure everyone on the slightly more crowded ships could appreciate not being kraken food.

On the way back, William discussed various plans with Lorelei. “I can’t believe you almost let yourself get killed by a kraken.”

“Hey,” William responded, “Almost killed is not killed. Besides, they’re not easy to deal with. Chris can tell you.”

“We’ll have to talk about possible tactics for dealing with them in the future. For now… I’ve started putting together the first group of dwarves. They should be reaching the Western Cruonian Isles a week or so behind you. Then we just have to wait for the dwarves to send their ship.”

William sighed, “I really hope that one makes the whole journey in one piece. This might be our only chance to start… non-hostile relations with the dwarves.”

“Well, for the most part the journeys are successful. Even if they sustain some damage on the way, as long as they successfully arrive…”

“Then there’s the fragment among the elves…” William paused to think, “There isn’t really a safe route to get there, and it’s certainly not a good time to go… but I don’t want to wait too long. He could continue to grow stronger… and if he dies we have no idea if and where he might be reincarnate next.”

“In a way, we might be fortunate that elves live long lives,” Lorelei responded, “but no matter how important that is, it will have to wait. I doubt you want to risk two wars at the same time.”

“I do not. What should I deal with first once I get back?”

“Well… a few of the lords are highly resistant to the changes, but not so stupid to show up in person. They still like to retain absolute control over their own areas.”

“I’ll start a draft of an ultimatum… including the most extreme but fair fines I can think of. What do you think about giving them a year to start compliance, five years for full compliance?”

“I think they have already had far too much time… but if you’re trying to solve this problem without just killing them, it seems reasonable.”

“Ideally I’d like to move away from the power of arbitrary execution. It’s quite useful, but not the sort of legal powers I want others to have. Say, do you think Theo could create a truthreader of some sort?”

“... If he does, everyone will hate you.”

“It’s probably a bit too early for something like that anyway. First we need to get a better functioning criminal justice system.”

“Too bad it’s so easy to erase fingerprints with magic.” Lorelei paused for a few moments, “I wonder if there’s a way to detect lingering traces of magic. It hasn’t been possible before now, but there are a lot of recent advances that open up new possibilities.”

“Well, it probably would require a large amount of calculations… so functioning computers would probably help. However, we’re just getting the first generation used to… magic as technology. Plus, there are a lot of foundational things that still need to be worked on.”

Lorelei sighed, “Just thinking about what we could have accomplished if we didn’t spend so much time killing each other and sometimes actively destroying advancements… well, I’m glad you’re the king now.”

“Me too… but I wonder when I can retire.”

            




    Chapter 499
    



    
        Chapter 499

    
    
    
    
                Gevai generations didn’t work in exactly the same way as human generations, but the idea of generations was somewhat weird anyway. People were born continuously instead of all at once in two dozen year groups. Either way, a generation basically consisted of enough time for people to grow from children into adults. In gevai, with their lower birthrates but longer lifespans, generations were stretched out over a wider age range to compose a similar proportion of the population.

Either way, William found that somehow he had been king for a generation- and he was surprised to think about it. He was constantly busy, and even if he had a few weeks now and then that weren’t, he didn’t stop to think about how much time had passed. Part of that was having lived a long life already, and the rest was just falling into a gevai mindset.

The best thing to come from that time was increased education among the gevai. Humans had improved their standards as well, but William didn’t have as many details about them as he did about his own country. An entire new generation had grown up with decent- if not amazing- education standards. That was better than the near complete lack of education for most of their history, at least for the most poor. Lila had been working on educating just a single city and the surrounding area for approximately a gross of years, but the new standards were now nationwide.

It hadn’t actually been possible to implement all at once, for various reasons. The most critical of those reasons was lack of people who could or would teach. As time passed, more people met basic education standards which meant they could distribute that knowledge on to many others. The current state of things was a generation with about a middle school education according to William’s standards from Earth. That, and those from the generations preceding them willing to learn.

The biggest problem with such education systems was children not being available to help their parents with work. Though each family might only have one or two children every dozen years, they might need all the help they could get working on a farm or in the family business. For that, William divided the year into seasons. Each season would have a series of classes basically identical to the others. People could send their children- or go themselves- during any season and obtain the same learning. 

Going through the education system like that could easily take three times as long… but to gevai it wasn’t such a big deal. It allowed workers who needed different seasons free to fit their own schedules.

It also allowed those who needed to repeat a section to come back the next season or year if necessary, and those who had more time to learn to move onto the next level of courses the following season.

Education was mandatory, but flexible enough to work for most people. William considered that some might just go through the most basic courses repeatedly just to fulfill the requirements of going to school, which was why he included even more options. There were many vocational options, and though everyone shared core learning, courses existed with practical applications for the most common jobs. Even common laborers could learn about good posture and healthy eating- and they could learn to be qualified for other jobs.

Of course, the whole system hadn’t appeared all at once. The education system was constantly changing and growing. The lower number of birth helped, because that meant teachers weren’t overwhelmed with students… past the beginning of the system, anyway. It was also very expensive, both to implement initially and as a continuing process.

However, it was worth the costs. It took over a dozen years to see it, but there was a significant increase in tax revenue when looked at over the whole period. The other effects were more immediately visible. As William had personal experience with farms, he paid close attention to them. They were producing just as much, if not more- with fewer workers. Those workers weren’t unemployed, but instead moved to the cities. William noticed that many of the big cities were growing quickly. 

With the focus on education and the migration to cities, there was also industrialization.  With industrialization came things like printing presses- which made education cheaper and easier. 

It also came with a constant battle to keep workers safe and fairly paid- and employers productive and profitable. However, at least those sorts of battles were the main types William had to deal with.

Even the human countries remained relatively peaceful. Eclea remained insular- not accepting outsiders, but also not interfering with outside affairs. Ustil only had one piece of territory anyone was interested in, and that the city of Jeim, deep in their desert. Likewise, there wasn’t any point in Ustil trying to expand into other territories. Laoyang had their own internal struggles, with several groups gradually subsuming the various territories through battle or economic or political pressure. 

Ostana had some political upheaval of its own, resulting in the monarchy being dissolved in favor of an elected representative- though the king’s power had already been getting lower generation by generation. The knights still remained as a military organization, and though they didn’t engage in any wars, they served as a useful deterrent from those who might want to. The mages guild grew… and then split into several separate organizations. Some of them catered more to providing services for the common people… who were also growing more in education and wealth. William didn’t think it was as much as Cruonia, but perhaps that was his own personal bias and desire to be better.

The dwarves… agreed to a non-aggression pact with Cruonia. There was little diplomatic interaction beyond that point. All of the prisoners were returned in small batches in exchange for nearly token ransoms. Communications with the dwarves was rare. It wasn’t practical to open up trade, with a long dangerous trip only able to be made by special ships, not that the dwarves would have been interested anyway.

William only had one major worry. The humans were expanding and growing to fill their territories. While they could fit more people… eventually they would begin to feel crowded and want to expand. The only places they could go was to another country… and Cruonia had the largest amount of empty land. 

Then William was met with another worry as a messenger ran into his throne room. “Sir! There’s a message from the Western Cruonian Islands. An unfamiliar ship has been spotted nearby. It has been recommended that you go to the communications center yourself.”

William sighed. Well, one ship probably wasn’t too bad… right?
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                Once he arrived in the communications center, William was brought the phone connecting to Commander Louis in the Western Cruonian Isles. “Commander Louis?”

“Speaking. I am glad you have arrived so quickly.”

“I was told a new ship showed up?”

“Yes, my king. I had them lay anchor nearby while we contacted you… they’re elves.”

“Elves…” William paused, “That’s better than human ships we didn’t know about, at least. Have you been able to communicate much?”

“Aye sir, they speak dwarven. Sorta. They have a funny accent, but they understood it in return well enough.”

“Have they said what they want?”

“They say they are on a diplomatic mission. They want to land on the shores of Cruonia and travel to the capital to converse with you in person.”

“They seem peaceful?”

“Aye, sir. Their ship is equipped with ballistae, but that just means they aren’t completely insane for sailing through the surrounding waters. They’ve taken no aggressive actions.”

“Then… send a ship to escort them to the nearest port. Make sure the commanding officer speaks dwarven.”

“In that case, I might go myself… pretty calm here most times. I could bring the phone in case something happens at sea…”

William thought for a few moments. His first thought is they should have kept up higher production of phones, since the Western Cruonian Isles should have had more than one for safety reasons. There were always so many other things to do with that money, however. Now… “Well, that’s probably the best option. I’d like to leave a good first impression on the elves… and that involves their diplomats arriving safely.”

Even if the elves weren’t coming to declare they wanted peace, at least they were coming to talk. William didn’t want to think how many lives were at stake if he missed the chance.

-----

William paced around his office, practicing elven. There was no point to it, he was just worried. He didn’t even know if this elven would be anything like the elven they spoke, and they already spoke dwarven just fine. The idea that they might secretly converse in elven and be understood by him was nice… but not his reason for practicing what he had. He hadn’t even heard anyone else really speak it, which was an important part of fluency.

He just didn’t want to mess up. Sure, the elves were even further away than the dwarves, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t go to war if they really felt like it. Perhaps that would encourage the dwarves to do so as well, and then more people would die. William knew there would probably be more wars at some point, but he wanted to avoid it if at all possible.

William had no basis for interacting with the elves. What he knew about them was limited. He had physical descriptions of them. Tall, thin, pointy ears. That didn’t say much but that they were elves. They wore clothes that looked like plants, and those clothes were clearly magical. Some had staves, and some carried blades. William wasn’t going to deny them weapons for their personal defense. Besides, in the worst case scenario… elves were only worth a few trained humans each. That still put them below gevai in terms of combat prowess. They could be dealt with if necessary. He just hoped it wasn’t.

-----

For the sake of his floorboards, William went to talk with Lorelei. It was good to take his mind off of the elves traveling, and he wasn’t getting much other work done. Good assistants helped with much of his duties. There were still things he had to attend to personally, but they could wait. None of them were as important as the elves, and they wouldn’t be done correctly at the current time.

“What are you up to, Lorelei?”

She waved her hands over the blueprints on the table, “A little of this, a little of that. Pondering about the cheapest reliable method for long distance communications. Laying wire everywhere just seems so… inefficient. However, it allows for very cheap receiver devices. Meanwhile, more than two objects linked by the traditional phone design results in more noise, and all devices are always connected.” Lorelei walked over to a large metal box in the corner of the room. “Theo made this thing and sent it here. It’s… it’s not even magic! It produces a very unclear sound, but it’s cheap. Well, it could be cheap. Can you guess what it is?”

William looked over it. It was a box. It had a few dials… but not much else to distinguish it except a long thin wire sticking out of it. An antenna? “A radio?”

“That’s it! Just like he said, a radio. Theo has been on a big no-magic stint lately. Low magic, anyway. It really makes me wish I could have been to ‘Earth’.”

“Yeah, but that’s… probably not possible? I’m not sure if this is even the same universe. Magic and all. On the other hand… maybe there was just no mana around Earth for some reason. But...”

Lorelei shook her head, “Theo said he doesn’t recognize any constellations, and that at best we’re not likely even in the same galaxy. That puts any hope of contact… well out of reach. It would be easier to reproduce everything by hand here.”

“That’s for sure. Anything else of interest lately?”

Lorelei shrugged, “Not that much. I wish we had dwarves around still… I had all sorts of tests in mind. I want to know what makes them different from humans and gevai. Stupid Demon King…” Lorelei sighed, “A few autopsies on soggy and decaying dwarven bodies wasn’t exactly the most enlightening.”

“People aren’t exactly fond of autopsies anyway. It makes them think about necromancy.”

“It’s stupid. Necromancy is highly impractical. Might as well try to make golems or something… but magic armor is better because gevai recharge for very cheap.”

“Yeah I-” William turned and looked off into the distance.

“What’s wrong?”

“I…” William sighed, “I can feel someone coming. That can only mean…”

Chris glowed red, swinging himself a few times in mock battle.

William frowned, “Damn. I knew it was too good to be true.”
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                It was entirely inappropriate for the king to rush, but William didn’t care. He did, at least, try to make his quick movement look effortless.

The royal guard in the throne room did their jobs- which meant pretending not to notice their king crouching and crawling around his throne like a madman, and keeping their backs straight.

William checked to make sure everything was in order. He hadn’t used any of the magical formations in the throne in a real combat situation, but he hadn’t been willing to just leave it a sturdy hunk of fancy stone. From the throne, he could control most of the throne room.

Was it necessary? William wasn’t sure. All he knew was that there was a contingent of elves coming with a fragment of the Demon King among them. While he was confident he could fight them even without his royal guard or the magical formations… it never hurt to have more assurance.

This wasn’t any random fragment of the Demon King. William had good reason to suspect this was the one who had learned how to remove soul necrosis. Either that, or it would mean that there were two or more fragments of the Demon King highly ranked in elven society, which would probably mean they were working together.

William wanted to summon every soldier from around the castle… but he restrained himself. Royal guards were expected. Magical formations to defend the throne room wouldn’t be thought of as strange or wrong. However, flooding the area with soldiers would leave the wrong impression.

It was possible that he majority of the elves were truly interested in some sort of peaceful proposition. However, if he was threatening and violent they wouldn’t be interested in hearing that one of their members was a fragment of the Demon King. Even if they had heard from the dwarves that he had picked out the Demon King there, they wouldn’t necessarily believe him. 

Finally, William sat down on the throne and waited. There was nothing else to do. He could feel the fragment of the Demon King getting ever closer. There was no point in hiding that connection, as they would likely already know. 

A short time later, a messenger came to the throne room, “My King, the elven convoy approaches.”

William nodded. “Prepare to lead them to the guest chambers when they arrive.” That was the plan. Only in exceptional circumstances would diplomats immediately meet with the king. They had travelled for some time, and would like to rest. Changing what was done because they had a fragment of the Demon King among them would only alarm them. 

William calmed himself. As the convoy approached the castle, he kept watch on them with his ki senses. More facilities for guests had been added onto the castle over the years. It was less of an imposing military fortress now, but the main structure remained. 

Watching was better than waiting. It made William feel like he could influence the events. He could keep an eye out for whatever tricks they had prepared. That was, if they had any tricks. However, as they settled in, William found no traces of anything untoward about them- except for the fragment of the Demon King that seemed to be their leader.

-----

William kept watch on them off and on until the morning, but he did need some sleep himself. He didn’t want to look haggard when the morning came.

He returned to the throne room in the morning, a solid but not overly large meal in his belly. He wasn’t sure what he would do, so he decided to react to the situation as appropriate. At least he the strong hand in the current surroundings.

At the expected time, the announcement came. “Galen Eanlar and company, of the elven lands of Laseneas.”

William appreciated the elegance with which they entered the room, even as he silently considered how he was going to destroy this fragment. This would be his best chance. If he didn’t destroy him now, he couldn’t be sure when he might see him again. The elven lands weren’t easily accessible, after all.

The elves themselves were a stark contrast to the dwarves. Tall and thin, with long hair but unbearded faces. In addition, they didn’t wear heavy leathers and cloth or metal armor, but instead clothes that looked like plants, complete with leaves. The clothes covered them like vines on a trellis, but the leaflike shapes stood out from the flatness that most clothes had. The clothes themselves simply radiated magic- but William saw none of the traditional precious metals or gems that might store such magic.

Then he realized that the clothes weren’t like plants- they were plants. Living plants, to be exact. They were just unlike any plants he knew of, without roots to anchor them into the ground.

“Welcome, travellers from the lands of Laseneas.” William spoke gevai, but surprisingly elicited no reaction from the Demon King. He then repeated himself in dwarven, the common language among them- if the Demon King refused to speak in gevai. It was possible that William could communicate in elven, but he had no way to verify it and didn’t wish to make a fool of himself.

“Greetings, Eternal King of the gevai.” Galen Eanlar, the leading elf- and fragment of the Demon King- bowed deeply. “We have heard good things from the dwarves about recent changes in your people… even with all of the misunderstandings preceding it. I hear you even destroyed the reincarnated Demon King. What was the word… a fragment?”

William avoided frowning at what was said. Not because of the words, but because of how convincing, how genuine they sounded. “I am glad to hear it. If the elves have need of something similar, I will gladly help.”

Galen Eanlar smiled, and proceeded while seemingly ignoring that statement, “The changes in the behavior of the gevai has eased some of our… apprehension… toward your people. Because of your efforts toward the goal of peace and reconciliation align with our own desires, we decided to come forth with our own proposal. Even though our peoples are quite distance, we agree that it would be better to remain out of conflict.”

William smiled lightly, but inside he was wondering how he could possibly destroy someone who seemingly earnestly presented words of peace… without angering the elves and causing a war- or at least returning their ancient hatred.
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                The proposal from the elves sat on William’s desk. He had read through it many times, and was now sitting there, frowning. “What the hell is wrong with the elves?”

His question wasn’t exactly rhetorical- and it was aimed toward Lorelei, who had looked over the proposal with him. “I have no idea. I haven’t even met an elf. It’s hard to know how they might think.” She pointed to the paper on the table, “However, there’s nothing wrong with the proposal. It’s not disadvantageous for us to accept it.”

“That’s exactly the problem!” William waved his hand, “Seeds from every type of plant in the borders of Cruonia- ‘as feasible’? The dwarves would have asked for an entire mountain made of gold, if they thought they could get it.” William shook his head, “And they want a monument memorializing those who were lost in the Demon King wars as a symbol to stand against genocide. I should have already thought of something like that and had it built! There’s nothing unfavorable here.” William closed his eyes for a moment, “The Demon King is outside with their group, sniffing damn flowers!”

“Which ones?”

“The little red ones.”

“Oh, those smell nice.”

“That’s not the point!” William flailed his arms. “He hasn’t done anything wrong! What’s his scheme?”

Lorelei shrugged, “I have no idea. I could go talk to him, but I’d be recognized right away. I wouldn’t get much useful information out of him. It does seem rather odd, though. He’s usually quite straightforward. His schemes usually amounted to hiring someone else to scheme for him. Are you sure it’s him?”

“Of course I am! It feels just like him, right Chris?” Chris nodded.

Lorelei folded her hands, “Let us just cover all of the options, hmm? I understand that you would not mistake feeling the connection, but how many times have you felt that connection to the Demon King before? Twice? Once with his main self, and once with a fragment?”

“Well, yeah… but Chris helped you hunt down quite a number of fragments, right?”

“And he thought you were the Demon King when you met again,” Lorelei stated calmly.

Chris started writing on the floor as fast as he could, “I thought he was dead! Gone! Exploded! I just wasn’t expecting anyone else to have the connection anymore. It actually felt somewhat different, though I could definitely feel bits of Demon King soul. This guy definitely is mostly just that!”

William nodded, “I’ve looked over his soul and it clearly shares the same feeling throughout. He’s a fragment of the Demon King, no mistake.”

“Then… maybe he just stopped being stupid.”

“That’s…” William touched his hand to his forehead, “Is that even a thing that can happen?”

“People are known to change drastically when met with extraordinary circumstances. I imagine having your soul shattered into a large number of pieces would leave an impact. Perhaps that plus the particular portion of his memories he inherited left him more cautious.” Lorelei tilted her head, “It could also have something to do with whoever raised him. After all, he would not have been able to fend for himself for at least a handful of years, and that would mean he was able to be influenced by them.”

“You think that could turn someone from genocide by soul destruction to sniffing flowers?”

Lorelei shrugged once more, “Perhaps, but the two states are not mutually exclusive either. He did not spend much time on any activities other than war and planning to go to war, besides training his body and magic to return to his standards. He could have picked up a new hobby or learned subtlety. But all of that is merely speculation.”

William sighed, “I liked it more when he was trying to kill everyone. It made him easier to fight. Now when I destroy his soul, I’ll look like the bad guy instead of him.”

-----

The elves remained in Cruonia for several months. They mostly spent their times enjoying the gardens outside the castle. At various points, one or two of them was sent off- with heavy supervision- to go gather seeds of one kind or another. The elves had a number of specific plants they were especially interested in, wanting to take them back with them on their first journey. There were species of large oaks and giant sequoia, redwoods, and other impressive trees- but also some rather more mundane ones. Not everything was in the right season, but some plants had seeds that had been gathered. Farmers and woodsmen were glad to sell a bagful for a good price.

William talked with some of the non-Demon-King elves, and even took a chance to try the elvish he had learned. While his pronunciation was different, he could tell the languages could have once been similar. Until a great gross of years got in the way. William supposed that he might have gotten an incorrect version of the language- but if that were the case he doubted it was on purpose. The diviners and knowledge-keepers seemed to not be the type to spread false knowledge.

William even had a few passing conversations with the Demon King- Galen Eanlar. They talked about the garden and the proposal from the elves, but none of the conversations were very long. However, the personal conversations were enough for William to feel a sense of awkwardness from the Demon King. It was very subtle, but enough for William to pick up on. He could pick up something, but the Demon King was no longer an open book, like Lorelei had previously described him. That worried William.

Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do at the moment. Or at least, nothing he would do. It would have been trivially easy to just walk up and destroy him. Even with Galen’s portion of soul recovered, it was only a smaller piece of the Demon King’s soul, and William was even stronger in that department than he had been when he first tried to destroy him. It was the consequences that he couldn’t stand. It wouldn’t be easy to convince people he was a fragment of the Demon King- and if he just disappeared, there would be problems as well. Especially in an area that William controlled completely.

While the elves might find it somewhat impractical to go to war from where they were, they might find a way. That would also give the dwarves a good excuse to participate… and if William was found to be starting wars, the humans might not look on him so favorably. On the other hand… removing one more piece of the Demon King- preventing him from committing any more atrocities- it could be worth it. Even so, William had to do it the right way.
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                In the grand scheme of things, the elven contingent wasn’t staying that long. After all, it had taken them significantly longer than a month of travel. Leaving after a few months was actually somewhat speedy by that standard. However, they had accomplished their goal, and were expected to return to their people. They might have liked to stay a full year to gather every sort of seeds they desired, but some of them would take searching. Instead, they left behind detailed descriptions and drawings.

Just as they were packing up to leave, Galen Eanlar came to William and requested a personal audience.

-----

William couldn’t think of a good reason to reject the personal audience. If- no, when- the Demon King decided to cause trouble, he had pretty much decided to destroy him then and there. If that triggered a war? He could deal with that then. However, to put a complete end to the one who had destroyed countless souls, he needed to do it. Normal deaths would be a very unfortunate side effect, but if it was necessary… Well, maybe it wouldn’t work out like that.

William thought about how he would do it. It would need to be sudden and quick. He couldn’t just kill him normally either. There was always a chance his soul had grown used to reincarnating with memories, and its relative weakness wouldn’t matter. He had to make it convincing he was attacked first, however. That might not smooth things over entirely, but it would at least help.

He sat quietly on his throne. Its height made it useful for appearing imposing, and it worked even better when the slight elves were brought into the picture.

Galen- the Demon King- spoke slowly, in dwarven. “We have… met in the past, correct?” He spoke with uncertainty- no, caution. He didn’t want to give away his hand right away. Then William realized. He knew the elf was a fragment of the Demon King, but he didn’t necessarily know that William wasn’t. Sure, he’d destroyed the dwarven fragment… but he could have absorbed most of that soul, if he had been so inclined. It could be seen as a desire to return to being a complete whole. William actually had a little bit of the Demon King inside of him. Maybe Galen didn’t know… and he could use that. Then Galen continued, “We met before… once. On the battlefield.” He gestured with his hand, “That staff was there as well. I helped make it but it was never mine.” Galen paused switching to Gevai, “Well? Are you not the one who destroyed me?”

William sighed. So much for that plan. “Correct, Demon King. I intend to finish the job.” William was gathering his ki, slowly and subtly. He was prepared to move at any moment. He just had to find the best moment.

“I don’t blame you.” Galen shook his head, “I am- I was- a terrible person. An evil person. In deed, if not in intent.”

“Did you not consider that trying to destroy an entire people group- all people other than your own- was absolutely evil? Or even just destroying souls.” William asked.

“I did not.” Galen stated flatly, “For that, I would have needed to consider they might be people… but I did not do that either. As for souls… death was a natural occurrence. Why would souls be any different? Now, I do not share those same beliefs.”

“What, then, of your own people? The gevai? You destroyed some of their souls, as well.” William continued to gather ki, keeping it hidden beneath the surface. His self created technique was extremely suited for that.

“Have you ever been obsessed with anything?” Galen turned, pacing back and forth in front of the dais, “I mean, truly obsessed? You only think about the object of your obsession. If it’s a task, you only think about how it can be accomplished, and not whether it should be- or the consequences. Once you think something is right, you never really stop to reconsider, unless something tremendous happens.” He looked down at his hands, “Then, here I am. An elf. A different man.”

“Are you? You taught the dwarf Lundroic how to cure his soul necrosis, allowing him to try to continue your obsession.”

Galen sighed, “I know. I thought, like me… that he might change. He did not. There was little I could do about it. I couldn’t exactly declare he was a piece of the Demon King, nor could I destroy him myself. Not without risking my own self. I didn’t think his rhetoric would be a problem. He would grow old and die, and it would pass. I never thought the dwarves had learned to navigate the deep seas.”

“So that’s what this is.” William nodded, “You’re afraid. You heard of his destruction, and came here to beg for forgiveness, hoping to avoid being destroyed.” William was ready to act at any time.

“Afraid? Of course. Most men are afraid of death. I, personally, had died so many times that it was a mere inconvenience. Feeling close to a true death… I was afraid. Who wouldn’t be?” Galen turned toward William, “Yes, I did come here to ask beg for forgiveness. I wanted to explain. I thought you might understand… but its clear your decision has already been made from the moment I stepped in here. Honestly, I didn’t really expect any differently.”

William stood up, approaching slowly… but ready to move at full speed if necessary. “Of course. Do you think you could just come in here, say ‘sorry I tried to commit genocide all those times’ and walk away? There is no way I will believe your words after all that you have done.”

William reached out and caught Galen by the arm, and let his ki flow inside him, into his very soul. His meagre defenses could provide no resistance.
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                Travelling across the deep sea, he had been nervous. Not because the deep sea was dangerous and filled with deadly monsters. Elven ships felt like part of the sea itself. That didn’t meant they wouldn’t be attacked, but it changed the kinds of threats they faced. Besides, he’d died at sea once before. It had kept him from seafaring ever again, but it wasn’t the worst thing he had ever experienced. Yet he found himself heading toward that worst thing again, all because of a stupid promise.

-----

Ludroic was dead. Not just dead, destroyed. That meant a piece of him was gone forever. Not that he cared for the man. It didn’t hurt so much as when he lost Asha… but it did remind him that such destruction was possible. It reminded him of the pain of being torn asunder, and he was afraid.

-----

Asha coughed up blood. He just held onto his little sister’s hand, unsure what to do. She smiled up at him… then made him promise. Promise to make right all the bad things he had done. He made the promise… but she didn’t even know the slightest bit of what he had done.

-----

He hadn’t expected things to change the day she was born. He still relied on his parents, not having been able to establish himself in just a dozen years of life. He played along, pretending to be a good son. That was easier, since he could hardly even get in a proper fight without hurting himself. With magic, though, he could be much subtler, if he wanted to.

Then Asha was born, and he saw her smile. He felt a pain in his heart at that smile, so strong that it overrode the pain of his damaged, barely functioning soul. This little girl was a person. An angel. But if she was an angel… then he truly had been a Demon King.

-----

He hated being an elf. They had pale skin, weak bodies, limited magical senses… How could they even make magic weapons if they couldn’t even see mana inside of things that weren’t alive? It didn’t even make any sense. Everything hurt. He lashed out at those around him, especially his parents. It even hurt when they kept comforting him.

-----

Everything before that was a blur of death and destruction. Bits and pieces here and there. Yet, even though they were bits and pieces, he carried with him an entire lifetime of war, death, and destruction. Especially the destruction of souls. He hadn’t though it would be so terrible to experience himself- nor had he ever considered that it could happen. With a staff of his own making, even.

-----

Galen’s body collapsed to the floor of the throne room. William prodded him with Chris. “Hey, get up. We can’t have you sleeping there all day.” Galen groaned and rolled over. “I’m serious. Get up. I know you’ve been through worse.” William hadn’t been gentle with searching through his memories. He’d thought about just destroying him… but he couldn’t have gone on, not knowing if his words were true. Frankly, he’d hoped for him to be lying. Then he could just destroy him and be done with it.

Galen stood up shakily. “I… hadn’t expected to be alive.”

William shrugged, “I guess you can thank your sister for that. Make sure to be nice to her if you see her again.”

“But… she’s… she’s dead.”

William shook his head, “So? You’ve been dead so many times. I’m not saying you definitely will meet her again… but it’s a chance. Either way, don’t forget that promise.”

“I won’t.” Galen nodded seriously.

“I mean it.” William glared pressing down on Galen’s soul with his ki, “I’ll be watching. If you take a single step off the right path, I will destroy you. Even if you are only responsible for a tiny fragment of the Demon King’s crimes… it is a fair judgement.”

Galen swallowed, “I know.”

“Good. Now get out. I never want to have to see you again.”

-----

William’s grip on Chris would have likely snapped any other staff. If his skin had been colored by blood, it would have turned white. 

William just stood in the empty throne room, teeth clenched. He could have destroyed him. He wanted to destroy him. All the problems he had caused, every library burned, person killed, soul destroyed… He deserved to be erased from existence.

Even so, William couldn’t destroy Galen. If he did, he would be just like him. Even if it wasn’t to make himself stronger, it wouldn’t be for a good cause.

The guard had seen the king inside when Galen left, but the king had not told them to reenter, so they waited patiently. It was over an hour later when Lorelei showed up and entered the room herself.

“I couldn’t help but notice that Galen Eanlar left.” Though her words could have been taken as an accusation, they were just a statement of fact. She stood in front of William, awaiting his response.

“He did.”

“Why? Did we not conclude that not even a small part of him could cause innumerable problems if left?” Lorelei looked away, “Is it worth avoiding war?”

William shook his head. “That’s not why. I just… chose not to kill him.” William explained their conversation.

“So? He admitted that he was evil. I don’t remember there being even a single bit of anything good in him.”

William nodded, “I searched his soul. Honestly, even the smallest bit of good would not be visible in the Demon King… but Galen is but a fragment of that. Buried there, I found that piece. I felt his sincerity.” William sighed, “What would you have done?”

“I would have destroyed him anyway,” Lorelei stepped forward, putting her arms around William, “But unlike you, I am not a good person.” 

William hugged her back, tightly. “I’m not sure if I made the right choice.”

“You can never be sure,” Lorelei replied, “The only thing you can do is deal with the consequences of your actions… and hope they will be good ones.”

William looked wistfully at the door, “You know, I could just have him captured and brought back. It wouldn’t be hard.”

“You could,” Lorelei nodded, “Would it be the right thing to do?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then you’d better not. I won’t accept if you’re the kind of man who does things they think they shouldn’t.”

William sighed, “But seriously I could probably catch up to them myself… maybe I could take him out secretly…”

Lorelei grabbed William’s face between her hands, “Looks like you need something to distract you. Why don’t you come with me? We could both use a break.”
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                There were petitions to be reviewed and acted upon, but William was off visiting Theo. Sometimes he had to take a break from political maneuvering… but this time he wasn’t. He already knew what he was going to do with the petitions. He also knew what he wanted to do with them, but coating them in pitch and slapping them on lords’ faces before setting them on fire was inappropriate.

Some lords would never be happy. Even if they had more wealth and control over larger territory, the fact that they couldn’t do absolutely anything they wanted grated on them. They couldn’t get over the times where might was the absolute ruler of the land. Such memories were still fresh in most of their minds. They thought those were better days… but they were mistaken. 

Because of his obsession, the Demon King had mostly left the lords to their own devices, only calling upon them for war. The freedom was what they remembered- choosing to ignore that he would completely wipe out any who disobeyed him when he did choose to give orders. Now, William was the Eternal King, and had kindly chosen not to arbitrarily kill people he didn’t like. If things really went back to the old rule by force… they would be dead. Perhaps that would happen to them anyway, since the previous examples hadn’t gotten through to them.

Not that all of the lords were bad. In fact, a majority of them were content with the power they had and appreciated the improved economy. One of them really liked trains. Possibly too much, but it was nice to have someone who contributed so much to improving the transportation system.

“Alright Theo,” William asked, “How are things going?”

Over the years, Theo had grown into an adult- and he would look pretty much the same for an indeterminate period of time. Forever was impractical, but at least until an accident happened. They was in a position where there were many more dangers- but only if proper precautions weren’t taken. Dangerous lab accidents were at an all time low with his help. “Well, things are… going.” Theo shrugged, “I don’t have anything to do with the train operations anymore. Mostly I just plan out things I already know are possible and set people to work on them. Oh, wait, come look at this!” He motioned William over to one corner of the lab. “Recognize this?”

“Umm… it’s an engine?”

“Yeah, but what kind of engine?”

William shrugged, “A combustion engine? I’ve seen a bunch of these lately.”

Theo wagged his finger. “No no no, look closer. There’s something special about it.”

William looked closer. There were a bunch of bits and pieces. Cylinders. Fuel intake. Not much to say, really. “I mean, we haven’t used this style much but I thought we had something similar? Except…” William frowned, “This one doesn’t have any magic.”

“That’s right!” Theo grinned, “It pure tech! It took a lot more careful engineering of the components and-”

“William!” When he turned to see who called out to him, William was met with the blue face of his sister, Sarah. “I see Theo’s showing you his pet project? Did he mention it’s less than half as efficient as a magic engine?”

“I-I was getting there.” Theo cleared his throat. “A-anyway, its an e-example of non-magic engineering. S-so even people who can’t use magic could re-replicate it.” Theo stammered through his explanation, “It’s not much good for g-gevai but I thought maybe… humans could… use it.” He cleared his throat again and took a deep breath, “And it’s made out of more common materials! It just takes… extra precise machining… which is pretty expensive right now. B-but I’m sure efficiency will improve! In the years to come!”

“The dwarves might like it as well,” William nodded, then turned toward Sarah, “I missed you last time I visited here. Have you… heard anything from Stefan?”

Sarah shook her head, “Not much. He said he was trying to start up an independent research firm, but he didn’t say where. “

William shook his head, “Does he think I’ll kill him or something? It’s not like I wanted our parents to… Well, at least he’s fine.”

“Yeah…” Sarah sighed, “He’s not in favor of the nobles in general, and you sort of represent that idea… even if you butt heads with them all the time. Well, I have work to get to… maybe we can meet up for lunch?”

“Sure,” William nodded. As she walked off, he turned back to Theo, “So, anything else?”

Theo shrugged, “Hmm, not really. Everything should have been in the reports. The trainyard on the border with Ostana is making good progress. It’ll be the first international rail line… though maybe Ustil would have beat us to it if they had better terrain. It’ll only be a couple years before the line from Liaoyang connects up to Domaro. Assuming they don’t have a civil war before then.”

“I’m betting on a big one, though I wouldn’t mind if they just settled their differences peacefully.” William stroked his chin, “Nobody’s going to ask for our help if there are any problems though. Too bad. And Eclea is still being isolationist. So anyway about Sarah-”

“Hmm? What? I, uh…” Theo looked around nervously, “I haven’t been thinking about… she’s your sister, and I’m technically much older, and um…”

“Relax.” William’s voice wasn’t just a suggestion, but a command. Theo needed all the help he could get. “Look, I’m not going to tell you what to do, if anything. Let me just say this… she can make her own choices. Also, in a couple dozen years your age difference will be irrelevant. Maybe even already. She’s already a few dozen years old, you know? At some point age matters less. Do you know how much older than me Lorelei is?”

“No?” Theo tilted his head. “I don’t think I do.”

“I don’t either.” William shrugged, “Just that it’s… a heck of a lot. There might be a few issue to work out, but that will be true of any relationship.” William shrugged, “And maybe it will go nowhere but sometimes that happens. I would suggest not rushing into things.”

“W-what if she doesn’t like me?”

“Then she’d say that. Then you can get over her and everything will be fine.” William patted Theo on the shoulder, “You’re not a bad guy, even if your feelings are blatantly obvious. I’m sure you’ll find someone else even if things don’t work out.”

“T-they are? You think s-she might have noticed?”

“Are you kidding?” William raised an eyebrow, “You don’t stutter at all anymore except in the context of her. Women notice that kind of thing.”

“D-do you think I should wait before going to talk to her?”

“Depends on how much you’ve actually thought about things. Are you prepared to face whatever happens?” William shrugged, “Besides it’s not like she’s going to throw a fireball at you.”

“Does anyone do that?”

“Lila… Headmistress Lorenz has been known to do that, in the past.”

Theo nodded slowly, “Oh, I can see that, yeah.”

William clapped Theo on the shoulder one last time, “Anyway... think about things, don’t rush, and make a decision that will make people happier in the long run.”
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                William looked over the reports in front of him, then up at Jordan, who was standing there waiting. “Are they stupid?” The three lords Cermak, Alvey, and Ivers were gathering troops and arming them.

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Do they not know we have spies?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Do they not remember that I still have an army with people that participated in an actual war?

“I don’t know, sir.” Jordan coughed, “I suspect they are relying on their guns and cannons to make up for the lack of training, and some of their soldiers did participate in the war under those lords.”

“But the guns are so… awful.” William shook his head, “If I sent my army up against them, how many could be killed by those guns?”

“It’s hard to predict exactly what will happen on the battlefield.”

“Let me rephrase… if Kyle over there was shot at by a dozen people, would he die? Would he even get injured?”

Jordan looked at the guard in question. He was arrayed in full armor, including a helmet. “He wouldn’t die, but he might get injured.”

“How would he get injured?”

“... Shrapnel might get through small parts of the helmet, or his fingers could get… slightly damaged.” Jordan shrugged, “The cannon would not leave him in a good state, however.”

“Clearly not… but there’s an easy solution to that.”

“Get any soldier close enough to create a spark and everything explodes. Unless they have it magically contained.”

“Which they don’t.”

“Not according to the reports. But they might.”

“A fair point,” William nodded. “However, even with magical defenses, it just requires getting closer. Unless they spent more on protecting the cannon ammo than the cannons are worth.” William folded his hands in front of him, “So, what’s your tactical advice?”

“Send someone in to kill the offending lords while they sleep.” Jordan shrugged, “However, that conflicts with my political advice. That would be to declare their raising of troops a violation of the laws, as well as their refusal to follow certain other decrees. However, if your troops march out before such declarations, it could result in other political problems. If they don’t… the lords could cause quite a bit of damage to cities and infrastructure, though not much more than that.”

“That’s one of downsides of trying to keep up my public image,” William shook his head. “It says here there hasn’t been much progress with finding who was selling them the weapons?”

“Very little. Some they made on their own, but they must have acquired the methods elsewhere. There hasn’t been enough time from when we first got wind of their preparations for them to outfit an entire army on their own, and they didn’t seem to have a stockpile prepared beforehand.”

“Alright then… start the men preparing to move out in a week or two. I’ll draft up the declarations of their criminal violations.” William shook his head, “I wonder if I’ve been too soft in the past.”

Jordan shrugged, “Times are changing… and some people aren’t able to handle it. And… none of these lords saw you in battle, in person. Otherwise I doubt they would make this mistake.”

-----

The next day, William found himself with an unexpected guest. It was a large man, covered in scars. It wasn’t that William didn’t recognize Tiburcio but… “Why are you here?”

Tiburcio awkwardly saluted. “Sir, I want to fight in the upcoming battles.” 

“How did you even-” William shook his head. While it would be incorrect to say Tiburcio knew everyone in the army, everyone in the army knew Tiburcio. At least, they knew of him. A normal soldier who climbed up the ranks into the elite troops by just not dying was an easily shareable story. That was even without the fact that the held off one of the enemy lords long enough for William to kill another one. That technically made him a less impressive combatant than some lords- but that didn’t count the fact that he often fought in inferior armor. Besides, he achieved his rise to power in only a short number of years. William shook his head, “Sorry Tiburcio, but we don’t need you.”

“But I… I can still fight!” Tiburcio did his best to not look like he was struggling to remain standing at attention, but William could see his wounded leg was barely managing to hold on, and one of his arms was somewhat limp. Even after all of the years, he hadn’t healed. William had to admit that the fact that he was standing up at all already showed his determination.

“I appreciate your willingness to fight, but…” William wondered how to explain that Tiburcio wasn’t needed without making him feel like he wasn’t worth anything. Whatever he said would sound like it was just meant to make him feel better- which wouldn’t be entirely incorrect, but not the complete picture either. William decided to just settle for the truth, even if it involved some risk to his plans.

-----

Lord Cermak was a fearsome looking man, though lords Alvey and Ivers weren’t lacking in intimidation with their armor. They were gathered in his castle, as it was the most central of the three and he was the most influential. He started off the conversation about the declaration, “The king has finally declared us to be in a state of rebellion and has started preparing his army. However, our combined armies are already ready to move out. None of the other lords are making any moves. Within a month we can have the castle under siege, remove the king, and get back our rights.”

“We’ll need to be quick,” lord Alvey commented, “But as long as the other lords don’t feel threatened they should leave us alone… or be too late to act.

Lord Ivers nodded, “I’d like to see this Eternal King stand up against a cannon. We’ll see just how eternal he is then.”

Lord Cerman grinned, “We’ll move out within the day and-”

“Rebel lords!” A booming voice echoed throughout the castle, “Surrender yourselves now I guarantee you will live to see your trial. If you force an armed conflict, I can make no such guarantee.”

“Dammit!” Lord Cerman frowned, “Who dares- no… how could he…?” He stomped out of the room, shortly followed by the other two lords.

“Lord Cerman!” A soldier came running toward them, “There’s a man outside the castle… he seems to match the description of, um… the Eternal King.”

“How could he have brought his army here already? Our sources tell us they barely even started preparations… and our scouts didn’t report anything.”

“Uh…” the soldier shook his head, “There’s no army, Lord Cerman. Just… just him.”

Lord Cerman blinked, then grinned, “Well… that makes this easy.”
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                Lord Cerman stood on the walls of his castle, looking down at the lone person standing below. Not that he was actually alone beneath the castle. Behind him was the camp for Lord Cerman’s army. That army was currently responding to the sudden commotion, which involved readying weapons including spears and the newly made guns. “How did he even get down there?” Lord Cerman muttered.

“Like anyone else… I walked.” The figure below responded to Lord Cerman’s mutterings. “Now, how about that surrender? It’s the best choice for your men, and for your castle.” After looking over him more, Lord Cerman was sure it was the Eternal King. The new one, of course. From this angle he didn’t look so imposing as he did on his throne, with his nearly black skin and that blue crystal staff.

“Oh? Why should we surrender? You’ve nicely delivered yourself to us. You’re surrounded by our army behind you, and we have cannons on the walls readying even now.” Lord Cerman stood proudly, looking down. No matter how strong the man was, he could not defeat an army alone. “If you were going to give yourself up, you could have just agreed to our terms to begin with.”

The Eternal King looked up at Lord Cerman, but when he spoke it was projected in all directions. “If you move even an inch closer to that cannon you’ll not live to regret it.” Lord Cerman was going to respond to that point, but then the Eternal King spoke again, “Fools.”

-----

Gerolf wouldn’t consider himself a smart man, but he knew how to piece things together. He worked for Lord Cerman- and though it had started out as a way to live, now it was a way to not get killed. If he kept getting paid while not getting killed? That was a nice side effect. 

It wasn’t like he was doing anything wrong. Sure, he had learned how to operate the cannons that Lord Cerman definitely wasn’t supposed to have, but he wasn’t going to use them. Not even in the upcoming war Lord Cerman planned. He wasn’t the type to risk ignoring orders, but he was assigned to the castle. He didn’t think the fighting would reach the castle, so it would be fine.

Then he heard the voice outside. That put him in a bit of a pickle. Obviously the fighting had reached them, which was strange because the fighting hadn’t even started yet. However, Gerolf had ears, and the words that were spoken were fighting words, not friendly visit words. People usually didn’t shout those anyway.

Lord Cerman responded, and Gerolf heard the implicit order to ready the cannons. Well, ignoring orders wasn’t a good idea, was it. He looked toward his fellow cannoneer, Osgar, and then out the front of the castle. There was something about the wizard out there… Gerolf pieced together that information with the short conversation he heard. Then he got it. That dark skin. That staff. Those were good clues, but the chills running down his spine as he stood unafraid directly between a hostile army and castle was really what gave it away. When Gerolf heard the Eternal King’s statement about moving closer to the cannons, he almost felt it was directed just at him- even though there were a handful of other cannon stations. Then again, perhaps they felt the same way as him.

Osgar was still moving toward the cannon, and Gerolf shook his head and waved him back. “Better not.”

Osgar tilted his head, “Really?” He shrugged and stepped back. Gerolf was the one in charge anyway. If they got in trouble, he’d just rat him out to Lord Cerman.

There were a few moments of silence, then the Eternal King’s voice rang out once more. “Fools.” 

That was what Gerolf thought he said, but the section of walls he was standing on shook violently and there were loud noises- many times louder than just the firing of a cannon. Gerolf barely managed to keep his feet, and couldn’t hear whatever Osgar was saying in a panic in front of him. He just turned to look where Osgar was pointing.

It was another section of the wall. Well, what had been another section of the wall. Now it was just a pile of rubble. Along with most of the other cannon emplacements. That was the sort of thing that being trained to use the cannons had warned about- being careful with open flames so as to avoid exploding everything all at once. Bits and pieces of the magically reinforced wall segments still stood, but only just barely. Gerolf just tried to avoid looking to see if there were bits and pieces of the cannoneers anywhere.

-----

Lord Cerman looked around his castle. Most of it was still there, but it wasn’t a castle anymore- just a manor. After all, castles had solid walls and not walls interchanged with half-walls. Down below where his army was stationed there were also a few smouldering craters. “You- how did you…?”

“That’s ‘Your Majesty’, not ‘you’,” the Eternal King corrected him, “And it’s trivial to use just a tiny bit of magic past a barrier. Especially one so weak as this one.”

“But I… paid for the best barrier money could buy! The head of the eastern academy himself set these up!” Lord Cerman was still shaking from the explosions. Fortunately the center of the wall had been far enough away from the nearest cannons so he could still somewhat hear what was being said.

“In that case… he didn’t like you very much.” The figure down below shook his head, “Now then, surrender yourselves.”

“We- we’re not done yet! Men, shoot him!” Lord Cerman saw that less than half of those with guns obeyed his orders, but that was still dozens of men. He supposed some of them might not have been able to hear… but there were still going to be punishments later.

The men lowered their guns and fired. Lord Cerman grinned. There was no way anyone could survive that- not without something like an adamantine tower shield, which the new Eternal King obviously didn’t have with him. Then he noticed something. There was no body. Lord Cerman had his faults, but he wasn’t so foolish as to believe that guns would completely leave no trace of the body- in fact, it should still be mostly intact.

Then he felt a sudden pull on his body, and found himself being launched into the battlements with Lords Alvey and Ivers. The magically reinforced stone held, but Lord Cerman found his shoulder didn’t.

“Not that most of them would have hit me at that distance… but only an idiot would stand there to get shot anyway.” That was the last thing Lord Cerman he heard before he fell unconscious.
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                Gerolf looked down from his section of wall as the Eternal King walked away, dragging the three lords behind him with short pieces of rope tied around their ankles. Nobody saw him arrive, but everyone saw him leave. At least, everyone still alive. A good number of those near cannons had died in the explosions. Gerolf had lived, but he didn’t think it was a coincidence. Osgar was still sitting next to him on the ground in shock, but that wasn’t so bad as sitting in a crater.

Not all of the cannons had been destroyed. If Gerolf were to bet, he would say that only those who had listened to his warning had survived. When he later asked, it was confirmed by the others. A few of them had just hesitated, but that was enough.

Gerolf didn’t think about how the cannons on the walls were affected through the wards. There wasn’t much to think about. It was the Eternal King. He didn’t know much about him, except the legends. Gerolf was around for the war, but not a participant. However, he’d heard how the new Eternal King killed all of the most powerful enemy lords himself. Sometimes with one arm tied behind his back. There was even a story about him beating another lord to death with his bare hands- one in full armor. Then there was the story where he wrestled a dragon out of the sky. In another he dived into the sea and killed a kraken just by glaring at it.

Gerolf didn’t know how much of those legends were true. It certainly couldn’t be all of it… but perhaps it was not as little as some people thought. Sure, the cannons exploded because their powder was stupidly volatile… but Gerolf couldn’t have set off even one of them at the distance the Eternal King did, let alone all of them at once. All he’d seen is all of the mana in the area stop its dance and tremble as one the moment before the explosion.

Now, the Eternal King was dragging the lords who dared to oppose him through the camp of their army. Right past all the soldiers. One of the fools pointed a gun at him… and fell over dead, just from a glance. Most of the rest of the soldiers dropped their weapons and backed off. A few of them just stood there, stunned, clutching tightly to their guns or their spears.

-----

Lord Cerman woke up. His face and the back of his head hurt. The rest of him… didn’t feel like much, actually. He thought his shoulder should be hurting. He spit out some dirt that had found its way into his mouth. He couldn’t see his body, and was having trouble sitting up. He still had ki senses though. As he tried to utilise them, there was a sudden pain that shot through him. He only managed a brief glimpse of his immediate surroundings. He only had a rope tied around his ankle, but he wasn’t otherwise restrained.

He put more effort into sitting up, but nothing happened. He tried moving his arm… his leg… nothing. He blinked. His eyes worked. His tongue could move. His ears worked, even if they hurt a bit.

“I bet you’re wondering why you can’t move,” Lord Cerman heard from above him. “Don’t worry, you still have your arms and legs and everything. You just can’t ever use them or feel them again.” The Eternal King’s face appeared above his own, “Don’t worry though, you’ll be dead soon enough. Then it won’t matter.”

“You… you bastard.” Lord Cerman found he could still speak, though it hurt somewhat.

“Really now… am I the one who wanted to start a civil war so you could treat fellow gevai like slaves? Am I the one who chose to use force to settle things? You did that. Now you’re suffering the consequences.”

Lord Cerman tried to gather his ki for an attack. Without being able to move his limbs it wouldn’t be much, but there was always a chance to catch the Eternal King by surprise and injure him. As he concentrated, he felt the splitting pain again. He felt ki bleeding out of him, slowly but surely. It was as if he had been torn open from his very core.

“You also don’t get to do that. It would be annoying to deal with.” The Eternal King shook his head, “Well, break time’s over.”

Lord Cerman found himself being dragged along, which explained the soreness he felt, where he still could feel. Being dragged across dirt and stone wouldn’t cause any real damage to him, not with his level of body training… but it still wasn’t pleasant to get mud up his nose or in his eyes. However, what came next was even worse.

Lord Cerman had no control over whether he was face up or face down, but as he flipped up to see the sky he also saw buildings around him. He recognized the style as the down village near his castle. Then he heard the voices.

They weren’t loud, but he had excellent hearing. It was a useful ability to have, most of the time. It wasn’t so nice in the current circumstances.

“Look, it’s that sack of dung, ‘lord’ Cerman,” a voice whispered, “Doesn’t look so high and mighty now with mud all over his face.”

“I barely even recognized him…” another voice replied, “Doesn’t look like much next to the Eternal King, does he?”

Soon enough, Lord Cerman was dragged out of range of those voices… but there were more whispers… and more humiliating mud.

-----

As William dragged the lords along the road, he was passed by people traveling in either direction. Riders came from behind him, and passed around him… far around him, just barely in sight of the road. Those coming from in front of him got somewhat closer before staying well to the side, looking.

William didn’t need to drag the lords by hand. He could have put them on a horse, or ridden the horse while they were dragged along. He didn’t feel like it. It felt better this way. Sure, it would take longer, but it wouldn’t be too long before he was back at his castle and the lords were executed. The important thing was people needed to see them. Maybe they would think he was cruel, but if that was what it took to keep them from trying to get everyone killed, so be it.

Of course, they wouldn’t be the only ones executed. Those who had sold them the cannons and guns would be too. If those people hadn’t stolen the plans, even more people were going to be executed. The weapons themselves weren’t too dangerous yet, but the point wasn’t the weapons but the laws. He thought he’d made it very clear how and when they could be sold… but clearly he hadn’t been clear enough. Then again, those who had done the selling had probably thought themselves safe… but the lords knew who they were, and that meant William knew.

William even considered putting their heads on pikes, but that was too much. He couldn’t wait until photos were possible… then people could ship them all across the country for newspapers. William wondered if that would stop people from trying to cause trouble… but thought it probably wouldn’t.
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                William wished he had satellite maps. Did he need that sort of detail? Absolutely not, but it would have been nice. It would have been quite useful hunting for islands, but on the continent things were more or less at peace. 

Liaoyang had split into three countries… or perhaps it might have been more appropriate to say that the various powers in Liaoyang had conglomerated into three proper countries instead of a loosely organized one. 

The northeastern part of Liaoyang had cordial relations with Ostana and Ustil, and nearly completely ignored Cruonia. The mountains prevented any easy direct passage between the two, so William supposed that was well enough. They did still have ambassadors, but they were mostly present to report back in case something important happened.

The northwestern part- or at least the ‘emperor’ there- had a feud with Ostana… though the two countries had no direct access to each other so William wondered why they even bothered. Perhaps it would be used as an excuse to move through the eastern regions and take over. William was on watch for that.

The southern part of Liaoyang was causing trouble for both Ustil and Cruonia. They wouldn’t let their ships dock in port, and took no care to stop piracy. William suspected the government was even involved behind the scenes… but if he sunk enough pirate ships they would give up… or at least run out of ships. They had briefly prepared for a land assault on Ustil. William wasn’t sure whether they had actually started the assault and then realized that they were going to just lose everyone to the desert or whether they thought better of it. Ustil didn’t exactly bother with border guards.

William was disappointed. Everyone had been getting along with Cruonia just fine until them… for some definitions of fine. For example, Eclea had been sending ships out into the eastern oceans, but they still avoided Cruonian waters. As long as they never actually did anything but just remained separate from the other countries, William didn’t mind. He still kept a close watch on them.

The mixed settlement no longer had many dwarves- they had all been returned to their homeland, but William was pleased that a few of them took a chance to return. The total number of dwarves and humans living within Cruonia’s borders was only a few gross, but that was more than zero. 

Within his own borders… the remaining lords were all content and happy. At least, those who weren’t pretended to be- but most of them were. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t become richer just because they had to do it a bit more slowly. They weren’t likely to run out of resources either. Cruonia was about the same size as all the human nations combined- but with a population around one part in a dozen. That left a lot of free land.

It also made train tracks proportionately more expensive… but he didn’t have to worry about his term being up and policy changing. He defined policy… though not alone. He had many advisors that he listened to, though the decisions were ultimately in his hands.

There was one problem he would have to deal with sooner or later though. Magical beasts caused trouble when expanding. Gevai had no trouble fighting them- in fact, it became a pretty good industry. The question became, though… could they deal with all of the magical beasts? Should they wipe them out?

William’s answer to the first was that they probably could… and the second that they probably shouldn’t. It wasn’t a concern for the next dozen years, but at some point he would have to protect them. He didn’t want anything to be wiped out. The problem was… they were dangerous. While people were capable of fighting magical beasts, there was a larger gap between regular citizens and most magical beasts than humans from Earth and lions or other large predators.

Then there were dragons. While other magical beasts often learned about the dangers that people posed to them, only causing trouble when they entered new territory… dragons sought out people. Or rather, large concentrations of magical materials. William didn’t want to have to activate the full capacity of the few fortress ships he had, but he wanted to be able to without worrying about a dragon coming. He also didn’t want to have to worry about them attacking trains, once they had enough cars and enough magic all in one place to be noticed.

William thought running a country was a mess. He just wanted to go do wizard things, but he couldn’t very well do that if there was constant war… and anything as frequent as a few dozen years would basically qualify. William had done a pretty good job of avoiding war overall for his nine dozen years in his current life. A relatively short war with the humans, a big civil war, and a half-war with the dwarves? That wasn’t so bad. Unfortunately, he had to walk a fine balance before keeping an army ready for war and having an army large enough that others felt threatened. Fortunately his army seemed smaller for being comprised of gevai. It was also the case that at least half of the time they weren’t in active service but working in civilian jobs.

-----

A year after the initial elven ship had returned, they sent some permanent ambassadors. That group did not involve Galen. William could understand why. He had been inches away from destroying his soul. He was still angry at him just for being part of the Demon King. Sure, he had felt all the regret and sincerity in his atonement… but that didn’t make William’s own feelings on the subject go away. It was best they stayed far apart.

Like all ambassadors, the new group were basically spies. Not that they did any snooping around- at least not the kind that actually involved sneaking about at night- but rather they passed information back to the elves. They even opened up trade- as much as a single ship per year could be counted as trade. Still, some people appreciated exotic goods. William wanted to get his hands on some of their magical equipment that seemed to be living plants… but the elves weren’t willing to part with it easily.

Because of the group of ambassadors and their assistants, there were always a handful of elves in Cruonia, but William knew exactly where they were at all times. Keeping close track of them wasn’t out of distrust so much as respect for their abilities.

That was why the reports of elves being spotted in other places around the country was so strange. They hadn’t come with the ambassadors, but no other elven ships had been spotted. Perhaps they had a secret route where they could land on an unexpected part of the continent. That wasn’t impossible, but that made William wonder how they got so far inland without being spotted. 

Then they might be spotted once or twice, and disappeared. William considered that the reports might be false- gevai far enough away to be confused for elves somehow- but there were several problems with that. The general body types were just far too different… and gevai skin was completely different colored than elves.

Magic could conceal looks- but the disturbances in mana would cause great amounts of suspicion. Perhaps it was a group of very talented people disguising themselves for unknown purposes. William wasn’t sure, but when dwarves started being seen… the height difference was significant enough to be certain something strange was going on. He just had no idea what.
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                The HMS Nightcat’s slim prow cut through the waters of the eastern ocean. A handful of gevai sailors manned the ship, tending the sails as necessary. The ship could also run on a combustion engine, but the smoke created would give away their position, and that could lead to some awkwardness. Everything on the ship- the sails, the smokestack, railings, hull, and the sailor’s uniforms were made of a special materials that changed shades to match the ambient light. During the day, the ship was light blue over dark blue, but at night it was nearly black throughout. It didn’t provide true invisibility- but it also didn’t give off any mana fluctuations.

Sailing into Eclean waters was risky business. Even though the current waters were outside of any publicly claimed areas, the Ecleans controlled the area. That was exactly why the Nightcat was where it was. Large numbers of Eclean ships passed through the area- ships that had no method to avoid deep sea creatures, yet set out and returned regularly.

Spies in Eclea had made known the existence of magical buoys. They weren’t willing to risk stealing the blueprints for Cruonia, but merely acknowledging their existence was good enough. The king wanted those buoys. In fact, everyone wanted them- except perhaps the landlocked Ostana. Whether they knew they wanted them was a different question, but navigating the oceans was troublesome.

The Nightcat had to rely on her own systems for dissuading attacks by deep sea monsters. Perhaps on the right path they would be safe without, but they didn’t know the right path. That was why they were carefully patrolling the area to try to catch sight of one of the Eclean ships. It would be easier to find one of the ships near the coast- but it was also easier to get caught there. 

Theo wrung his hands as he stood nervously belowdecks. He wasn’t much use on a ship unless something broke. While he was glad to avoid seasickness, the journey made him nervous. Sure, in a spaceship finding oneself outside resulted in nearly certain death- but at least you could see everything around you. Mostly, it was nothing. Seafaring ships, however, could only see half of everything, at most. Not even the important half, either. The half with things lurking in the deep. 

It wasn’t even an irrational fear of such monsters either. There really were many things to fear, and attacks happened frequently even on ships with preventative measures. Sure, maybe one trip in ten… but that was a pretty high risk of danger.

This trip reminded Theo that he could die. That had happened once before, but it hadn’t been a violent death. More importantly, he hadn’t left much behind. This time, however, there was Sarah. While he hadn’t asked her to marry him, he was going to. Perhaps he already should have. Theo shook his head. He definitely already should have. After the trip, he was going to. 

Sure, if he died he would be reincarnated. That was apparently part of the world… but keeping his memories wasn’t a guarantee. It had happened once, but even the king, who’d undergone the process multiple times, wasn’t sure of the exact conditions. Maybe Theo would forget, and then even if he met Sarah again the wouldn’t know each other.

Plus, dying was a waste when you had a theoretically unlimited lifespan ahead of you. Theo was still having trouble with that idea, but the fact that he wasn’t old yet was hard to deny. Theoretically it was possible to prevent aging in humans, but even in his future they hadn’t achieve it entirely- even if they had extended lifespans significantly.

Theo was glad there weren’t any portholes to look out through. He didn’t want to see the darkness. He hoped they found something soon…

-----

After a week, they still hadn’t come across a ship… but Theo found himself called up onto the deck. “Sir wizard… We have spotted something that might be one of the buoys we’re looking for.” The captain of the ship gestured into the distance and handed him a spyglass. “Near straight off the bow.”

Theo wondered how they had managed to spot one in all the open ocean… until he looked with the spyglass. The buoy stood out like a sore thumb, bouncing up and down on the waves. “It’s certainly some kind of buoy. Probably what we’re looking for, unless someone was quite bored.”

“Aye, we thought so. There’s another one about a mile back. We decided not to approach without getting your advice, seeing as they radiate mana.”

Another one? Theo turned around to find those words were true. They weren’t even hidden… but that made all sorts of sense. If they were to guide ships, hiding them would result in more trouble than it might be worth. “We can move a bit closer, at least.”

Theo’s job on the journey was as a magical consultant- which actually made him the most important part. He was to observe the buoys and do his best to replicate them. It was a sort of crazy idea. Replicating technology really did best when possessing it… but William had said they shouldn’t take one. Theo had to agree from the political side of things, if not the engineering side. Eclea could be suspicious if they developed similar technology, but if they actually stole a buoy there could be a war. Maybe there wouldn’t be, it was hard to tell what Eclea would do. Were they waiting for an excuse, or were they purely interested in isolation? Theo wished they would just talk with people. They had so much interesting technology.

Without the mana flowing around it, the buoy didn’t look that impressive. It was mostly just a ball designed to float on the waves. Of course, the magic was the most important part. Theo took all of the observations he could from the deck of the ship… but it wasn’t enough. He looked down into the deep, dark waters and sighed. He hoped the buoys kept anything nasty well away. Then, after a pair of spear wielding sailors checked the area, he jumped into the water with them.
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                Theo avoided looking down into the inky blackness of the ocean below him, and instead just looked at the buoy. He thought it was safe to approach- but he took a few minutes looking for anything that would cause danger if he got too near.

He swam up to take a breath, treading water. He was glad his body was naturally strong, because he hadn’t really put in much effort training and his wet robes were heavy. Why hadn’t he worn something else? Surely he should have known investigating buoys would involves swimming. He’d had other things on his mind just before leaving though. At least he’d brought paper to take notes- and left them up on the deck where they wouldn’t get wet.

After circling the buoy a few times- looking at it both above and below the water- Theo climbed out of the water. He used magic to dry himself off- something it was very convenient for- before writing the first handful of notes. Then he handed the papers back to the sailor who was keeping the papers from blowing away and dived back in. 

He approached closer. He wasn’t sure if it was safe to touch yet, but he didn’t think it sensed anything in particular around it. It definitely had effects outside of itself, but they didn’t seem to change any. Instead, it was just a steady, slow output of magic. Most of it went into the waters in general, but there were two faint beams of mana that Theo thought were connections to other buoys.

Those connections also explained how it kept its relative position in the ocean. The sea wasn’t shallow enough for all of the buoys to be anchored. Theo thought it was a good thing they hadn’t tried to take it away. It would certainly have been noticed… and could have caused quite a few problem that they wished to avoid. Spying and copying technology was one thing, but completely disrupting their shipping routes was another. 

Theo actually managed to forget that he was in the ocean where there were definitely sea monsters that could swallow him whole. That was good for his concentration, not so good when he forgot he had to surface to breathe. He didn’t breathe in that much salt water though. Not all at once anyway.

The ship above kept watch for other ships approaching, but fortunately they weren’t that frequent. Thus, over the course of a few days Theo gathered all the information he could without taking apart the buoy and studying it in a lab. 

In the end, it was quite similar to the method the dwarves used, but more consistent. That is, the buoys remaining in the area constantly pacified the native sea life. Instead of just being dissuaded from attacking by the bypassing ships, it would become habit. That was Theo’s theory, anyway. 

He still got out of the water as quickly as he could when he saw something swimming by. They did stay away from the ship, though, so that was something. “Alright, captain, that’s as much as I can get. We should move on before any more Eclean ships arrive.”

“Good. It’s a pain to keep the ship around without a proper anchor point anyway. I hope you were successful in your endeavors.”

-----

William liked the news from Theo. If they could implement a system like those buoys, they could trade with the dwarves. It would probably take some time before it became a profitable venture, but the more important thing would be the political part of that. Sure, they could currently communicate thanks to the phone William had sent- but that was only communications between rulers. It would be better for the people of to get used to each other. 

Of course, in relation to the dwarves, William was still hearing rumors of dwarves and elves appearing throughout Cruonia. It was almost as if they wanted to be seen, waiting until someone noticed them then darting off. 

Then a very rare occurrence took place. A diviner actually came to William, petitioning for an audience. Anyone could petition for an audience, but it wasn’t exactly common. While the castle was central to Cruonia, Crunoia itself was also quite large. Most people weren’t exactly nearby- though a few travelled a long way with their petitions. That actually made William take them more seriously, because they wouldn’t come with minor problems. The diviners weren’t necessarily far away- at least, they always had a few representatives shuffling around in the library- but they also only very rarely approached William for anything. “Greetings, Eternal King.”

“Greetings. You have a petition? I must confess I don’t believe I have any new knowledge to share.” The diviners also kept stores of knowledge- and though at times he had traded for their knowledge, he had shared some freely. They owed him, but he didn’t have anything he particularly needed from them. At least, not that he knew about. Still, helping them out more would likely not hurt.

The elderly gevai’s head bobbed slowly. “In the coming days… a significant event will occur. We just ask that you continue your traditions of level headedness and wisdom.”

“Is that all?” William wondered how long ‘the coming days’ were. What kind of significant event would there be? “Your foretelling is rather vague, but I have no intentions of suddenly changing my ways. I don’t suppose you can elaborate any on the event, or time?”

“It will indeed be days… not weeks or years. Saying any more about it…” The old man’s face wrinkled, “We already do not know the results. We can only say we do not believe it to be a danger, and we wish for you to act with that in mind.”

William nodded, “I have always strived to do my best for my people- and for all people. I will keep your words in mind.”

As the diviner left, William wondered just what could happen in the next few days. He certainly hadn’t heard much of anything. Was there something that could surprise him so much that he would fail to keep his calm without a warning? What kind of momentous event would it be? Well, if it was truly just days… he would find out very soon.
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                William wondered why the diviners would have bothered to come with him to warn him. What could be so important to them that they would bother requesting him to… act like normal? Then again, that was the thing. They cared about it enough that they couldn’t accurately predict what would happen. 

William wondered if libraries were going to start falling out of the sky. That wouldn’t make much sense, but he didn’t see the diviners as interested in anything else. Then again, besides being slightly disconcerting, he had no reason to respond to something like that with violence.

That meant it involved something living. Perhaps a new type of magical beast would appear… something that appeared to be dangerous but wouldn’t be? William couldn’t be sure. He felt like he would have preferred not to have received any warning at all. It made the days seem to take much longer.

-----

William waited for a runner to come with a message for him from his phone system. He needed to do something about that- it was becoming far too large for a few people to manage, with so many point-to-point phones. They couldn’t be packed together too densely or they would overhear information from the others. It wouldn’t necessarily be a problem- but it could cause confusion. On the other hand, having a few more people waiting around the clock for communication was not a bad payoff for instant communication. A real phone system for non-emergencies would be nice to have though.

Finally, a messenger did come to William- but he was a castle guard, not wearing the uniform of those from the communications center. “My king!” The guard stopped at the entrance to William’s office and saluted. “There is an approaching group of… elves and dwarves. Perhaps a dozen of each.”

“What?” William raised an eyebrow, “Why haven’t I heard of this before now?” He waved his hand toward the guard, dismissing his response that could only be ‘I don’t know’. “Well, I suppose I had better go see. Stay here to pass on the message that I have gone up the east tower to take a look, if anyone comes for me.” While William could keep tabs on everyone in and around his castle, they also needed to be able to find him. Just because he could tell where they were didn’t mean he could hear what they were saying.

William climbed up the winding stairs of one of the castle towers. There, he looked out in front of the castle, quickly seeing the tiny dots that must have been the approaching dwarves and elves. Their ships hadn’t been seen arriving on shore… and they definitely should have.

William gestured to one of the soldiers, “You there… go request the elven and dwarven ambassadors to come meet with me here. I haven’t heard anything about this group from them.”

Then William took the spyglass held by one of the other tower guards. His eyes might be good, but a spyglass was always better than his eyes alone. He looked at the group approaching. Elves and dwarves, indeed. Pointy ears on skinny frames, and stocky bearded figure riding next to them on… dire badgers? William wouldn’t have chosen badgers for mounts even when they were large enough to ride. Horses and their kin were much nicer. It wasn’t like dwarves were too heavy for them.

The elves were also riding the badgers. That was one of the strange things. William found his gaze wandering up and down slightly as he passed from elf to dwarf to elf to dwarf. There was something odd about them. Magic? William concentrated. Mana would be hard to see at that distance but… it didn’t seem to be significantly present. 

After a moment, the oddity became apparent to William. He just hadn’t thought about it. The group was riding under an unknown flag. That didn’t mean much- anyone could make an emblem whenever they wished. The key thing was the clothing they wore. It was not dwarvish, nor elven. It most closely resembled gevai clothing, but it certainly wasn’t exactly the same. Maybe that was just the different builds of the elves and dwarves, however.

A group of elven ambassadors came scurrying up the steps. “You requested our presence, Your Majesty?”

William handed the spyglass to one of the women and pointed toward the group, “What do you make of that?”

The woman looked through the spyglass, her face turning into a frown. “Dwarves and… elves? I do not recognize them.” She shook her head, “No one told us a group was coming. There’s something strange. That… those elves are wearing metal jewelry.”

That was it. William had already noticed their clothing- it was quite easy to tell the difference between the living plants that the elven ambassadors had wrapped around them and normal clothing… but the elves also didn’t wear metal jewelry. They instead wore various flowers and plants that were similarly alive. William took one more look in the spyglass. “Can elves grow beards?” William was already aware that they couldn’t- it wasn’t just fashion. However, one of the elves up ahead had a beard… or at least something that looked like one from a long distance.

The elven ambassador shook her head, “No, pure elves do not grow beards. I hear that half-humans could though.”

William nodded, but scratched his chin. Actually, it could just be a skinny human there. He had mostly been surmising the pointed ears at that distance. Some of them were hidden under hair- they didn’t stick out that far most of the time.

When the dwarves came, William had them look as well. Their response was interesting. “That dwarf’s beard is greenish.” William hadn’t noticed that detail either. It wasn’t green, either, just greenish. Combined with a dark brown, it was rather hard to tell. “We aren’t expecting any dwarves to come either. They don’t appear to be significantly armed, though.”

William nodded at that. The group down below had weapons on hand, but they weren’t wearing armor. Since he hadn’t seen them before, they couldn’t have been going on the highways… and thus having weapons to fight off magical beasts would have been wise. William actually spotted a wagon in the back that had armor- once he was looking for it.

“Well… what do you say we go down to the gate and greet these strange guests?” William started walking as soon as he said so. The castle was already on alert, and with such numbers he could defeat them himself- not counting the guards who were always on duty and were likely also sufficient for the task.
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                The group of two dozen elves and dwarves slowly approached the gates of the castle. They rode at a steady pace on the backs of their dire badgers- a strange mount choice, but they seemed to be doing well enough.

William wondered where they had come from. Two dozen people wasn’t much, but that implied a ship- or more than one- had gotten to shore undetected, and then the group had travelled into the center of his country without him hearing about them. Plus, the badgers would have taken quite a bit of space. They also weren’t known to the ambassadors, which was worrying. Were they from rebel groups? William had to admit he didn’t know that much about the deeper undercurrents of the elven and dwarven nations’ politics. Then again, the ambassadors seemed genuinely surprised about the groups’ very existence- and not just their arrival.

Then again, perhaps all his questions would be answered with a bit of waiting. He watched as the group carefully picked their way along the paths through the gardens outside the castle. Then the group stopped about a half-dozen yards away from the castle gates.

The elven ambassador cleared his throat, “May I?” William nodded. The elven ambassador took a half-step forward and spoke in elven. William had taken the time to learn the basics of elven- current elven, and not the version the diviners had kept in their vaults. “Greetings, brothers. Might I ask where you are from?”

The group down below turned to look at each other. William could just hear them talking, and barely made out their words. “Is that elven? It’s not gevai…” William could make out the words, but they were strange. Even so, he recognized them even without any practical experience… it was the version of elven he had been taught by the diviners. Strangely enough, the dwarves down below spoke it too. After a few moments, the dwarf with the green beard- William could tell it had moss growing on it from up close- rode forward and spoke in fluent gevai. “Greetings, Eternal King of the gevai. I am Vamir Mossbeard, lead representative of the Allied Subterranean Territories. We apologize for not coming sooner, but we had some… misgivings… based on the actions of the former bearer of your title.”

William wasn’t sure if he was supposed to know who they were. Though, he was coming up with some guesses. “I must admit I had not long expected your arrival.” There wasn’t much more to be said. He hoped they offered something more.

The Vamir nodded. “Aye, if you had much knowledge about us… ‘twould have been a waste of efforts stretching back to ancient times. You must be wondering where we came from…”

William nodded, “Indeed. The diviners must have put in quite some effort to keep you hidden for so long. I almost can’t believe he didn’t think to look underground… then again, I didn’t either. Well, why don’t we go somewhere more comfortable? I have no desire to stand up on this wall talking.” William raised his voice, “Open the gates! Lead these fine people to the council chambers.”

The throne room was for when William needed to look down on people and be intimidating. However, if he actually wanted a discussion, there was a much more comfortable room… though his chair still raised him a bit higher than everyone else.

Once they settled in, the lead dwarf asked, “Umm… how did you know about the diviners helping us?”

“I guessed,” William shrugged, “Though it was not terribly hard with the available information. Don’t worry though, your presence here was the key component… and with that the jig is up. I suppose you knew that when you decided to show yourselves.”

Vamir lightly rubbed his beard, “Umm… well… yes. As you have surmised, we have been hidden away by the diviners every since the first massacres of the Demon King. Elves retreated to a few less known dwarven cities… and then were forgotten about. We have come here today in hopes of establishing a peaceful relation with Cruonia. Over the last dozens of years we have found you to be a very reasonable ruler.”

William nodded, “I am glad you think so. I see no problem with opening up peaceful relations with any nation that wishes to do so.” William paused in consideration, “How large is your country anyway? It can’t just be under central Cruonia… it must span most of it…” William watched Vamir’s reaction, “Or perhaps even the entire continent.”

“We do have tunnels going to many places… but we are not a threat to anyone.”

“I didn’t say you were. I just thought your industriousness was applaudable. You must have been very careful to avoid notice… perhaps you dug very deep?” William nodded, thinking about his speculations, “But you’re not here to discuss those details. You want something like a non-aggression pact? I have no problem with establishing one. At some point we will have to detail the legal boundaries of our respective countries… but I’m sure that can wait for another time.”

Vamir nodded, “Right. You are… very straightforward.”

“I can afford to be… and I can’t afford not to be. Frankly, I hate political dithering… and am strong enough to be able to avoid most of it. Now then… about that non-aggression pact.”

-----

William was surprised that there was an entire civilization below his feet… but he pretended not to be. He didn’t actually know how big they were, but they had played their hand with their recent appearances in different places. Perhaps they were trying to get people used to their presence, but it had caused more nervousness than it would make up for. Then again, their only interaction with gevai in living memory had been the diviners, and they weren’t known for their social prowess. 

Hearing about an important event had made William nervous. He had been thinking of so many things it could be. Even if it hadn’t been something malicious, he had imagined all kinds of trouble.

Instead, there was another country? Sure. Fine. Whatever. He imagined they had all kinds of metals to trade, spending all their time underground. They wanted peace. That was good. One step closer to world peace…  even if William hadn’t known that was a step that would have existed a day before. Sure, all the pieces were there. The strange form of elven… or perhaps a mix of ancient elven and dwarven and a myriad of years of change. The diviners being interested in the captured dwarves… not just to learn their language.

That meant those captives might have known about the underground cities. He hadn’t searched any of their souls after that point. After all, he hadn’t been trying to find the secret locations that the diviners had. That meant there were dwarves in their islands that knew the secret… but they were apparently very good at keeping secrets if they needed to. The ambassadors hadn’t even known. 

William just hoped the other nations took it as well. He wasn’t going to tell them that there were probably dwarves and elves living beneath them, but they would probably be able to figure it out soon enough, even if the Allied Subterranean Territories didn’t tell them. Even so, William tried to ready himself for the inevitable negative reactions from other countries and probably some of his own people.
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                Though he did his best to appear unconcerned about a nation suddenly appearing beneath Cruonia, William had a number of concerns. He wasn’t worried about them in a military manner, though perhaps they could cause that sort of trouble. Instead, the things of more immediate concern were functional, nation-related troubles. For example, how far into the ground did Cruonia now own? Given that The Allied Subterranean Territories hadn’t been discovered, they had either avoided all of the mining areas, or were very deep underground. Perhaps both. 

Then there was a mess that was borders. With borders being along the plane of the ground and not by geographical separations like a mountain… they could enter Cruonia from almost anywhere. The same was true in reverse, once they knew where the entrances were. 

It would have been simple if they just became part of Cruonia- but William doubted that would be feasible in the near future. Besides the fact that he suspected they also extended under the human countries, they had their own culture and leadership. They wouldn’t just want to hand that control over to him, even if he had been determined to not be a horrible person.

William looked around the council chambers. The ambassadors from underground had half returned to speak of the initial negotiations, while the rest had stayed just like other foreign dignitaries. Currently the council chambers were filled with just his actual council- a few gevai lords qualified to advise him in certain matters and those who weren’t lords but still had excellent advisory capabilities. Jordan and Lorelei were among them.

Jordan was currently addressing the group, “Because of the different border situation, it would be impractical to try to restrict border crossing to a small number of points. There are no natural barriers to be had but the ground itself. That said, it would be best to move forward with a system of identification, starting with merchants. As they seem to have control over their own side, we will start by trying to negotiate an initial restriction in passage that is pleasing to both sides- not to large, but enough to encourage trade and good relations. Depending on locations, I suggest we set up a number or trading outposts or direct them to nearby cities. After people are more comfortable with the transition we can allow for more freedom of movement.”

Lord Abiel Thorsten spoke up at that point, “I am concerned they might try to take advantage of the situation to acquire territory of interest to them…”

“What?” William asked, “You think they see past my tough, frightening exterior to the soft, weak person inside?”

Lord Thorsten had supported William since the beginning of his reign, so he wasn’t ignorant of his abilities. “I would never mean to imply you are weak… even without recent events. However, your desire for a lack of large scale conflicts is easily apparent. While a few concessions would not be out of hand…” 

William shrugged, “Is that not why I have advisors? You can tell me where I go too far, or not far enough. So far, they have made no demands to hand back their ancestral lands… not that they can likely recall much about them anyway. From what I can tell the dwarves preferred the underground for the most part anyway… and the elves that live with them have become part of them.”

Lorelei nodded, “You had mentioned some half-elf half-dwarves, correct?” William nodded. The elves with beards were somewhat shorter and stockier. They might not have actually been half-and-half, but they certainly weren’t pureblooded. The opposite had been true of those with traits closer to dwarves as well- some were thinner and a bit taller, with thinner beards. “They seem quite different from those who left the continent. More importantly, however… it advances the point we see with Roque Strnad. If elves and dwarves can have viable offspring, it is likely that any combination of the four races can. I know there are small bits of elven ancestry in some humans and gevai- even if it is barely visible at this point. We already have a small number of human citizens… anyone who wishes to reclaim an ancient heritage can purchase land as a citizen of Cruonia. Of course, most of them have settled into their new homes quite comfortably… as the passage of untold years facilitates.”

William smiled, “Having a larger population of different types of citizens would be advantageous. Gevai population growth is low… and we have more space than we really need. Having a handful of generations of mixed peoples would hopefully finish removing the idea of us as demons from people’s minds. Though that won’t likely help with Eclea…”

Lord Thorsten nodded, “Having a larger population to produce good that we don’t have to trade for would be nice. Though I am well aware of the advantages of the gevai… there are certain disadvantages to people who don’t die of old age. It requires the removal of some persons through violence. While we are quite capable of that, it’s not the best use of resources.” He nodded toward William, “We especially don’t want the king to have to go deal with things personally all the time.”

“Hmm. Yes.” William nodded, “Now then… I don’t think there is much else we can discuss here until new information arrives. If you’ll excuse us,” William gestured to Lorelei, “we need to go help my sister plan her wedding.”

-----

It had taken Theo a dozen years to propose to Sarah, but William didn’t blame him. Too many people rushed into relationships only to have them broken apart by virtue of shallow connections. While not all relationships would be successful long term, proper consideration was in order regardless of whether or not it might still fail. A dozen years for a proposal after a longer period of knowing each other was a bit long, but William couldn’t really criticize. Though at least he’d had reasons where it hadn’t exactly been a possible relationship before he became a gevai.

William loved Lorelei, but even they had issues. They weren’t necessarily with each other, but Lorelei often developed a bad mood after too much time ‘queening’. While she might have agreed it was necessary, that wouldn’t mean she wouldn’t unconsciously blame him for the unpleasantness. Long term maintenance of their relationship was important- especially since they couldn’t just wait a few dozen years for the other to die. While some gevai lords cycled through mistresses, William saw a trend between that and how reliable they were in other matters. One thing he needed the most for running a kingdom was reliability.
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                The castle gardens had continued to grow more extensive over the years. It was hard to keep a large variety of plants happy, but magic helped with that. It was a rather expensive project to upkeep, but even with a few dozen full time gardeners paid a good wage, it was still much less expensive than buying expensive wines, magical doodads, paintings, and statues. Sure, William still had to buy some of those things, as expected of a king, but he kept it limited. Besides, why would he bother to buy a bottle of wine that was a gross of years old when he could just buy new wines and wait? Especially since he didn’t even really like to drink wine that much.

Though the gardens were bigger, the number of guests attending the wedding was smaller. Sarah could technically be considered a princess, as the sister of the king- but she wasn’t in any sort of line of succession. That line started and stopped with William- with the possibility of Lorelei reigning as regent while he was dead. Of course, most people didn’t actually know William would reincarnate if he died- he planned to never demonstrate it. 

Either way, Sarah’s political power came mostly through her relation to William. Because she preferred to stay out of politics as much as possible, the party was a private one. Everyone that was invited was invited by her and Theo- the king and queen were just in attendance as guests, and the royal gardens just happened to be a place they were able to hold the wedding.

A regiment of the army was arrayed nearby to train merely as a deterrent- though anyone approaching would be seen from a long distance off. Besides those who lived and worked in the castle, William kept the area for miles around free of any other settlements, even if it made getting food and other supplies less convenient.

Many of those in attendance were magical researchers and friends of Sarah and Theo who had never had occasion to come to the castle. They were suitably impressed by the gardens, though William also found himself able to admire them even though he walked through them at least a short time most days.  

There was one group of guests that William took special note of. He knew some of them… but others he had never seen. Gisila and Stefan had come, as well as three of their children he had never met- the youngest of which was a half-dozen years old.

William could barely even remember how many years it had been since he had last seen Stefan, except for that it coincided with the end of the gevai civil war. However, it seemed he couldn’t just ignore his little sister’s wedding, even if he knew William would be there.

William considered just giving him space… but he’d done that, for dozens of years. He wasn’t going to go to where Stefan lived and pretend to run into him when Stefan wanted no contact, but since they were now both in the same place… he would be remiss to ignore the opportunity. “Long time no see, Stefan, Gisila.” William bowed slightly upon approaching them.

Gisila smiled and curtseyed gracefully, “Josef.”

Stefan nodded in acknowledgement.

There were a few moments of awkward silence. Both parents and children didn’t seem to have much to say, until the youngest- a boy with reddish orange skin- spoke up. “Is that Uncle Josef?”

“That’s right.” Gisila nodded.

The boy’s eyes sparkled, “I’m Rambert. Are you really a wizard?”

William grinned and crouched down, “Sure am. See this staff? Isn’t your daddy a wizard too though?”

The boy shrugged his shoulders, “He doesn’t use a staff or wear fancy robes though. He just goes off and does research…” Rambert scratched his head near his small curved horns, “How come you never come visit, Uncle Josef? Auntie Sarah has come to visit and my friends uncles all live nearby.”

One of his older brothers- a young man between a dozen and a half and two dozen years old, crouched down next to him and whispered in his ear. Even without trying, William could hear what he said, “He and daddy don’t get along very well.”

“Why not? Aren’t they brothers?”

The older boy sighed, “Well, yes… but sometimes brothers don’t get along.”

Rambert’s eyes widened in horror. “Why not?”

“Well… sometimes people just have arguments.”

“But I still like you even when you yell at me sometimes…” Rambert hugged his older brother, “Mommy says to just talk about it and we do and then I don’t hate you anymore.”

“Sometimes that doesn’t work…” the older boy tried to explain.

William looked over at Stefan and raised an eyebrow. Stefan sighed and just nodded his head off away from the rest of the group.

The gardens had benches to sit on every so often- though William often just sat on the ground. This time, he went to one that was secluded behind some fancily trimmed hedges and sat next to Stefan. It was private enough- they were blocked from prying eyes, and William could tell if anyone approached nearby.

William wasn’t sure how many minutes they sat there. William had often thought about what he would say… but he couldn’t remember any of it at the moment. Finally, Stefan spoke, “Am I an idiot?”

William shook his head, “No more than any of the rest of us.” William paused for a few moments, “I know you live in Westwillow. I’ve ridden past there at least a dozen times over the years. Close enough to stop by, if I hadn’t been afraid.”

“You, afraid?” Stefan raised an eyebrow, “The big, scary Eternal King who crushes armies, wrestles krakens, and kills dragons with his bare hands?”

“I never fight anything bare handed… and never intended to fight a kraken at all.” William shook his head, “Even so… so they kill me? So what?” William shook his head, “Even the time I was positive I was going to be gone forever… I knew I’d had more opportunities than basically anyone else. It’s not as bad of a feeling as knowing you failed to protect people you cared about.”

Stefan’s head hung down near his knees. “I kept hearing all the stories of how strong you were, even then. I thought there was nothing you couldn’t do.”

William nodded, “Sometimes, even I thought that.” William tapped his fingers on his leg, “Did you ever hear about the battle of Diamond Creek?”

“No. Should I have? Was it important?”

William shook his head, “Not really. It wasn’t an important battle. It was just one of the few that we lost.”

“Why? Were you outnumbered?”

“Not even close. However, I wasn’t there.” William shook his head, “Commander Jordan was on a second battlefield. Some of our elite troops were on a third battlefield. The troops there were… fine.” William shrugged, “But they lost.”

Stefan held out his one remaining arm, looking at his hand, “I only have to work, and attend celebrations for children, or family friends. Even then, I can’t do all of them at once. Even when I was working as a spy, I couldn’t be everywhere I wanted to be.” Stefan sighed, “I suppose that doesn’t change even as you get stronger.”

“It does not.” William nodded, “You know, we’re lucky we aren’t humans.”

“Why? I mean, gevai have some pretty nice traits but you were a human, right?”

“Yeah… but if we were humans we would have died of old age before we made up.”

“Oh.” Stefan sighed, “I am stupid then, huh?”

“Yep. We’re just two stupid brothers.” William kicked his feet in the dirt a few times, “Let’s get back to the party before anyone thinks we got stuck in a ditch or something.”

“Yeah… the food is too good to pass up anyway.”
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                William went back to the party with Stefan. There, Stefan introduced him to the rest of the children. “Our oldest son, Andras, isn’t here today. This is our second son, Siward… then our daughter Veta, and you have somewhat met Rambert.”

Siward bowed awkwardly, “Greetings, your majesty.”

William shook his head. “That’s not necessary. This is a family event, just call me Uncle Josef.”

“Majesty is a funny name,” Rambert commented. “Josef is better.”

William grinned, “It is a funny name, isn’t it? If you’ll excuse me, I should say hello to a few others.” Hanging around with Stefan wasn’t going to instantly stop being awkward just because they were talking again. There weren’t actually that many others he knew, but he had to at least congratulate the bride and groom.

-----

William watched as the ships carrying the first buoys steamed away from shore. It had taken almost a dozen years to reproduce them in a form that worked as well as everyone wanted it to. That did include a year of testing the final product. It wasn’t something that could be tested in a lab. Now, they were starting to distribute them… but they needed a large number of them to reach to more than the Western Cruonian Islands. William wanted them to have a path to the dwarven lands, which would make trade feasible. For that, he needed to convince them the buoys worked, and also to pay for part of it.

Creating infrastructure was expensive. Cruonia had been producing roads and train tracks for a long time, but there was still a lot of work to be done. At least they had started paying for themselves with trade. Trade with humans… and trade with the Allied Subterranean Territories. Wool and other materials were very popular down below- and different foods that didn’t grow underground. Meanwhile, they had large stocks of metals and gems. The dwarves had always preferred to live underground, and when it became a necessity they became even better at tunneling deep underground.

William was actually impressed that they had managed to avoid any of the materials they dug out being noticed on the surface. After all, that dirt and rock couldn’t just disappear. They became very good at finding remote locations to remove their debris… and at making it look natural enough as time went by.

Though the dwarves among them had always been comfortable living underground, the elves had required time to grow used to it. Instead of majestic trees growing in the sun, they learned to cherish phosphorescent mosses and various sorts of fungi. Though they had been trapped underground, now that they could come to the surface freely very few actually did so. There just wasn’t that much appeal to them. Even so, William knew the elves and dwarves appreciated having the option.

It had long become clear that Eclea had found a large number of islands or a significantly sized landmass. The traffic along their buoy pathway- and even its mere existence- gave that away. Of course, even Eclea wasn’t completely able to keep people from working as spies. The actual result was that they had found an island chain as well as one landmass that was large enough they hadn’t yet finished exploring it. Given dozens of years that made it quite large- though their progress was slowed significantly by dangerous magical beasts. Otherwise, it would have had to be the size of a continent. That option wasn’t impossible, but William didn’t think it the most likely.

As for Cruonia’s own exploration, ship technology kept improving. William was just glad he didn’t have to fund all of the research going on anymore as various groups saw the profit to be had from better ships. It had just taken the realization that it was possible to travel more than a few dozen miles from the continent without a ship being destroyed.

As solutions to problems increased, problems grew on their own. Some had always been problems, and just hadn’t been resolved. The southern part of Liaoyang had started calling themselves the League of Sovereign Humans. That didn’t bode well for how they- or their leaders- felt about gevai, dwarves, and elves. Unlike Eclea, they didn’t seem content with just ignoring everyone else. They had even stopped pretending that some of the ships that disappeared off their shores were the fault of pirates. Perhaps they were counting on the fact that Ustil didn’t have a large military and that Cruonia didn’t have land access to their territory. William was already preparing a response to their recent actions… all he needed was one more action on their part.

Before that, however, he had a more immediate problem to deal with. Trains kept getting better, with more powerful engines that could pull more cars. With that… dragons had started attacking trains. There had only been two incidents so far, but they had both resulted in significant damage. That meant the deterrents designed to mimic those for sea creatures didn’t work- though there hadn’t exactly been many options to test it. It wasn’t even always clear what would cause dragon attacks- besides large quantities of activated magical materials. They would have to take some initial precautions while they could find the a more permanent solution.

-----

Bruno was an experienced railroad engineer. The most experienced in Cruonia, perhaps the most experienced one anywhere- he wasn’t sure if the oldest train drivers in Eclea had died or not yet. Soon enough he would be, either way. He’d been in a half dozen train accidents of various sorts… none of which were his fault. Unfortunately, it seemed there were a lot of kinks to work out. Even the guards on the front of the train had trouble shoving anything much larger than a dire wolf out of the way… and the track wasn’t always straight enough to see everything that was coming.

“Umm… sir…” Bruno’s temporary assistant Gregor spoke nervously, “Do you think… we might get attacked by a dragon?”

Bruno sighed. He understood his assistant was at home with her newborn child, but they could at least have assigned him a competent second. Every trip the timid man asked about this or that sort of disaster. “There have only been two dragon attacks, the last one was a year ago.”

“Y-yeah but there’s all these mountains and-”

Bruno cut off Gregor, “Enough! First it was ice on the tracks, then running out of fuel, now dragons? If it happens, we’ll deal with it. If not, there’s no use worrying.” Bruno might have told the secondman what he really knew about the possibility of the attack, but he didn’t think it would help. It would just make him very panicky for a day or so… or several if a dragon actually didn’t show up for some reason.
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                Bruno didn’t have much he had to do to control the train. If things operated as normal, he would only have to operate when starting and stopping. He put a hand over his mouth to hide a yawn. That was at the same time the dragon roar sounded out through the sky.

“What was that?” Gregor asked.

Bruno shrugged, “Just a yawn.”

“I swear I heard something like a dragon!” Gregor stuck his head out the window… only to have Bruno yank him back inside.

“Don’t be daft kid. If there is a dragon, you don’t want to be sticking your head out the window. If there isn’t a dragon… don’t stick your head out the window.” There was another, closer roar, and then a loud thud toward the back of the train. “Hmm.” Bruno looked down at the instruments, “Looks like we lost some speed. We’ll need to pick up the pace to keep time.”

“Are you deaf?” Gregor started heading toward the rear of the train, “There’s a dragon that’s landed on the train!”

Bruno grabbed Gregor by the back of his collar and yanked him to a stop. “That’s right, and what are you going to do about it? Become a light snack? Best stay here where it’s safe and let the professionals do their job.”

-----

The soldiers inside the carriage heard the roars and then the thud. The roof of the carriage bowed in, and then started tearing apart. “Get ready, men!” shouted the captain of the soldiers.

The roof was soon torn open, and a long neck stuck into the carriage- only to be met with a dozen spears being stabbed at it. There was a scraping sound as the spears impacted with scales that were often harder than steel. Then most of the spears withdrew with blood on their tips.

“Keep going men, it’s only a little one! A dozen yards from head to tail at most!” The captain leading the soldiers repositioned himself further to the side as the dragon tore open a wider hole and dropped its body into the carriage, taking up almost the whole width even with its wings furled. He dodged its lashing tail and thrust into its side, once again drawing blood. “Watch for its breath! Disruptive formation!”

The dragon clawed at the soldiers in front of it, as well as trying to bite down on them. Claws scraped on metal, injuring several soldiers. Then the dragon roared. The mana in the area instantly flowed toward it, and the dragon reared its head back.

At the same time, half of the soldiers stepped forward, thrusting their spears into its neck, cutting short its roar while at the same time causing gouts of blood to rain down on them. Then there was an explosion, and the dragon fell flat to the carriage floor.

The captain shook his head and deactivated the magical bait. It wasn’t much but a large ball of magical materials that did pretty much nothing… except it cycled a lot of mana around through its frame. “Not bad men… but next time you’ll remember that dragon-resistant armor isn’t dragon-proof. You still have to avoid getting hit.” He looked at the men who had nasty gashes across their chest, even through their armor. “Remember, scars don’t say ‘I’m a great warrior’ but ‘I forgot to duck’.” He shook his head, “Think of what would have happened if it wasn’t a small one? These scales would have been an inch thick, minimum. Yet you barely even managed to pierce these… and you thought the extra strength training was pointless?” The captain shook his head. At least it had only been a small one. He hadn’t particularly wanted to be in a train crash after he was flattened by a dragon.

-----

William looked over the report on the dragon attack, comparing it to the witness accounts from previous attacks. There had been different dragons in the same general area. That meant there were probably even more that they hadn’t seen. There were a few solutions to the problem. First, they could strictly limit the quantity of magical materials transported through the area, keeping below a certain threshold where dragons were interested. That could work, but it wasn’t a solution. On the other hand, hunting dragons down wasn’t much better. Small dragons weren’t too big of a threat, though soldiers could still die fighting them. Large dragons, however, would take more than a single squad, and it couldn’t be counted on that people would be ignored attacking them. The report wasn’t clear on whether or not the dragon just recognized the gevai as a threat or noticed the bait wasn’t really what they desired and grew angry.

Even if hunting dragons wasn’t a threat, William didn’t want to hunt them to extinction. Sure, they were dangerous, but extinction wasn’t something that could be undone. Even if they still lived in other mountains or other countries, intentionally wiping them out just didn’t feel right. On the other hand, he wasn’t a fan of the people who wanted to breed dragons for materials either. He didn’t mind people farming animals for meat or hides, but dragons were dangerous enough that they couldn’t be allowed any freedom in a farm. Not that other farm animals were exactly free, but cows had some room to roam around. He respected animals enough to want them to be kept in tolerable conditions.

William went from thinking about how to mold a slightly more distant future to a more current problem. The League of Sovereign Humans continued to cause trouble. It was time to issue an ultimatum. Perhaps things had already gone on too long, because of their inconvenient location. Either way, William had prepared a list of their leaders, and a list of reasonable reparations they might pay for the ships they had sunk. If he actually wanted to go to war, he could have quite easily had unreasonable reparations requested, but he didn’t want that. He had yet to work out all the details, but the ultimatum would include a lack of any good faith effort on the part of the League to be a declaration of war. Along with that would be the declaration that all of the leaders and any who stood in the way of reaching them would forfeit their lives. William imagined Western Liaoyang wouldn’t like military ships carrying soldiers going through their waters- but if it had to be done, he would do it.
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                The various political reactions to the appearance of the Allied Subterranean Territories were more or less as William expected. Mostly surprise. The dwarves and elves who fled the continent hadn’t kept any records of others staying behind, hidden. Perhaps they had not known, or presumed that they died. Untold years of history could make such details fuzzy. Even so, they were very easy to meet their long-lost people- even if the people were turned into one somewhat stranger people.

Of course, they did have some issues arranging diplomacy. Everything would naturally have to occur by travelling through Cruonian territory. William didn’t mind that so much- having Cruonia be something like a neutral ground for communication was good for relations in general. Even if they just travelled through, it helped people get used to elves and dwarves. There had been plenty of time for that, but it was a slow process before people actually accepted changes. 

William sat in a meeting with the trade representatives of the Allied Subterranean Territories. Trade also had to pass through Cruonia, because that was how space worked. It had taken a bit of time to work out the details, but for the most part there was a small tariff and goods were carried by Cruonian traders, at least near the beginning. After all, methods for getting around below and above the surface were quite different. They had expressed interest in trains, but they would still require many years to dig out new tunnels and lay track. Likewise, horses didn’t live long underground- but creatures that did like dire badgers weren’t optimal on the surface. 

The dwarf across from William- he would be called a dwarf for his body type even though it was likely he had at least some elven ancestry by the current day- slapped his hand on the hard wooden table, “The League has gone too far! That was a shipment including top tier adamantine!” He cleared his throat, “Not to disparage the damaged they have already caused to your trade but…”

William nodded supportively, “This is just the latest in a series of uncalled for offenses. We have prepared a response to their actions already… but we don’t wish to step on too many toes. Transporting soldiers past Western Liaoyang might make them a bit uncomfortable… and we would prefer that the humans keep a positive opinion of us. There’s not much they can say about protecting our own trade but… it would be much easier if you could help us pop up some troops inside the League’s territory, for tactical reasons as well.”

“What, you want us to tunnel over a great gross miles just to get the drop on them? Do you have any idea how much that would cost?”

William shrugged, “No, but I’m sure you kept records of it when you built the tunnels.”

“We don’t have any tunnels under the human territories.”

“I’d be inclined to believe you but…” William pulled out and unrolled a large map, “This says otherwise.” He watched their reactions carefully- and to their credit they barely gave anything away. “Now, you don’t have to admit they exist. We both know they do. Just let me lay out both sides of a potential discussion. You don’t want anyone to know the tunnels exist. You may not be comfortable with a large group of our soldiers moving through your territory. On the other hand, you aren’t particularly fond of the League’s practices and they hate your just as much as us. They’ll also attack any other shipments of adamantine you send… or it will have to go overland through Ostana to reach Jeim.” William folded his hands, “Of course, you can’t make such a decision yourselves, but you can talk to your council. I can even send an official petition. If you have to continue to pretend the tunnels and cities listed on this map don’t exist… We can pretend they don’t, and it will take longer for sea trade to resume from Cruonia to Ustil. You can rest assured we intend to deal with the situation as quickly and efficiently as possible, since it impacts our own trade as well.” William moved to stand up, stopping halfway. “Were there any other matters we needed to discuss today?”

“No, we just wished to know what you intend to do about that situation.”

“Very well. You have my answer.” William finished standing up, “Oh, and we don’t necessarily need to send many troops through. We could probably do something useful with a dozen scouts. Just think about it.”

-----

William reflected on the meeting. A large part of politics was pretending you knew what was going on. The important thing was having a high success rate on guesses. It was possible the map was a fake- but not likely. Even if the map itself had been fake, William thought they would have spread out significantly over the many, many years. It was plenty of time to settle a continent- even if one had to dig tunnels through bedrock everywhere. 

Just like William didn’t know how they had stayed hidden, but he could guess. The diviners knew about them and kept them secret- and also possibly hidden. Could they predict where people would develop and thus where it was safe to hide tunnel entrances? Absolutely. Actually, tunnels to the surface could have been a later addition. Besides wherever they interacted with the diviners, surface tunnels would have been a liability… unless they needed anything from the surface specifically. Nothing they were trading seemed like necessities, but then again if they had been procuring something themselves there would be little reason to stop.

Next, William would be meeting with representatives from Ustil. They also weren’t particularly happy with what the League was doing to their trade, or the earlier aggression they had shown- even if they had backed out of their attack. Coordinating efforts with Ustil would be the best option overall, since they already shared a border with the League. William also considered moving troops through Ostana. The only problem with that was there would be too much notice of troop movements that way. If he had to- and Ostana was willing- he would, but if they could move in stealthily and take out key targets, that would be best. Some people frowned on assassinations… but by attacking their ships and killing Cruonian citizens, they had effectively declared war. Killing leaders was just a way to minimize civilian and soldier casualties.
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                Instantaneous verbal communication was no longer exclusive to Cruonia. It hadn’t been for many years, and even the various bits and pieces of Liaoyang who were slowest to adopt magical changes still had the technology available. It was doubtful that anyone had as many phones as Cruonia, but they would have some. 

In most cases, William found this to be a good thing. It was nice to be able to quickly reach people if he needed to. However, when dealing with the League of Sovereign Humans, it could prove to be troublesome. Advance warning of troop movements was one of the most powerful tactical tools available. Even if the League didn’t have many phones, a simpler form of communication existed. Since before the last Demon King war, simple messages were able to be communicated via paired disks. It wasn’t good for complex information, but it was at least enough to know troops had arrived in a particular area.

Even if he tried to secretly move troops, he had no doubt that someone in the League would have the information shortly after ships had sailed from his shores. There were just too many people that could be spies- and someone was always willing to accept pay even when feeding information to countries that would probably wipe them out if possible. That was just the way of people. Of course, most Cruonian citizens weren’t spies, but there only needed to be a few. 

Cruonia had the advantage of not needing to move as many troops as other nations. Each gevai soldier was equivalent to about a dozen humans and so they simply didn’t need as many troops- nor could they field as many with their smaller population. Unfortunately, any reasonably sized army was still visible.

William was still waiting for a response from the Allied Subterranean Territories. That would determine whether he could send any troops or at least scouts through the tunnels he knew they had to have. The only question was whether they thought helping deal with the League was more important than keeping the full breadth of their expansion secret, or at least ambiguous. 

The League had refused all attempts to settle things diplomatically, even going so far as to attempt to kill one of the messengers. It was only an attempt, because they hadn’t succeeded in killing her right away. The messenger, Merve, had been able the first attempt and run, all the way out of League territory. It was a matter of a few gross miles- over approximately a dozen hours. Messengers were chosen for their ability to take care of themselves, and being able to escape danger was at the top of the list. War with the League was an inevitability- the only question was exactly when, and how.

-----

The sewers in southern Liaoyang were terrible. They were poorly maintained and barely functional. Perhaps that was not true of all sewers, but the current sewers were not good. Even so, that made them a great place to hide. Nobody wanted to be in the sewers for good reason, and that meant nobody would be looking in them. Even so, he would have preferred to just be able to sleep on the streets. He didn’t enjoy that either, but it wasn’t nearly so bad.

He wasn’t going to stay a moment longer than he had to. Unfortunately, it had already been much longer than he had expected. When the ship he was on had been captured, swimming to shore hadn’t been too big of a problem, but then he had spent months hiding. He moved from city to city, but now he was just waiting. Occasionally, he would go to the surface- but he wasn’t great at magic. It was almost his limit to clean away the smell and disguise himself for an hour or two. He was glad only a few people had the possibility to see through his disguise. He was less glad that he hadn’t thought to learn the language. Not that he would have been good at it anyway.

Finding the people he was looking for had been hard. He had memorized what they looked like, but it was a lot of work. They didn’t even have different skin colors or horn patterns- or horns at all. He also had to watch them from afar, because they would notice if he used ki. He had to keep his ki as subdued as possible. That was fine, since he wasn’t that good at using it anyway… but that meant he was left with a little bit of magical ability and his body. Fortunately, his eyes worked great- even if his arms and legs didn’t.

Then, finally, the message came. “Troops are moving out. Expect their arrival in… three weeks to a month.”

“Another month? I don’t want to wait that long.”

“That’s just how troop movements work. Don’t forget how far away you are. Just… be patient, okay? If you are seen, you could mess everything up. You’re not even supposed to be there.”

“Fine, I’ll wait. I still need to regularly go up to keep tabs on the primary target.”

“Just remember how serious this is, alright Tiburcio?”

“Of course, commander.”

-----

Three weeks had passed. Most of the troops were in place, but there were going to more than one location. Tiburcio didn’t know exactly where they were- he didn’t bring a map with him, and it wouldn’t have survived even if he had. He had only found his current position because it was the biggest city.

For the last few days, he had been living among some trees on a hill instead of the sewers. It meant he was more likely to be seen, but he needed to watch the city at all times or he might lose the primary target. He was glad he had, because they had just ridden out of the city. Perhaps they were going on a hunting expedition, but maybe they had somehow received word of troop movements. Tiburcio wished there was a way to know. From the large numbers, he doubted it was any sort of normal hunting expedition.

Since he didn’t know if they would return to the city, all he could do was move after them. Moving quickly was hard with a bad leg, but he wasn’t going to let a little bit of discomfort stop him. He had to keep the group in sight… though not get too close to them. He couldn’t ruin the plan… but if this guy got away, it would also ruin the plan. He just had to make it work somehow, by placing one foot in front of the other, even if every other step shot pain up his leg.
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                Tiburcio stood in the middle of a wooded area, at a fork in the road. The only sign of those he had been following were tracks in the road. He hadn’t seen a horse himself in hours.

“They turned west at that fork?” came Jordan’s voice through the phone.

“I’m not an expert in tracking but… there are so many tracks it has to be that way.”

“Hmm…” there were a few moments of the sound of parchment crackling before Jordan continued, “If you head southwest, you might be able to cut them off at the pass…”

Tiburcio started walking, “Where, exactly?”

“It’s maybe a dozen miles if you go straight instead of following the road, but even if you see them there’s really only one place they could be going. One of the groups might be able to catch up to them at the next city...”

“How big is the pass?” Tiburcio asked.

“It doesn’t seem that large. It’s possible you could miss it. Don’t worry about it though, knowing where they went is very helpful.” The crunching of leaves and snapping of twigs continued from Tiburcio’s side. “...Where are you going?”

“The pass.”

“...Why?”

“I can hold them off there.”

“Tiburcio…” Jordan sighed, “They number almost an entire company, and you’re alone. Even when you were… even the best soldiers can’t deal with more than a few dozen people.” Jordan paused for a few moments, “You’re… not turning around are you.”

----- 

Walking was a pain, both figuratively and literally. It hurt, and it wasn’t fast enough. Tiburcio wasn’t confident in his ability to run, however. With one bad leg it was already hard enough to move at a normal pace. The uneven terrain of the forest didn’t help, nor did the uphill slope. Even if they were taking the long way, horses might beat him to the pass… and then what? What would even be the point of him coming here?

Tiburcio quickened his pace, but he wasn’t sure if he could keep it up. He could handle the pain, but walking too quickly made his leg twitchy and then it would stop listening to him. He hated when it did that. He hated that his servants treated him like he was useless just because one arm and one leg didn’t work as well as they used to. They wanted to bring him everything when he could get it himself perfectly well. He didn’t need anyone else…

-----

The great cat hid in the shadows, watching the human approach. Humans rarely came into its territory, but every few years one made that mistake. Humans were small but dangerous in groups. Lone humans, however, were another matter. Even the very strongest humans were no match for the great cat. This human was discolored and sick. It limped along weakly, and it would be easy prey.

Once the human was within a dozen meters, the cat leaped, tackling the human and crushing its head in its jaws. Its head was soft and weak, almost like it was just empty air. Its body was so flimsy that the great cat’s front paws crushed it into the dirt. Strangely, it also tasted like dirt and not flesh and blood and bone.

Then the great cat felt a pressure on its chest as it was flung into the air, pushed over onto its back. It rolled to its feet, but something heavy slammed into its side sending it toppling again. Then it felt pressure on its neck.

The great cat couldn’t tell what exactly was happening. It clawed toward its neck, but it was unable to dodge the strange thing. Was it the human? Wasn’t the human dead? No… it wasn’t a human. It was something else. The great cat didn’t know what, but it was something the same size as a human, that smelled like a human, but wasn’t a human. It wasn’t just a metal coating on a human, either. The great cat had crushed metal coated humans in between its jaws. 

Well, it could still crush this one beneath its body. The great cat flipped itself over… and the not-human spun around its neck. Its legs were wrapped around the great cat’s neck, and then it started to pull on its ears.

The great cat thrashed and twisted and rolled, but it could never squash the annoying not-human. The great cat was beginning to get weak, lack of blood flow and oxygen taking their toll. How could something so small be so strong? Was this how it died, to a tiny not-human? What a shame. The great cat collapsed onto its belly.

-----

Tiburcio loosened his legs’ grip around the dire tiger’s throat. It hurt him pretty badly to do that anyway. Fortunately, he hadn’t been hurt badly in the fight. A few bumps and bruises and scraped, but nothing to worry about. He couldn’t afford to be weakened if he was going to stop a company alone, somehow. Hopefully he would have a change to rest when he got there, because fighting a dire tiger wasn’t easy. He still had to walk the rest of the way.

The dire tiger stirred. Tiburcio grimaced. He’d thought it was unconscious. He really didn’t want to have to continue fighting a tiger that was as tall at the shoulder as he was, counting horns. Sure, he hadn’t let it crush him, but it still could. Maybe he wouldn’t die, but broken ribs would really make everything harder.

As the tiger started moving, Tiburcio took a grip on each ear. He could fit about half of each ear in his hands, and the tiger seemed to not like being grabbed there. He gripped gently to remind it, and hoped it would just stay down. If it moved quickly, he was going to make it regret it.

The tiger slowly stood up, and Tiburcio kept his grip steady. There were a few moments of stalemate, where the tiger leaned slightly as if trying to get Tiburcio to get off… but it wasn’t willing to try to buck him off with his grip on its ears. Then it slowly started walking.

Great. Tiburcio sighed. If he let go, he would have to fight it again… but if he didn’t get off he would just keep getting further away from his goal. If only it would turn around. Tiburcio tugged slightly. Maybe that would make the tiger lie down and realize it should leave him alone while he went on its way. Instead, the tiger turned its head.
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                A scout rode back along the road toward a company of others. “Lord Wang Xue, there’s a tiger in the pass.”

“So? Kill it.” Lord Wang Xue waved his hand impassively.

“It’s a dire tiger. From the markings… it might be the lord of the shadowed forest.”

“What? Why would he be in the pass? His territory is miles away.” 

“It might be some other dire tiger. There appears to be a human sized figure with it.”

“Someone who can tame a dire tiger?” Lord Wang Xue scratched his chin, “Impressive. Wait, human sized?”

“The figure wears armor of a sort rarely used here. In fact, it’s more reminiscent of the type of armor… that demons wear.”

“A demon scout? How did they get all the way out here?” Lord Wang Xue frowned slightly, “No matter, we’ll know soon enough. We’ll kill the tiger, and capture him.”

-----

Deep underground a company of gevai soldiers marched through long tunnels. If not for the lack of windows or anything letting in light, it might have appeared to be a castle corridor. The walls were all worked stone, occasionally covered in tapestries. There were many traits they didn’t immediately associate with a castle either, but it would just have been a strange sort of castle. 

No torch sconces lined the walls. Instead, phosphorescent moss grew in fanciful patterns. In some places they relied on carried glowstones and the like to see, but never was there the flame of a torch. 

The company of soldiers walked behind a handful of dwarves guiding the way. Though the corridors weren’t so twisting or turning as to cause one to be easily lost, it also wasn’t possible to climb a tree and reorient oneself. The sun and moon were of no help, and over the course of a gross of miles a slight turn in the corridor could find one walking in entirely the wrong direction. The dwarven escort also provided another function- that of assuring the citizens in the various cities they passed through or by that they would cause no harm.

“Think we’re almost there?” one of the soldiers asked another next to him.

“You ask that every day, and every day the answer is, ‘no, not yet.’ If you’d been paying attention, however, you’d know that today is the one exception. We’re the last group to get into position, and once we reach the stairs all of the companies will surface at the same time.”

“Does that mean we have to go on stairs again? Up this time? That was so many stairs…”

“That’s the point, idiot. Do you think they could hide a place like this just under the ground? The Demon King was trying to wipe them out, and a mile of stairs is nothing next to people trying to kill you.”

“I don’t know… I think I might prefer people trying to kill me.”

“If you don’t shut up you’ll get to find out.”

“...”

Soon enough, as promised, they reached the stairs. At least, they reached the gatehouse that led to the stairs. The guards at the gatehouse looked over their paperwork before letting them through in groups. First, one portcullis would go up… then a dozen men would step into the area beneath the gatehouse. Then that portcullis would descend before the other one was raised and the group walked down a sloped corridor toward the bottom of the stairs. Then they started the long climb up the clockwise spinning stairs.

-----

“Why isn’t it dead yet?” Lord Wang Xue asked impatiently.

“My lord, the pass is narrow… barely wide enough for a wagon in some places. Our archers aren’t able to do anything to either the demon or the tiger. The men can only fight three or four at a time, and the dire tiger is very strong.”

“What of the demon on its back? Have the men rush in and take him down. Even if we lose a few, we could have a dozen men fighting.”

“We’ve already tried that, my lord. The tiger is a great threat, and the demon can slay a man with every blow. Even when the men sacrifice their life to injure him, he seems to ignore the wounds.”

“Is that so? He is wounded then? How many men have we lost?”

“Three dozen casualties… though some escaped with their lives and severe wounds. Both the demon and dire tiger are covered in wounds.”

Lord Wang Xue sighed, “Fine then. We shall wait for them to drop their guard, or to bleed out. No point in wasting any more men.”

-----

“So why are we going this way?” the complaining soldier asked the other. “I thought we were going to a city. They said were were going to go there and kill a human lord. It was supposed to be within view from the underground but we didn’t go toward that city at all. Now we’re walking into the night for no reason.”

The second soldier sighed in exasperation. “If you’d been listening, the lord from that city has left. We’re following after him. Right now, his company is being held off by Tiburcio but eventually they’ll overwhelm him and the lord will get away and then we’ll have to march even harder to catch him.”

“Tiburcio?” the first guard’s jaw dropped, “Tiburcio the Immortal?”

“Yes.”

“Tiburcio the Undying?”

“That’s just another word that means the same thing.”

“Tiburcio the Mad?”

“That was that lord who tried to live on a diet solely of glass.”

“Oh, right.” The first guard laughed, “I liked that story.” The guard blinked, “But Tiburcio… the one from the civil war?”

“Yes, that’s the one! We already established that.”

“Didn’t he like… lose an arm and a leg when a dozen of the old lords dropped a mountain on him?”

“It was just a fight with one of the lords, no mountain dropping involved. He was just injured.”

“Oh. I heard he couldn’t walk. Are you sure it’s him?”

“Is there any other Tiburcio that could hold off a company alone?”

“Well… if it’s him, why are we walking so slow?”

“You’re the one walking slowly, idiot! Now hurry up so we can catch up with the rest of the group!”
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                Tiburcio liked shields. They were good for deflecting attacks instead of just letting them hit his armor… and especially good for preventing arrows from causing much damage. Another nice thing about them was if you had the right kind of straps you didn’t even have to hold onto them. That was nice for when your hand couldn’t grip any more.

He was also glad he picked up some sort of polearm-sword thing as he snuck through town. It wasn’t a spear, it wasn’t a sword, and that made it a mystery. It wasn’t really meant for use from tigerback, but then again Tiburcio was pretty sure there weren’t any weapons meant for use from tigerback.

His thighs gripped the sides of the tiger’s neck. The two of them had an agreement. The tiger had tried to kill Tiburcio and failed, and thus he was now helping him out. It didn’t matter whether the tiger wanted to help, because everyone who came to attack Tiburcio also attacked the tiger he was on. The tiger hadn’t liked being pelted with arrows, even if they were ultimately just an annoyance.

Tiburcio took slow and steady breaths. That was the only way he could keep going. He looked at the bodies piled in front of him in the pass. They were actually starting to make it difficult for people to approach. They had to step around the bodies or worry about uneven footing. The blood wasn’t helping with that either. Tiburcio was glad these people weren’t fond of wearing heavy armor. Sure, they used ki to block attacks… but that meant all he had to do was attack in an unexpected way and most of their defenses were useless. Either that, or it was so spread out as to not matter.

Tiburcio was disappointed. He was going to die. Most of the blood wasn’t his, but enough of it was. Little wounds here or there… and most of the enemy soldiers were still alive. There were even a few that were very strong. Maybe he could kill them, if they came forward, but then he wouldn’t stand a chance against the rest of them.

At least they were mostly taking a break from attacking now. Not that it helped Tiburcio much. They had campfires, but he couldn’t sleep. If he went somewhere to rest, they could just go through the pass. If he tried to rest where he was… even without the tiger issue, he wouldn’t be able to rest. They kept constant watch, and would occasionally shoot an arrow at him. If he didn’t respond at all, it could be dangerous. They were probably running low on arrows after how many they had shot at first… but one arrow every few minutes could last them until morning. Then they would be fully rested, and he would be even more exhausted. 

Tiburcio wished he were better at magic. Then he could patch up his wounds or something. He’d tried that, but besides moving around small bits of mana he couldn’t really tell any difference. Most of his blood had stopped flowing out of the wounds he had, but he thought that was mostly it drying up. Maybe he was just running out of blood. He thought he should probably drink water, but his waterskin was empty. Uncooked rice wasn’t particularly appetizing, and he wasn’t sure if it was worth the effort to chew it. It was crunchy and dry… and he didn’t have any water to whet his throat. He should have hunted for something. Even raw deer would have been better.

Below him, the tiger’s stomach growled… but at least the tiger had a solution. There was plenty of food for it around. Tiburcio watched as it tore apart and ate a soldier’s guts. It didn’t look very appetizing. He would have to be much hungrier before he tried eating a human.

Tiburcio carefully pet the tiger’s neck, trying to avoid poking it with the weird polearm he’d picked up. “You’re going to outlast me, aren’t you?” The tiger didn’t respond. After all, it didn’t speak the gevai language. It probably didn’t speak the language of Liaoyang, either, but Tiburcio couldn’t be sure. There were lots of legends with talking animals. Just because he hadn’t met any didn’t mean they didn’t exist. He’d even met elves and dwarves, and those were basically mythical creatures. “Listen… if I die first you can eat me, but you have to promise to not let anyone through the pass, okay?” The tiger’s head moved down… not in acknowledgement of any sort, but just to take another bite of human.

Tiburcio watched as the moon went through the sky, while occasionally deflecting an arrow… if it wasn’t just going to hit his breastplate. In fact, lifting his shield arm was too much work in general, so he mostly just turned his head occasionally to keep himself awake. The tip of his polearm rested on the ground, but he was ready to lift it if someone came closer. He wished he had a bow, but none of those who came close enough to kill had one. There were so many arrows around, so he could have made some use of a bow, even a weak human bow. If he could raise his left arm, anyway. That might be hard.

Soon enough, the moon was behind Tiburcio. The pass wasn’t directly east-west facing, but it was mostly that way. Then the moon went behind the pass, and the sun just started appearing.

Staring toward the sun wasn’t the most pleasant way to start a morning, especially after a night with no sleep. It also came with renewed attacks by soldiers, and Tiburcio was glad his helmet’s visor blocked most of the glare.

The first soldier to come in saw all the bodies in the way and thought he would leap over them to attack. That even put him out of the reach of the tiger below, unless he reared back. Tiburcio thought it was stupid though. All he had to do was tilt back his weapon, propping its butt on the tiger… and the man impaled himself. The rest of the group that followed behind stuck together, poking at him and the tiger with spears… but the tiger was having none of it. It roared, almost knocked them over- and Tiburcio almost fell off on his own- and swiped a paw across a handful of soldiers, battering them into each other and into the wall of the pass. 

Tiburcio waited for the next wave, but they weren’t immediately behind… and he thought he could hear the sound of fighting outside the pass. He leaned forward to prod the tiger into moving toward the next turn in the pass so he could see what was going on, and was surprised to see a company of gevai slaughtering the remaining majority of the human soldiers. Then he slumped forward in unconsciousness.
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                William sat in his office listening to Jordan’s report. For the most part, it was good news. The League had been taken by surprise, with several key targets being defeated in the first days of the operation. None had yet been confirmed to have escaped, but maneuvering troops to the exact positions necessary had allowed them some time to respond. Some cities were under siege, which could take some time. Liaoyang hadn’t fully embraced magic, with ki cultivation still being the preferred method of combat and military training. Even so, they weren’t without magic, and that meant they could create magical fortifications. William doubted they were as good as most of the gevai ones that had over a gross of years of work, but they were enough to prevent his armies from just walking into the cities or forts they protected.

Part of that was they didn’t bring any siege equipment- there was something about a mile of stairs down and up that made that impractical, not counting the great gross of miles traveled underground. They were already working on the construction of siege engines, but William personally hoped they would just surrender.

William wasn’t sure if the league had thought his armies were weaker than they truly were. He could pull from the entirety of Cruonia, which was about the same size as all of the human lands. On the other hand, the League only had approximately a third of Liaoyang’s people. That was only about ten percent of the humans, and William was fairly certain he could draw on an army to match all of the humans together if he had to. It was just expensive to mobilize that many troops… and the Subterranean Territories would probably not approve of quite that many people moving through their tunnels even if they were currently on good terms.

Perhaps the League had just expected better warnings of his troops arriving. William couldn’t blame them for that. Appearing from concealed tunnels they couldn’t have even known about had given him an advantage… but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have won the old fashioned way.

It was also possible they had been distracted by Ustil’s armies approaching. The League had sunk or captured ships trading between Cruonia and Ustil regardless of the ships’ crew or country of origin. Ustil kept their troop preparations secret, but that was never perfect. They had been over a week away from the border with the League, and with no signs of Cruonian troops on their way they had probably expected more time.

In a way, Ustil had already done most of their part for the war by being a decoy. Their military force wasn’t needed… but their presence would still be useful. Firstly, William didn’t have enough forces to occupy any significant part of the League’s territory. He had the military power, but just not enough people. Ustil would make up for that… and also provide a much needed human presence. He didn’t want it to look like he had changed over to being a conquering Demon King. That was why he’d spent so much effort over the last few years justifying the attack with the emissaries of the other nations.

He only really had to make the humans accept the situation, as the elves and dwarves- those on the continent or not- didn’t particularly like the xenophobic bent of the League. Though there had been only a very small amount of trade from those off the continent flowing into Ustil, it wasn’t nonexistent- and they had suffered some losses. If possible, William wanted it to look like Cruonia was looking out for Ustil and their shared trade interests. That wasn’t hard, because he did care about those things. He just hoped he could end the war with minimal bloodshed. That might still be the blood of many leaders and soldiers, but he would at least avoid slaughtering civilians. 

If everything went well, within a few months they could reach the end of military conflicts and start a change in leadership. William would prefer if Ustil took over the territory, but that wasn’t practical for several reasons. At the very least, the people of Ustil were very different from those of Liaoyang. An attempt by them to actually permanently occupy the land would result in more people taking up arms. It was also impractical for them to do so, with the language barriers. It was possible that they could appoint governors of sorts from among the people, but avoiding any sort of conquest was better. They could still require some reparations be paid and have a less hostile government set up. The following weakness of the League might result in them being taken over by one or both of the other pieces of Liaoyang, but that would be more acceptable to them… and William didn’t hate that option.

There was only one thing that actually concerned William about how the attack had gone so far. “So… why didn’t you tell me Tiburcio was hiding in League territory?”

“I only knew about it after he arrived. By that point, it was already too late to stop him or do anything about it. I didn’t expect that you would have a better chance of convincing him to leave.” Jordan shrugged, “It was his choice, and his presence wasn’t tactically disadvantageous.”

William sighed, “Why couldn’t he just stay here? If he was healthy I would have no problem calling him in but…” William shook his head, “So how is he?”

“Our company arrived and defeated Lord Wang Xue’s company, including capturing the lord himself. Tiburcio was engaged with the enemy, riding on the back of a dire tiger.”

“Where did he…?” William shook his head, “Nevermind. Continue.”

“Anyway, the men saw him fall unconscious on the back of the dire tiger. He appears injured but… they can’t get close to check his wounds. The dire tiger is keeping them at bay, and they’re worried attacking it will cause it to become violent. For the moment, they’re keeping watch to make sure it doesn’t do anything to him, either.” 

“Is there anything useful about his wounds?”

“Those with the best eyes report he is covered from head to toe in blood, and much of that is from his own wounds. The medics say the wounds are likely fatal but… one of the medics worked with the elite troops. He agrees with their assessment, but also says that he won’t believe Tiburcio is dead until he confirms it for himself, up close.”

“If the medics could get to him and help… I wouldn’t believe it either.” William rubbed his forehead, “It would be shame to lose him over this.”

“I agree. Capturing Lord Wang Xue might be tactically useful, but we could have dealt with him later. Men like Tiburcio aren’t easy to replace.”
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                William almost wished he could be dealing with the league personally, but he would just have been sitting around waiting out sieges for the most part. That would have been preferable to what he was currently doing, but his job was important.

Specifically, his job was to continuously reassure the other parts of Liaoyang. No, he wasn’t going to start attacking other nations. The League had started attacking trade ships and had refused any sort of diplomatic solution. Yes, he’d snuck an army around the western coast of Liaoyang and into League territory. No, he wasn’t going to occupy the land.

The second point was technically a lie, but it was more reassuring than telling them there were ways to enter their countries they didn’t know about. They might guess at the extent of the subterranean colonies, but they wouldn’t know. If they did find out, William would note that neither Cruonia or the Allied Subterranean Territories had any reason to attack them or cross their borders without permission. They probably wouldn’t believe his final statement about not occupying the land until he actually withdrew. To that end, he just had to keep him occupied.

-----

William had some practical concerns about the Allied Subterranean Territories. He wasn’t concerned about an attack or anything they would actually do. He wasn’t concerned about them taking resources from his territory, as nobody could practically dig a mile down. That of course excluded those with dwarven technology and knowledge, and they were already the ones there.

The only real concern he had was with their expansive territories… what happened if there was a collapse? The distance came into effect again. At that depth, a collapse would likely have no effect on the surface. That wasn’t particularly comforting, because it still might. There were caverns just beneath the surface in various places that could be dangerous if they collapsed… but the Allied Subterranean Territories didn’t live in those. William was just reminded of them because Lila had dropped a noble estate into the ground for trying to suppress her schooling.

William asked for a list of large collapses or cave-ins, along with their locations. The response was, “Sorry, we don’t have that information.”

William looked at the elf in front of him. It was one of the bearded ones, but it was just a small beard. That made him an elf still… until a better word came up. None of the combinations of elf and dwarf were good words. “What do you mean you don’t have it? Surely you can get access to it…”

The elf looked next to him to a more dwarven companion questioningly. The other diplomat answered, “Ah… he meant to say…” The dwarf looked for words, “There have been no significant collapses. Not in settled areas, anyway. Natural caverns are quite stable for the most part, and anywhere we settle is carefully engineered. There haven’t been any collapses over -------- tons in… recorded history.”

“That’s…” William had to pause to understand the word. The ambassadors spoke gevai, but didn’t have reason to commonly use very large numbers. Thus, they used their own language’s word. That was… “Twelve to the seventh… tons?” That was an extremely large number, but William did some calculations in his head. It was amazing what kind of stuff could be done in your head if you didn’t have technology to do it for you and had years of practice. If everything had the density of granite… that was a cube of stone a gross yards across. That was a massive amount of stone… but on the scale of a country or even a city it wasn’t that large. It was smaller than a city block. “That can still be quite large…”

“It is a very long time frame. We usually have one or fewer great gross tons per year… and usually in new construction areas.”

That was… a cube a couple dozen feet across. That wasn’t so unreasonable- they had collapses nearly that size in their mines.  They were working on minimizing them and they were rare, but they happened. The gevai also didn’t live entirely underground, and had fewer citizens. William shook his head, “Perhaps it is best we don’t mention those numbers specifically. Most people don’t have good context for dealing with such numbers. We can just mention that any collapses are very minor… and that the Subterranean Allied Territories has the largest desire to avoid any incidents.”

“Well… of course we are invested in safety. If we did not even care for our own citizens we would basically be d- be monsters.” William noticed the diplomat almost said demons in his own language… but he couldn’t blame him. For uncountable years the gevai had been earning that appellation. “Besides, no self respecting person would want to be blamed of… shoddy engineering.” The last two words were said as one would say the most foul profanity in the world. That was something the language shared with the dwarven islands.

“Of course. I wouldn’t mean to imply such either.” William folded his hands and smiled lightly, “However, even the best engineers can’t make perfectly earthquake proof constructions.”

The elf shrugged. “That’s why you just have to read the fault lines and not build in those areas. Just as you would not build a house where it could sink into a river, swamp, or the ocean.”

William didn’t mention that people did such things, but he agreed that wise people would carefully consider the location. The important thing was that they were apparently very good at reading fault lines. Unlike on Earth, where entire countries and provinces were built in zones with earthquakes. On the other hand, it was somewhat of a different thing to build on earthquake prone land and to build in earthquake prone land. “Well then, enough of that topic.” William maneuvered a paper across the desk toward the diplomats. “This is a manifest of a shipment of goods, mostly wines and woods, that we will be delivering to your capital as a token of appreciation for the risks you have taken on our behalf recently.” They had already agreed on a proper payment for use of their tunnels, but a gift of wines that they would always appreciate and wood they could not grow themselves would make them more willing to help in the future. William just hoped he didn’t actually need any favors any time soon.
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                William was glad he had many people helping him with government work. He doubted he would have been able to write up a good list of demands for the League’s surrender. At least, not as good. There were too many factors to consider. First, everyone on his already prepared list had to die. That wasn’t negotiable. It would have been one thing if there had been a political dispute that started the war, failed negotiations or trade disputes. However, the war had started with them attacking civilian ships at the orders of those very leaders. They needed to take responsibility for that.

That left somewhat of a dilemma. Liaoyang was very much into familial responsibility. He didn’t want to wipe out an entire clan. He’d already seen that done in the past, and he didn’t like it. On the other hand, just because he didn’t want to hold the families of those he killed responsible for their actions didn’t mean that they wouldn’t hold him responsible for their deaths and seek revenge. That meant they needed to be made to pay reparations significant enough to weaken them… but not so severe that the population as a whole resented Cruonia for it. That last part was going to be difficult, because while he could spread truthful facts all he wanted, he had no way to make the people believe him. Maybe enough of them would agree that Cruonia didn’t want the war and wasn’t the aggressor and that they had no reason for resentment… maybe not. Then again, maybe they wouldn’t care at all as long as they didn’t personally lose anything in the war.

It was a war the League had never had a chance of winning or even coming out even in, but they had started it anyway. Perhaps they had underestimated the response, or misjudged Cruonia’s military power. Either way, William couldn’t fathom why they would start the war. Hatred was one thing, but they should have at least thought they had a chance. Then again, there would always be things people did that nobody else could understand, because nobody could be another person. William had grown up in Liaoyang for one life, but that had been an entirely different country separated by many years.

-----

Tiburcio sat on the docks, looking out on the ship, pondering. Orange was a cat, and cats didn’t like water. Would he even get on the boat? That question was answered fairly easily, as Tiburcio only had to vaguely goat Orange toward the ship before he leaped onto the deck.

The crew looked rather startled. Tiburcio didn’t blame them. Orange was a big cat, even for a tiger. Still, it wasn’t like Orange jumped on anyone, and he didn’t land on anything important. The ship did look a bit small though. Especially with the cage wasting some of the deck space. Tiburcio wondered what they planned to put in that. It clearly wasn’t Orange. He could barely even fit his front half in there. On the other hand, he was a cat so maybe he could squeeze in, if he felt like it. He didn’t seem interested.

-----

It turned out Orange wasn’t one of the cats that was afraid of water. Tiburcio was surprised and a little bit sad to see Orange jump off the ship into the sea. Perhaps Orange just wanted to go home… except a short time later Orange was climbing up the side of the ship with a shark in his mouth. Apparently he was just hungry. Tiburcio couldn’t blame him. They could only afford to carry so much food, and while they gave Orange a huge pile of food every day, it probably wasn’t enough. 

Even though Orange didn’t seem afraid of water, he didn’t seem to like being wet. Maybe it was the salt, because he spent a lot of time cleaning after being in the ocean… and then drinking from a barrel of water. Tiburcio was glad they had people who could magically purify water because otherwise they probably would have run out. Tiburcio could make enough water for himself, but he doubted Orange would have even noticed that amount of water.

-----

Tiburcio’s land was right next to a large forest. He actually owned some of the forest, but for the rest of it he had hunting rights. That was good, because Orange was big and needed a lot of food and space.

It was more food than Tiburcio thought was really necessary, and Orange started getting fat alarmingly quickly. Tiburcio was surprised, because Orange was doing all the hunting himself and getting a lot of exercise.

Things suddenly made sense when one of Tiburcio’s servants mentioned that Orange might not be a he. A few months later, Orange had a litter of very large kittens, and Tiburcio was extra glad he had a large space for them to live in.

-----

William wished that diplomacy would more often end up with everyone involved being happy and satisfied, instead of both sides being nearly equally unhappy. He felt like they hadn’t done enough with the League… but maybe that was just his pessimistic side speaking. After all, as long as they stopped causing trouble, everything else was extra.

The rest of William’s time was filled with continuing to constantly reassure others that he wasn’t going to go all Demon King and take over everything. Even if he would run it better. He didn’t mention that part. 

It was kind of a pain to have to make new people trust him every couple dozen years or so as kings and other leaders cycled out. He needed to work on stronger relations with more than just Ustil. He couldn’t just count on everyone else to just realize he was a decent guy running a decent country… and there were so many years of old stories to make up for. 

Then there was the other issue he had to deal with. He’d learned a few tidbits of information that made him understand why the League thought they stood any chance at all. They had some promises of military support from Eclea. Perhaps Eclea had never meant it, or had decided not to do anything because of the surprise tactics catching them off guard. Either way, William didn’t like the idea, and now they had to watch Eclea even more carefully. They had started to settle other lands, the full extent of which were not clear. The only thing that was sure was their steady growth. Perhaps it was time to update countermeasures he hoped he would never have to use.
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                William scratched his chin. “Time just seems to pass more and more quickly…”

“Does it?” Lorelei asked without looking up from her notes, “There are various theories about why it might seem that way… but I have not felt anything like that in a very long time.”

“That’s because you don’t even pay attention to time. Do you even know what year it is?”

Lorelei sifted through her notes more, “Yes.”

“Did you remember before you looked it up?”

“...No. It was not important. There are no events that need tracking by time in particular.”

William shrugged, “I suppose not. So, what have you been up to lately? You haven’t really talked about your research in… years.”

“Has it been that long? Well, I suppose that is… required. I have been studying genetics and interbreeding.”

“You did mention that, but not much else about it…”

“I had not yet reached any significant conclusions.” Lorelei held up a paper, “Research will still be ongoing for many years, but initial results were fruitful. Dominant traits include gevai horns, elven ears, and dwarven beards… though non-dwarven females that grow beards have significantly reduced growth rates. Mana perception is still under research, though part-gevai with horns do seem to be born with mana perception.” Lorelei walked over to a shelf and pulled out a large tome which thudded on top of the table. “The only combination we have large volumes of research on is dwarves and elves, courtesy of the Allied Subterranean Territories. One might presume that only seeing mana in the context of living things and only seeing mana in the context of minerals might be mutually exclusive but… they seem to do just fine, though aren’t particularly adept at spotting free mana.”

William frowned, “I thought mana perception was related to the soul.”

“It is… partly. Mostly. It’s unclear. The body is certainly related. Being born in a particular kind of body might cause a development in the soul or… perhaps not. While a majority of elves and dwarves can see mana, it is not to the same extent as humans or gevai. Likewise, while gevai can all see and control mana, it’s not necessarily to a great extent. If all humans with the potential awakened their ability to see mana they would outnumber the gevai… though the total quality isn’t easy to compare.”

William nodded, “Makes sense. How did you get all this information?”

“Why, you think I would kidnap a bunch of people and force them to have babies?” Lorelei raised an eyebrow, “It’s much easier to just offer free medical services and the like… especially for those who were accidents like Roque. Which are not… all of the children, but quite a few of them.”

“People will figure it out eventually.”

“Hah! What a funny joke. Some people never will… or don’t figure it out soon enough. Schools are filling up, which is making Lila ecstatic… but also a bit worried.” Lorelei shrugged, “It will probably sort itself out soon enough though. We don’t have to worry about gevai teachers dying of old age that much, and as more people get educated more people will be able to teach.”

“Thus the world continues to turn. Well, I must be off… I’ve got a meeting with Theo.”

-----

Talking to people through a phone was convenient, but meeting in person had some useful benefits. After all, he couldn’t hear how a machine worked, and they were some time away from useful image transmission methods. The main focus of research was on other things.

Theo pointed to a few blueprints up on the wall. “...so you see, with a higher efficiency engine, less magic is required in the process. The maximum power output will be lower, but still reach the maximum efficiency of the tracks. Combined with other measures, this will reduce the likelihood of dragon attacks… and also the reliance on ambient mana. This will allow for the sequential or parallel action of more engines without risk of failure. This is especially important for ships, as there have been a number of incidents in ports with temporary mana depletion.”

William already knew most of what was going to be said before he arrived, and he agreed with the premise. Mana renewed itself through natural processes, but there was only so much around at one time. With the advent of more widespread magical devices there wasn’t necessarily enough ambient mana for them all to operate smoothly. On the other hand, coal wasn’t a renewable resource, but was already required for magitech engines. Theo understood this… but he already had his eye on other energy sources. It was just a question of how quickly they could get there… and recreate the technology. 

Though Theo was brilliant and had indeed worked to on space ships, it wasn’t possible for one person to be intimately familiar with every single detail of a large system. Theo might know the theory behind matter-energy converters, and even have a good idea of how one might be constructed, but even if he had the ability to engineer all the parts he wouldn’t know every single screw, or piece of programming or chip on the logic boards controlling it. He didn’t know the exact ratio of materials in the shell or the energy containment modules… but he could guide technology in the right direction. 

Unfortunately, even with the backing of the government such progress required more money, and that meant making trade safer and more efficient. More ships were using engines instead of just sails, and that had led to problems. Even if the technology was better, it took some time to convince people to change over when everything else seemed to be working just fine… usually.

-----

No building was allowed around the Eternal King’s castle for a mile, but it was a central location for diplomacy and trade… once the roads had reached there. Because of that, a city sprung up around it in a ring. It had since meandered off in different directions on its own. The constant influx of people from other nations to Cruonia was only a small proportion of their population, but for the mainly gevai nation it brought explosive growth in population, along with the natural population growth from births and economic prosperity.

William named the city Anceron, because it had to have a name and ‘castle city’ was rather bland. It wasn’t technically any more under his jurisdiction than any other city, but that didn’t mean his opinion wasn’t sought for many measures. Part of that was because he did have significant authority over everything even if he didn’t always exercise the power, and the other part was courtesy.

Part of Anceron’s growth was spurred by an entrance to the Subterranean Allied Territories. One of their more prosperous cities was semi-coincidentally nearby, and the entrance as well. It wasn’t entirely a coincidence- it was a central point both above and below ground. There would have likely been a prosperous city in Anceron’s place long before if the Demon King had managed his country properly… or at all. It had taken quite a long time into William’s reign to start growing, but it had needed significant infrastructure like roads to really get started… and they hadn’t been the most immediately important roads to improve. That had meant it had been dozens and dozens of years before the roads were really started because it just kept getting put off… but with more ambassadors and foreign traders staying nearby, it had started to develop on its own before the roads were finished, taking off once they had completed.
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                The territory formerly occupied by the league was quickly taken over the by the other two segments of Liaoyang. William thought that was for the best. The average citizen wouldn’t notice the difference in who they were paying taxes to, and they wouldn’t be hostile to Cruonia. Even though Liaoyang was separated into Western and Eastern Liaoyang, they were probably the most united that they had ever been. One powerful clan controlled each half, unlike its earlier times where large cities were mostly independent of each other, only working together to resist influences outside of the country. Their current unity was good… as long as they didn’t plan to cause any trouble. 

Populations continued to grow, but there was still sufficient space for everyone to expand into. Western Liaoyang had claimed some islands found to their southwest. Eastern Liaoyang was nearly landlocked, except for a single port city at the southernmost point near the border with Ustil. Even so, they were still expanding into the Endless Forest. However, such progress had slowed down significantly. There were many deadly magical beasts deep within… or not so deep, as things currently were. Still, William was glad to see some ecological conservation even if it wasn’t intentional.

Ostana was entirely landlocked and surrounded on all sides by other countries, but they had plenty of claimed territory to expand into. A long age of war had kept their population in check, and the advancement of farming and food storage technology meant they didn’t need as many farm, which allowed cities to grow larger. Eventually they would run out of room if they kept growing… but that would be many, many years down the road.

Ustil wasn’t able to expand much. They only really had one area of good land around Jeim, and the rest was harsh desert. The biggest expansion was a few coastal cities involved with trade and a handful of small islands they could now reach by virtue of improved seafaring techniques- and more importantly sea monster repelling devices. Even so, they started up some small amount of trade with the Allied Subterranean Territories, who had constructed a few solid tunnels up through the sand of the desert. William was least surprised about those particular locations remaining hidden. Even if they hadn’t had any camouflage at all, it was unlikely anyone would have stumbled upon them.

Eclea… remained isolationist and anti-non-humans. They continued to expand to their new territory across the oceans to the east. Cruonia sent ships to the east as well, but progress was slow. Eclea had managed to place buoys at regular intervals with the help of a few island chains where they could resupply along the way. Meanwhile, Cruonia had no such luck in their eastern oceans. 

To the west, a series of buoys had been set up between Cruonia and the dwarven islands, and then another onto the elves. Trade was slow, but trade and travel were possible, and that was good enough.

Cruonia found nothing particularly interesting to the north except sometimes ice and uninteresting islands. However, just below were the Allied Subterranean Territories. Though they had tunnels connecting to the surface in many locations, they still respected the surface as a national border. While other nations weren’t necessarily happy about that revelation, William didn’t mind. He was always happy to meet more people with peaceful intentions. Not that they never had conflicts over trade and tariffs… but they were able to talk things out. Nobody was trying to go to war.

On the subject of war, the various countries signed a nonaggression pact. Cruonia had already arranged such with most of the other countries, but this pact included every nation… barring Eclea. Eclea had been invited to the discussions, but sent no representative. However, even though they didn’t sign on the pact itself, the invasion of any nation was forbidden. William knew that was in part because some people were still worried about Cruonia and the gevai… but there were provisions for the protection of trade as well. The most important part of the whole pact was the formation of a council intended to resolve international conflicts. William had no illusions that it would be perfect, but at least it gave a chance for negotiations to work.

Cruonia itself continued to grow. While William would have liked to say there were no racial issues and that everything was perfect, but there was no way that would be true. Even if everyone had all been one race, skin color would be a factor. For that matter, William suspected that even if everyone physically looked like clones, there would be some factor people would use to make different groups. Money, clothing, intelligence… the list could go on. The important thing about Cruonia was that it tried to be a safe haven for everyone. It even somewhat worked, because the economy was healthy enough to sustain the influx of people. As more people came, there were more jobs for them to do. It was harder to be angry at others when everyone was properly employed.

In a way, Eclea was helping Cruonia. Humans with anti-non-human prejudices went there. There were still some dwarves and elves who hated gevai- and sometimes humans- but they remained in their own nations. In the Allied Subterranean Territories, there were still those who didn’t particularly like gevai or humans as well, but they had a very long history of living with races combined so they more strongly leaned toward acceptance. Of course, that was only possible because the Demon King was dead. Consistent reminders of that and the gevai civil war helped people not be too biased by old stories. It also helped that nobody living had experienced the Demon King Wars first hand, or even heard about it directly from grandparents… except a small number of gevai. Those in the Allied Subterranean Territories were the exception- with their elven blood they lived longer. However, they had been watching the actions of the surface carefully, and had only revealed themselves because they believed there had been real change.

Upon surveying the totality of how the world was developing, William was optimistic. He hoped the world would remain without war forever. Communication between nations was easy enough that it was possible… but even if it was possible, it would take much hard work to maintain. William couldn’t afford to just let things continue without constant effort for upkeep.
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                Of all of the recent advances, medicine was the area that most interested William. There were things that simply couldn’t be done without magic. Diseases could be directly attacked without relying on the body to defend itself. Of course, that only worked with the right knowledge and technique which required an area with sufficient numbers of magical practitioners. Only a few diseases had actually been eradicated. It wasn’t more impressive than what could have been done with proper vaccines.

Knowledge of the particular disease in question was still important, but there was another factor. Besides the containment of the disease, there had to be people who could perform the procedures. One might think that destroying microscopic things wouldn’t require much magical power, and that was true in a way. Indiscriminately destroying microscopic organisms was easy, but targeting only the right ones? That required skill. Of course, skilled magical doctors could be found among the humans, elves, and gevai but they were all a small part of those who could use magic.

That brought to mind a particular metric of interest to William and Lorelei. It had already been predicted and observed in the past, though few remembered it. As the population of the world grew, people became weaker in magic. It wasn’t something that would be noticed in a generation or two. The oldest generation being stronger in magic was expected due to their experience. They weren’t significantly stronger, either. More importantly, there were always individuals from the younger generations that stood out. Finally, generations were shortest among humans, who were still recovering from the Demon King’s systematic destruction of souls that could use magic. Even though it had been more than two gross years since his relatively unsuccessful final campaign, his efforts had gone on much longer than that.

It wasn’t just magical ability either. Physical training and ki cultivation were also affected, though they were somewhat harder to measure. Physical abilities actually seemed to remain steady, but William knew that was because of diets having more nutrients. Among his soldiers, who he had always fed healthy diets, growth was slower. Ki cultivation was harder to measure. It was a more rarely used ability, and even though Liaoyang used it as their primary form of strength, not everyone there trained ki cultivation. For that matter, most people didn’t train for combat at all. In recent years while armed conflicts weren’t nonexistent, there hadn’t been anything worth calling a real war.

William didn’t mind the lack of war, but it did make him worry. There were many new developments that would make new wars quite devastating. Guns and artillery were better, which put more power in the hands of the common soldier. Cities were bigger, which meant there was more to lose if they were attacked. Even airplanes were being developed, which made walls less useful.

One thing that made William feel better about the situation was that magical defenses were advancing as well. There were more efficient ways to protect against attacks. Even better, the most efficient methods weren’t exactly mobile. That meant not all of the new advances could be used on fortress ships. That was a comfort of a sort. He was also glad that technology for the military specifically didn’t advance as everything else since it was less necessary. Since arms races often drove technological advancement, a smaller percentage of the advancements being used for military means was really all he could ask for.

William of course considered factored dragons into his equations… but they sort of evened things out. They might attack anything with sufficient amounts of magical materials, but that could be on either side… and with powerful enough weapons, dragons might not be much of a problem for those attacked.

On a personal level, William’s growth had slowed. Not that it had been blazingly fast outside of childhood and early adulthood, but now he only measured any real advancement in dozens of years at best. He didn’t find that detail particularly troublesome, since it would also limit anyone else from growing unmanageably strong. As long as nobody went around destroying large amounts of the right souls or just killing an even larger number of people.

Though William knew the technique scroll for Shattering the Soul was out there, even if the Order of the Watchful Sentry or their descendents hadn’t managed to keep it secret, it wasn’t much good for most people. If used on a human, it would usually result in their death and the destruction of their own soul as well. There would be those with strong souls that were the exception- but there was a good chance they wouldn’t even attempt ki cultivation and then run across the technique and then think it was a good idea to use it. As for magic, William was pretty sure he was the only surviving person who knew how to do so, and there was little reason for anyone to try to develop the ability. That would also require a strong soul.

Of course, there was a single exception to all of this. The Demon King still knew how to do it… except he wasn’t the Demon King anymore. He was Galen Eanlar. Galen was only a small part of the Demon King- and more parts himself. He had already made the choice to atone for his actions even before re-meeting William and being threatened to have his existence well and truly ended if he did anything wrong. He was doing good things for the elves, and through the elves for other people. He wasn’t capable of inventing solutions to all of their problems, but he did his best to promote unity and peace between the different races. Much of his life was spent helping the poor and disadvantaged.

Even so, Galen Eanlar wasn’t universally beloved. That just made William even more confident in his decision. Some people didn’t like his views and especially how he wouldn’t support any sort of retribution against the gevai. William didn’t take not wanting conflict with the gevai as necessarily good. After all, it was just logical, and the Demon King had been a gevai for all of his experience. It was Galen’s other acts that showed his change. 

It was his care for the elves- and dwarves, and humans, and even those of mixed blood from the underground, his successes with securing cooperation and growth that showed his change. Besides, most of the people who hated him were greedy bureaucrats who didn’t like his philanthropy because more money was actually being spent to help people instead of going into their own pockets. That was the sort of enemy William could get behind… and strangle. Not that he would do that. Outside of Cruonia, he didn’t have the right of summary execution. Inside Cruonia… he tried to use it sparingly. Galen, meanwhile, didn’t have any special privileges but was rather ruthless with those whose crimes he managed to prove. Not that the elves were a hotbed of corruption… but over dozens of years the total number of incidents added up bit by bit.
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                Very little information came out of Eclea. They kept tight enough border security that even smugglers and spies were few in numbers. Cruonia kept a few spies aided by phones- instantaneous communication that couldn’t be intercepted was useful, but still somewhat limited. They couldn’t transmit documents except by reading line by line. Anything visual such as blueprints just wasn’t possible. They could attempt to smuggle such things across the border, but it wasn’t easy. That was another reason there were very few spies- they couldn’t easily be paid. 

The spies couldn’t be loyalists from other countries either, willing to spy for the benefit of their country and not profit. For gevai, this was obvious- just crossing the border into Eclea would give them away. For other humans, there were other barriers. The general skin tone of Eclea was much darker, though that wasn’t enough by itself. There were many darker skinned humans, and there were citizens of Eclea who were descended from humans from all of the other nations, even if they made up the smaller part of the population. However, there was also the problem of accent. Everyone in Eclea was a native, thus any spies would have to speak the language like a native. Unfortunately, it was nearly impossible to find anyone who could speak fluently outside of Eclea, since they had cut off contact for so long. The language changed ever so slightly over the years, and while there were enough speakers in other countries they just weren’t quite good enough.

Because so little information came out of the country itself, it was carefully watched from the outside. Cruonia attempted to track the number of ships sailing from Eclea to their territories. The numbers were imprecise, because they couldn’t just leave someone on a nearby island with a spyglass. They would be too easy to notice... and only one ship had to spot them for there to be trouble. Instead, they had snuck in a device that attempted to detect ships passing over it. It would merely send back a single piece of information, but it was enough to give a good approximation. If it detected ships passing, it would send a signal and someone would add to the tally mark. That was it. If there were multiple ships close together, it wouldn’t detect that. It didn’t detect what direction they were going in. It was possible that there were even times it missed ships altogether… but it at least gave an approximate. Combined with other methods, there was at least some approximation of what Eclea was doing.

As years passed, things remained much the same… Eclea remained cut off from the world as much as it could manage, shunning all outsiders. Its politics were relatively stable, but couldn’t be completely without change. They were governed by a council of wizards, but members would gradually die off an be replaced. This happened one at a time, but it was inevitable.

Then the news came. There had been a disagreement between the members of the council in Eclea itself and those running the colonies. It wasn’t clear exactly what it was, but it resulted in a sudden rise of tariffs in Eclean ports. Then another half-dozen years passed without anything of interest from Eclea. 

-----

Hanna’s job was to sit in a room watching and listening for the machine to activate briefly. That wasn’t her only job. She also had to do paperwork and other boring stuff like that, but she was always supposed to be in the room with the machine. When she went on break, someone had to take over before she left. When her shift was over, she couldn’t leave until her replacement showed up. During the day shift there were several people working in the room, but Hanna worked in the middle of the night, alone. It paid better… and nobody actually noticed if she was reading puzzle books the whole night.

It wasn’t a very exciting job, so keeping her mind engaged was the only way to stay awake. If she’d tried to do paperwork like she was supposed to… she wouldn’t be doing her real job. That was her excuse. 

The machine literally only existed to say “hey, the thing happened!” and it would buzz and light up… and then Hanna had to keep track of it by writing down the time. It was using entangled magic, so they couldn’t upgrade the machine on this end without changing out the other end as well… which was why instead of doing that they just had someone watch it all the time… even if it didn’t even necessarily have anything happen during the night.

That night was special. The machine went off, marking another ship and the most exciting point during the night… anything at all happening. Hanna wrote down the time and went back to her puzzle. Then the machine went off again. Then again.

Hanna wondered if it was broken. A handful of ships traveling together would set it off, but then there was a minimum time before it would send another signal. The fourth time made her even more sure it was broken. Five minutes was the minimum time, and it had gone off exactly moment every time. Hanna just watched a clock’s second hand to be sure. Normally logging the minute was good enough, but they did have seconds. Frankly, even minutes were usually overkill. Hours would have done just as well, but they wrote down the time to the minute.

By the eighth time, Hanna was starting to get annoyed at the buzzing sound. Usually it was a nice break in the monotony, but with it going off every five minutes she had no chance to get back in the groove of puzzle solving. Fortunately her shift was almost over, so she could go report that it was broken and maybe someone would do something about it. But then… it stopped after an hour, a total of a dozen and one times. That still meant it was broken, but it might have just died. Hanna looked at it and didn’t see anything wrong, but maybe it wasn’t the receiving end that was broken. Then again, she wasn’t really an expert on magical technology, so she probably wouldn’t have been able to tell it was broken. Either way, she brought it up with the people who came for the next shift, and her supervisor who had just come in for the morning… then clocked out and went home.
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                A knocking sound woke Hanna. What time was it? She fumbled about trying to read her clock before realizing she couldn’t read it because it was still dark… which meant she hadn’t been asleep long. The knocking persisted, gradually growing louder. “Coming! Just give me a minute!” It didn’t take long to throw on her clothes from the floor next to the bed. It wasn’t the best option but she couldn’t just go out in bedclothes. “Yes? Whoizzit?” Hanna asked as she opened the door.

Outside the door were two soldiers in uniform. “Lieutenant Hanna Steffen? You need to come with us.”

Hanna blinked. Her job was technically part of the military, but nobody in that section acted like it. Real military people showing up before the sun even came up and addressing her in that way… was probably bad, right?

“You’ll want shoes.”

Hanna looked down at her feet. “Um… right.” Going with them might be bad- but not going with them would probably be worse. Besides, she couldn’t think of anything she’d done wrong. Well, except not really do paperwork. Could she be court-martialed for bad paperwork? Was that what was happening? Should she run? No, that was stupid. Even if she had a reason to run- which she didn’t- she couldn’t. She barely even kept up with physical fitness… whereas the soldiers outside definitely were in shape.

Then she found herself outside in a car. A car. A real horseless carriage powered by an engine instead of… well, a horse. Sure, they’d been around for a long time, but with the state of the roads in Cruonia there weren’t that many. The military had some, but they also had regular carriages. It meant something to be picked up in a car.

Hanna was relieved to see they weren’t driving toward the military jail… but if she were being arrested she would have been shackled already. In the early morning light she couldn’t really keep track of where they were going. Then the car passed through a checkpoint and onto an open road. That was odd. They hadn’t reached the edge of the city yet.

Even with adrenaline from the surprise of soldiers showing up at her door, Hanna was just barely starting to be awake. When she looked in front of the car it was pretty obvious where her destination was. The only thing in sight was the Demon King’s castle. Well… the Demon King was dead, and the new Eternal King was apparently a pretty alright guy as far as scary and powerful gevai kings went. Hanna couldn’t say anything for sure. She’d heard him give a speech once, and that was it. Why was she going to the castle?

It was only two minutes before she was out of the car and being led through the corridors. She had never been to the castle before, so she had no idea where she was going. Soon enough she found herself being led into a room with a person behind a desk. “Head Commander Jordan, Lieutenant Hanna Steffen, as requested.”

Commander Jordan? Wasn’t that the person in charge of military logistics? Wait… Head Commander? Wouldn’t that be the one in charge of the entire military who barely showed themself? Hanna barely had time to process that she needed to salute either way. “Uh, umm… Lieutenant Hanna Stefen, reporting for duty.”

“At ease.” Hanna barely managed to stand less stiffly at that. “You were the one who reported the ship detector activated thirteen times in the span of an hour?”

“Uh, yes, sir! I know it’s unusual, but I swear it actually happened! I thought the machine might be broken-”

Jordan held up a hand, “Your report mentioned it was exactly every five minutes?”

Hanna nodded nervously. “Yeah. Well, maybe not the first few? After that I kept track of the seconds though. See, the detector has a limiter that prevents it from activating more than once every five minutes in case-”

“I am aware of the details of how it works. Thank you for the confirmation. You may return to your home now.”

-----

William frowned, “You’re sure it’s a fleet coming to attack us?”

“Sure enough to mobilize any nearby naval ships and order the ports to prepare for an attack.”

“What about evacuating the cities?”

“I’m not sure. We’ve sent a fast ship to scout it out. If we actually need to evacuate civilians we should start now…”

“But if it’s not necessary, it’s a major disruption.” William shrugged, “I trust your judgement. Do what you think is best.”

“I don’t like going off of instinct… but my instincts tell me it needs to be done.” Jordan frowned, “I wish we could have a more thorough detection system but it wasn’t easy getting anything there secretly. Still, we should have a dozen days until they arrive at the earliest.”

William nodded, “Should I go?”

“No. At least… not immediately. Against the estimated number of ships your impact will be less significant. If there aren’t many or it is a false alarm you won’t be needed. If it is as I suspect, you shouldn’t be in the first battles. Cruonia needs to be able to stand on its own, without just relying on you.”

William sighed, “More people will die that way… but it is better to not act like a common soldier.”

Jordan nodded, “There’s also the fact that the Demon King was always personally involved in wars. In people's’ minds you are a strong figure… but not so strong as to be too terrifying to the common person. Besides, there are also other factors to consider.”

“Like guns? They’re not that bad.”

“I’ll take your word for it… but our officers will still be ordered to keep their heads down.”

“What about Tiburcio?”

“Oh. Well… I’ll also order him to keep his head down, and he’ll ignore it.”

William sighed, “I don’t suppose we’ll be able to keep him out of the fighting?”

“Even if I say nothing, within the day he’ll know fighting is on the way. I doubt there’s a way to physically restrain him… especially not with him on the way to recovery.”

“I really don’t like the idea of him going into battle without being fully recovered, but on the other hand…” William shrugged, “He’s in the best shape he’s been since the final Demon King war.”

“He also managed to get someone to make new armor for himself and Orange…” Jordan shrugged, “I have no idea where he got the money, but I suppose his estate has been profitable enough over the years… and I honestly can’t see him spending the money on much else.”

“Well…” William scratched his chin, “Since we can’t stop him, you have to properly give him orders. We can’t let him go off on his own.”

“My thoughts exactly. I have just the right idea.”
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                The appearance of an Eclean fleet was soon confirmed by a scout ship. According to their report, the fleet numbered around three gross. Of particular note were a half dozen fortress sized ships, as well as a few dozen significantly sized warships of various sorts. The remaining majority of the ships consisted of about half smaller support ships… and the other half troop transports.

That put the estimate of troops around a dozen great gross- the population of a city, if a somewhat small city. Though in years past such a city might have been considered quite large. The actual comparison with a city wasn’t as important as the size of the army. Was it big? Absolutely. Was it impossible to deal with? Not at all. The human countries had fielded more troops during the last human-demon war. If that was all there was to it, even with William relatively conservative military all they had to do was keep good on the dozen gevai to one human ratio and they could have a solid victory without even drawing too heavily on the further points of Cruonia.

That was, of course, assuming several things. First, that he could keep the ratios up. That would depend on several things, including how many Eclean soldiers were equipped with guns. Gevai were tougher than normal humans. In many cases they could take a bullet or two without trouble… but that was only if they weren’t hit in critical areas. If they got shot with a handful or a dozen bullets, the damage would add up even if they didn’t get hit in a vital organ- and a bullet through the heart or brain could kill a gevai just as well as a human. Then again, it was possible to use magic to defend against them, though not as easily as arrows. Guns just lowered their advantage if brought in sufficient numbers. However even if the entire army was outfitted with the best guns available, William was confident in Cruonia’s victory… but it would be hard to avoid the damage to Cruonia’s buildings and civilians that would be part of the war. The final problem was what actually concerned William. Those might not be the only soldiers coming.

Unlike the League, Eclea was an established power. They weren’t just figuring things out, and had solid records dating back many years. Their current forces could cause significant trouble, but there was no way for them to conquer Cruonia or even keep a foothold long term, not without more troops. That meant there would have to be more… unless their target wasn’t Cruonia.

That was another possibility, and one that they had no way to test without waiting. They might be intending to attack somewhere else. Nothing in particular would stop them from moving south to attack Ustil, or trying to move past them to attack Liaoyang. However, that wasn’t the most probably because they were both human and had little conflict in the past. Ostana was likewise off the table, because there wouldn’t have been a need for so many non-troop ships to be included if they were just planning to land in Eclean controlled waters and march troops over land. That would also prove much more expensive than just raising the troops on the mainland, if a bit less secret. The ships, meanwhile, would have been harder to keep under wraps. It was also possible that they intended to attack the Subterranean Allied Colonies, but that posed the same issue of ships being irrelevant.

It was possible they intended to attack the dwarves or elves, but that would be an extremely long journey with no chance to resupply without starting war with a half-dozen countries at once. Nowhere outside of Eclea would willingly let those ships dock and resupply, and if they took supplies by force there was no way they could handle the repercussions that would follow.

There was one final target they could be going for. Jordan didn’t think it was likely, and William agreed. They could be going to attack Eclea. That is, relations between the two parts of Eclea could have deteriorated to the point they were having a civil war. That was possible- but the earlier disagreements hadn’t seemed that major. Then again, they didn’t have a clear picture of what was happening in Eclea so maybe it was bigger than it seemed.

Even with all the other possibilities, Cruonia seemed like the most likely target. If they were wrong… they wasted some money and manpower on relocating troops and evacuating civilians. Even so, with the fleet actually spotted it wasn’t an unreasonable reaction. Not that they had waited to actually see the details. All of southeastern Cruonia had already been mobilizing for most of a week.

Ustil was already an ally with Cruonia, so they had been informed of the fleet as soon as it was detected, even though the actual details weren’t known. After the fleet was spotted, they informed the other countries of what they had seen. That came with the risk of Eclea finding out they weren’t entirely surprised, but they could probably keep the information secure from Eclea for at least a week… at which point their target would start to become clear unless they relished spending large amounts of resources on an active military that wasn’t actually doing anything.

Soon enough it wasn’t just Cruonia that was mobilizing troops. Though it was far too late to raise an army, every country had enough of a standing army to hold off for some time if necessary. 

If Cruonia was the actual target, while it wasn’t likely that the other countries would jump to defend them they could still count on some support. Ustil had a smaller military and was more suited to rely on their harsh terrain to defeat attacks, but they would not refused to send aid if requested. William wasn’t sure exactly what the reaction of the other countries would be, but he knew he would be spending the next weeks spending much more time doing diplomacy than he usually preferred. 
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                William almost regretted modernizing Cruonia and improving the country’s roads. Overall it was still better, but it would allow enemy soldiers to move more quickly. The same was true of his own soldiers, but even with good roads it would take more than two weeks to gather a proper force in the right section of the country. That meant they had to evacuate the two port cities closest to Eclea- and the path the approaching ships had to take. Even if they turned off course once close to the continent those were still the easiest targets.

Civilians didn’t like being evacuated… and some of them refused to do so until the ships actually approached Jellyfish Harbor and started shelling it. That meant the soldiers there had to hold out for longer before retreating to give them a chance to flee. Fortunately the Ecleans couldn’t immediately disembark their entire complement of soldiers. A single ship’s soldiers wasn’t enough to overwhelm the dozens of gevai soldiers protecting the harbor… but the cannons of over a dozen quickly took care of most of the defenses, magically fortified or not.

So another war had officially started… and William wondered why. Obviously the answer was “because they were demons” but that wasn’t good enough. Did Eclea actually think it could win the war? That was possible, but only if they had more up their sleeves. So far, the keeps guarding the passes between the mountains hadn’t reported any troop movements. Perhaps they had been keeping the number of troops on the mainland small merely as a ploy, and would be moving out in the coming weeks or months.

William doubted they would start an all out war believing they could win. There had been countless wars between humans and gevai in the past, and the gevai were more powerful than they had ever been. Cruonia also had something else that hadn’t been the case before… humans. Elves and dwarves too, but in much smaller numbers in most areas. That meant he could bolster his troops more easily, even if for the most part non-gevai were weaker individually. However, they could still be excellent marksmen. Even without them, Eclea wouldn’t be able to actually win easily, so there had to be something else.

If Eclea couldn’t win- and they should know that they couldn’t- then they had to have another objective. Did they just want to expand their territory? That would be difficult. There were reasons country borders had remained so stable, especially between the human countries and the northern half of the continent. There were sizable mountains that made troop passage difficult. Even if troops could be ferried around by sea, it was still hard to hold onto that territory for long. It was easier to provide reinforcements and supplies from the defending side. So, was there any reason to take over the area? William and his advisors couldn’t think of anything in particularly special about it, besides it being closest. There were no special resources or anything of cultural significance.

Without any statement of intent, they could literally be after anything. They could even be after William himself. They might not believe- or care- that he wasn’t the Demon King. If they killed him, that would be a sign of… something. It was entirely possible that if he was the old Demon King that he would have gone to fight them himself and died. Rather, he was certain that would have happened. Maybe they had a plan to kill him… besides just attacking him with a large number of soldiers. It was also possible they had a plan to destroy him. 

William had no knowledge of Eclea having a method to destroy souls… but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be developed. They would know that the Demon King’s soul had to be destroyed to stop him- at least, they had at one point. Two gross years could make many things be forgotten with the passage of time. Assuming they believed he was the Demon King or another one like him they might make the attempt. The Order certainly had a method to do so- though he wasn’t sure if anyone could actually put it into practice. Furthermore, that relied on ki cultivation which Eclea wasn’t known for. They could do it with magic… but that required someone very powerful to destroy even normal souls. On the other hand, they had no idea how strong William’s soul really was… so if they had any method at all they could believe it would work.

Every possibility was discussed between William and his advisors- though William left out the details about his own soul. Those who would know already knew… and those who didn’t weren’t going to be told. It was brought up that Eclea might be launching an attack in the hopes the human nations would turn against him after they killed a large number of humans. William had already talked with emissaries from other nations… and they had already stated there would be no objections to killing those within his own borders. That did mean a counterattack might not be tolerated… but that was something for another time. 

In the end, Eclea’s motives couldn’t be known, and they hadn’t had diplomatic communications with any other country in dozens of years. Just as William was resigned to let it stay a mystery, they received a communication from Ostana. 

Apparently someone claiming to be a diplomat from Eclea had gone to the border with Ostana and requested a meeting. As for why they hadn’t gone directly to the Cruonian border… they had feared they would not get a chance to talk. With the soldiers being on high alert William didn’t particularly blame them. 

It was possible they weren’t actually a diplomat from Eclea- but they had certainly come from there with their retinue, and Eclea was very strict about nobody going in or out. William thought it was likely true.

Like that, William found himself heading to the communications center to talk to the diplomat over the phone. Preferably it would have been done in person, but that would take a month- weeks at best, if they met somewhere in the middle. William couldn’t afford to wait that long to hear some reason for the attacks… even if it just ended up being “you’re demons and we hate you and want you all to die.” He hoped it was something else, but he knew that sometimes people got stuck on ideas that they couldn’t get out of their head.
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                William wished he could see the diplomat’s face. Reading people was much easier that way. Over the phone… it was more limited. Even with high quality sound, that was only part of the picture. “It has been an age since Eclea has had any sort of diplomacy with Cruonia. In fact, there may have been none since we took on our new name… let me ask, is this an official diplomatic call on behalf of Eclea, or do you represent private citizens?”

“We have not had any foreign relations to speak of in recent years… and the position I now have has been vacant as well… but I have been officially appointed to the position, and am authorized to speak for Eclea.”

“That’s wonderful news.” In a way, it was. Even if they only had unpleasant things to say afterwards, some official communication was good. “Ah, but where are my manners. I am the Eternal King ruling over Cruonia, Josef Rutten.” The diplomat was already well aware of who he was… but it didn’t hurt to say it again.

“I am Dubaku Kamau, councilor and diplomatic liaison of Eclea.”

“Very good then. I am sure you would not have gone to all this trouble to contact us if the matter wasn’t important. Let me ask, is the matter time sensitive? If not, we could meet in Anceron… or a neutral country of your choice, if you prefer.”

“It is possible that we will send a representative- myself or some other- at a later date, but today’s matter is best settled as soon as possible.”

“Indeed? I look forward to those future opportunities. Well, since time is key, I suppose we should not delay the meat of the discussion any longer.” William was surprised at how pleasant he could sound even when he wanted to tear people to pieces. Not that he had anything against Dubaku Kamau in particular… but he was not particularly fond of Eclea at the moment.

“I have been told that you are a rather straightforward person… and it must be said at some point. Eclea has nothing to do with the current attack on Cruonia.”

“Is that so?” William retained a calm smile on his face, even though it couldn’t be seen. If Dubaku were present in person, he might have felt a heavy weight pressing down upon him. “In that case, someone is trying very hard to make it seem to be Eclea. They fly Eclean flags, sail Eclean designed ships, and travelled on Eclean controlled seaways.”

“On that last, you are sadly incorrect. We no longer control the seaways. Ah…” Dubaku paused, “Apologies, it has been so long since we spoke to any outsiders. You may not know we have had a falling out with our brothers. Over the years, many from the mainland here have migrated along the seaways to New Eclea. Chief among them were those with hatred and fear of outsiders. It was thought that separation by distance and time might make them settle down… but instead they have grown more at odds with the rest of the world… including us.”

“So you mean to say that this is a rebel group from New Eclea?”

“That is the summary, yes. Though they are not a small faction, having grown to rival us in size, even surpassing us in mere population.”

“Then by this you hope to prevent any form of retaliation upon the part of Eclea here?”

“Well… yes. We were hoping to come to some sort of agreement...”

“Fine. It’s a deal.” William paused for only a moment before continuing, “We shall sign a pact. For the duration of… let’s say a dozen years, no Cruonian troops will set foot in Eclean territory. In return, the council will agree to likewise send no troops over the border, and furthermore will not harbor ships or soldiers from New Eclea. The enforcement of such will be… the other human nations. They shall agree to combine forces against whoever breaks the pact.”

The other end of the line was silent. William expected it would take some thinking. He had intentionally spoken in such a way as to proclaim what would be done- not a suggestion or offer, but a declaration. Eclea didn’t want to be attacked, but William wasn’t just going to take their word that they were uninvolved. He didn’t think that their words were entirely impossible, but he wanted a meaningful agreement in place.

-----

Negotiating the exact terms of that agreement took some time. There were days spent just on involving each individual country. Many drafts had to be painstakingly gone over word by word, in several languages.

The human nations other than Eclea had no real objections to the treaty. There were no penalties for them in any case. Likewise, neither Cruonia or Eclea would be inclined to break the terms of the treaty. If they had any such intentions, they would instead avoid signing it to begin with. Because of that, William barely rested until it was done… even if he didn’t do most of the drafting himself.

The council of Eclea only took objection to one of the initial terms. They reasonably brought up that the navy and military they controlled was insufficient to prevent those from new Eclea from claiming one of their ports if it came down to that. That particular detail took some time to iron out, because requiring their best effort was rather vague and hard to enforce. Eventually, everyone was satisfied with the results, at least enough to sign.

William was pleased. By the end of the negotiations he was certain of the Eclean council’s sincerity. In that case, the treaty itself was superficial… but still important. For one thing, it involved the first instance of an international treaty Eclea had been involved in since the end of the previous war, before William had even taken over as king. In fact, it was basically their first involvement in any sort of international politics since then. He’d even gotten promises of stationing diplomats in each other’s countries… and even if the diplomats in Eclea would be heavily monitored, it was significant progress. It was a shame it took a war to make it happen.

Of course, it also didn’t stop the war. Jellyfish Harbor was still occupied by New Eclea, and their end goal was still unclear. They were currently fortifying their position and not moving further inland, but they could not maintain that for long. They would need more supplies, and what they brought with them and what remained in Jellyfish Harbor wouldn’t last more than a few months.

William hoped they might just leave. However, he didn’t like to plan his action about foolish dreams, so instead he continued to gather troops and ships in the eastern part of Cruonia. There were even a good number he could move from forts on the border with Eclea. A few gross, but that was enough to offset a goodly portion of the New Eclean troops. If they didn’t act soon, they might not even have much of a numerical advantage at all- and that didn’t even factor in gevai troops greater efficiency. Perhaps they planned to fall back onto their ships and retreat… but there were plans for dealing with that as well.
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                Uzoma Idowu was glad to be in the mid ranks of the army. He didn’t have to go in to battle first, like the lowest ranking troops. He also didn’t have to deal with the hardest jobs, like the elite troops. Not that he’d expected to ever have to actually do any of those things.

He’d only signed up for the army because it had been a job. Sure, maybe he would have had to go on an expedition to kill magical beasts or something… but as such things went, that was pretty safe. Magical beasts didn’t build castles and cannons and set traps.

When Uzoma had signed up, he’d thought it impossible to find himself in a war. I mean, who were they going to go to war with? Eclea controlled all of the land around them, and everyone got along well enough. Were they going to cross the ocean and go to war with the demons? He’d thought nobody would be stupid enough to do that, until he found himself in that very situation.

Sure, demons were demons or whatever. They’d killed a lot of people and were evil and stuff… but wasn’t that a good reason not to provoke them? Demons were reputed to be able to fight a dozen-to-one, and win. Now, Uzoma wasn’t amazing at math, but he’d at least passed arithmetic classes like everyone else. Even if he hadn’t, he could see that meant if they came with a dozen times as many soldiers as the demons had, that would at best result in far too many dead humans. Ah, but the higher ups had plans, or so they said. They were raising more troops, so all they had to do was get a foothold in the demon lands.

And they had. They took over some big port. All it cost them was a company of men. If he’d talked to the ranking officers, he knew what they would have said. “Ah, Uzomu, don’t you see? We have so many companies, it was but a small loss. Besides, we took out a platoon of demons! Guns are the great equalizers!”

Going back to the math… that meant the demons killed six men to every one of them defeated. Uzoma had to admit that, technically, that was half as much as demons were said to be able to kill. Did that make guns the great equalizers they were told? He didn’t think so. He’d watched the battle. Sure, they’d lost a company, but they had at least three times that many men firing. He’d seen a bullet hit a demon in the head… and the demon managed to run forward and chop seven men to pieces before falling under a barrage of bullets.

Maybe the higher ups were better at math. Maybe they knew things he didn’t, but Uzoma knew how many bullets he was issued. If they kept going, they could wipe out a battalion of demons. Maybe two, three battalions. Then what? They would be out of ammo, and probably men. They could capture guns and ammo from the demons… but they were of a different type than they were used to. More importantly, there were fewer guns and bullets. Not even enough to make up for a quarter of their losses.

But, fine. They’d taken over the port from a small contingent of demons. Victory. Yay. Now they had a port and many tons of rotting fish. The rotting fish made his commanders say, “See, they had to flee quickly, leaving even their food behind!” Uzoma, instead, looked at the rotting fish and thought about how they had enough rotting fish to feed the men for a month… if they could eat rotting fish. Where was the other food? The valuables? For that matter… where were the munitions they were supposed to capture? Well, the last one was easy to answer. They were somewhere in and around the various craters where the defenses of the port had once been… because the demons blew up everything they could once they were sure they were going to lose.

But it was fine. They were going to get reinforcements and supplies in a month or two. All they had to do was hold out until then… except they instead chose to march inland to take over a castle. On the way they torched a bunch of perfectly good buildings in perfectly good cities. Though those efforts were pretty half-assed, because not all of the buildings were wooden and torchable. Still, they put up the appearances. So far, they’d still not seen more demons than the platoon in the port and maybe some scouts in the distance. The thing was, the figures in the distance might not have been demons. Uzoma saw at least one of them didn’t have any of that crazy colored skin. Sure, it was unfashionably pale, but that was definitely humanlike skin.

Uzoma would have liked to make the decisions about what the army did, as long as that decision could be “never even leave Eclea”. Or… New Eclea, he supposed, since Eclea itself wasn’t in support of the war even though they were like… miles away. Uzoma wondered if he should have tried to migrate across the sea and join their army. It didn’t seem to be doing anything at all!

Instead, they had spent a week marching to get to a castle… and they found the castle had its front gate open. Uzoma just wished the castle had been abandoned. Inside the castle there was just one demon. That demon made Uzoma very, very glad he’d been promoted out of the front ranks. He didn’t have the best view of what was happening, because of all the people in the way. People, and bodies. He could still see the demon, though, even with maybe half an army in front of him, and probably a company of bodies in the gatehouse. That was because the demon was riding on a tiger. A dire tiger, he supposed, since regular tigers weren’t big enough to fit their jaws around a man’s ribcage.

Orders from the officers were to wear down the demon and the tiger. That was fine and all… but they didn’t have an infinite amount of ammunition. They had to save some for later. Especially since the tiger and demon didn’t seem to notice they were being shot. The armor they were wearing must have been seriously magical. Uzoma concentrated. He’d only just barely passed the first year of magical studies… but that meant he could see mana. The answer… was very magic armor. Still, the demon had to get tired eventually. He couldn’t hold out forever… but Uzoma supposed that he didn’t have to. He wasn’t alone, after all. There was that army coming around the side of the castle that nobody had really noticed because they were all standing around like idiots.

Then the first good order of the campaign was finally issued, and Uzoma happily followed the order to retreat. He would have been happier if he knew they weren’t just going to regroup and maybe wait for the cannons, but any break in the fighting was good with him.
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                Uzoma might have said he was surprised when they found that the cannons were gone and the battalion transporting them routed. If anyone important asked, he would have said that… but personally he wasn’t that surprised. It wasn’t that hard to sneak a relatively small group past their forces. However, they seemed to be on some sort of deadline, so the general was in a hurry. 

Uzoma knew he could have run the army better… but that was only if he were actually in charge of what they did. Frankly, if he were in charge, they wouldn’t be where they were at all. In that case, it was sort of a moot point. He wasn’t in charge, and probably wouldn’t be able to do what he wanted if he were nominally in that position. The ones really giving the orders were back in Eclea… New Eclea, countless miles away. Some of them hadn’t ever even seen the continent he was currently on.

He wanted to be happy about the loss and the retreat. Retreating meant they wouldn’t be fighting… but he just couldn’t be happy about it. Some men he knew died, but that wasn’t the end of it. Just because one assault had failed didn’t mean the war was over.

-----

Everyone was woken up in the night by a loud whistling sound and a bright light. Something appeared in the middle of the camp. In the morning they were told it was a new type of enemy weapon, a failed attack… but Uzoma knew that wasn’t the truth. He’d been on night watch and seen the arrow flying… and one arrow did not equate to an attack.

More importantly, an arrow designed specifically to make everyone know it was coming, that had no point on it and carried parchment wrapped around it wasn’t a weapon, but a message delivery system. He couldn’t have been the only one who noticed, but the general said it was an attack… so it was an attack.

Uzoma had known it was a message even before he stood outside the command tent, listening. He wasn’t assigned to that position, but the soldier he’d bribed with a bottle of wine to switch positions was told he wanted to be more in the middle of the camp close to all the fires. That wasn’t even a lie, but he wouldn’t have traded a bottle for it most nights. He only heard bits and pieces, but he didn’t like it. “... elven council… ultimatum… immediate removal of troops…” Those words were well and good enough, but the vague words he heard through the phone ruined them. “... orders to continue with the operation.”

Uzoma didn’t like that at all. He heard what sounded like a perfectly reasonable excuse to pull out, and then orders not to. That meant the war was going to get bigger… or they were on a suicide mission. Possibly both. Uzoma didn’t like either option. Personally, the suicide mission was worse, but putting himself in the boots of someone who cared about others… a larger war was definitely more of a problem. How many more people would be like him, a soldier who cared nothing for the war but had to fight it anyway?

Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Even personally, the best he could do was hope he didn’t end up in the part of a battle where real fighting happened. What was he going to do, desert? He could see how that was going to go, alone in demon lands. It would be almost as bad as getting into a deadly battle… if he was lucky and they killed him quickly anyway. On the other hand, if he was caught by the Eclean army his fate would probably be worse. Punishments for deserters weren’t pleasant to watch, and they would be much worse to experience.

-----

William appreciated having the support of the elven and dwarven councils. Hearing they stood with him was refreshing, even if he couldn’t see them having much practical effect on the war. The dwarves were a whole large ocean closer, and even then they still had the width of a continent to deal with. Then there was another ocean between them and the elves.

On the other hand, maybe they could help, if the war dragged out. Personally William hoped that they would stop with their current attack and let the war fizzle out… or even respond to the diplomatic attempts. Eclea had informed New Eclea that Cruonia was willing to open up diplomatic channels, but they refused. That didn’t exactly fill William or anyone else with confidence.

New Eclea was geographically smaller than Cruonia, but comparable in population. New Eclea had a population explosion after their initial founding and expansion. Meanwhile, Cruonia lagged behind, though the immigration from other nations and their natural population growth since had barely managed to keep them close. Recently Cruonia had been growing more quickly, but it had taken dozens of years before people were actually comfortable with immigrating, putting them quite behind. Not that it was necessarily a race… but population was important when considering military prowess.

Cruonia also had gevai, which meant their military prowess was theoretically considerably higher, even with guns involved… but William didn’t want to know that they would eventually win a war of attrition, or any war. He wanted to not have it to begin with. The death toll would be far too high even if they ‘won’.

The question was how to go about achieving the optimal scenario. He wanted the war to be over without too many of his own people dying… and even too many of the people in New Eclea. Deaths weren’t the worst possible thing that could happen, but outside of soul destruction territory they were still rather concerning, especially in large numbers.

If William went by how large wars had ended in the past it was… large amounts of death, large amounts of death, and large amounts of death. Also destruction of cities and infrastructure. On Earth, things hadn’t been much better. World War II… had ended only because of the development and deployment of superweapons. William really didn’t want to be responsible for that.

Who would even build it? Theo was right out- he didn’t work on weapons of any sort. Stefan wasn’t the type either. Lila would surely be against it… and William himself didn’t want to work on it. Lorelei… could do it, but William didn’t think even she would appreciate it if it came to actual usage. Besides, he didn’t want to be the one responsible for something like nuclear weapons. Cruonia wasn’t going to be the first to begin development nor the first to deploy them, no matter how bad things got. 

Besides, there were much better alternatives. Killing enemy leaders didn’t require something that would make William debatably worse than the Demon King. Diplomacy was the first best option, of course, but since that didn’t seem likely… well, something had to be done. Besides, the people in charge couldn’t just be absolved of responsibility.
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                Uzoma didn’t like the sight he saw when they got back to the port. It was missing something… something involving a lot of sails and smokestacks. That would be… ships of any kind. He felt like there should be ships.

He hadn’t really hoped that they would get the go-ahead to retreat right away, and get on the ships and sail home… but he had hoped there would still be ships when they got back to the port. 

Their initial loss had been a miscalculation. If they’d done everything wrong, they could have taken over that castle. Really, if they hadn’t lost their cannon they could have gone back to make the attempt again. The loss of life of the soldiers wasn’t that high. The crazy tiger rider had only been able to kill so many at one time, after all. They’d managed to retreat before getting caught up in a big battle… and the enemy had let them. They hadn’t needed to pursue them and lose any of their own men because they had already defeated them… even without killing most of them.

Uzoma would have believed many things about the council of New Eclea. They would most certainly send an insufficient force into enemy territory to try to get some initial gains. They might prevent them from making good tactical decisions because they thought they knew better. But… calling back the ships and leaving them behind was something he hadn’t thought they would do.

Everyone was called to muster by the docks. Uzoma didn’t know what good that would do, but at least they would have an explanation of some sort. Maybe the ships were just away from the harbor, avoiding an enemy attack. Though in that case, Uzoma wondered why the port hadn’t been captured and secured.

Then he saw the water. It was too dark and murky to see much, but there were shadows just visible… and in the shallows he saw masts and other debris sticking out. Well, it turned out the ships hadn’t abandoned them after all. On the other hand, that didn’t mean they hadn’t been ordered to. Once he got that thought in his head, Uzoma couldn’t deny the possibility was very real.

There was some sort of attempt at a rousing speech, but none of the soldiers were really listening. Uzoma just kept staring into the water, and at the floating and sunken debris. He wasn’t sure how it could have even happened. At the very least, an enemy fleet should have been spotted at a distance, and the ships could have been mobilized. Here, the debris was far too… concentrated.

Uzoma made up his mind. He didn’t care what the generals and commanders and other stupid leaders said. The only thing they could do now was wait and starve to death. Sure, they could fish, and they still had some supplies… but they certainly couldn’t fish enough to feed everyone. Besides, they would just be waiting for an army to come kill them… if they even bothered.

Uzoma was going to talk to some people. It surely wouldn’t be hard to find like-minded individuals. At the very least, in his plan they weren’t going to starve to death or die in a corner. He wasn’t sure what the chance of living was, but it was something. Probably.

-----

William looked over the report. The underwater defenses had certainly done their job. Even a large fleet couldn’t do much when they were unprepared. If the defenses had been activated during the initial attack, they would have taken out a dozen or two ships at most, an insignificant number. However, when the ships were unmanned and without their defensive formations activated, they were sitting ducks. William felt bad for the soldiers who had died defending the port. In some ways, their deaths were unnecessary. However, having the port undefended would have been too suspicious. Then people would have gone looking… and they might have found the hidden entrances that went under the ground, and beneath the harbor.

The soldiers defending the port hadn’t even known the plan. They had the option to retreat, but without full knowledge… they thought staying to defend their homeland was worth their lives if they could help at all. What could be done besides awarding them posthumous medals and providing stipends to their families? It wasn’t enough, and those who were brave enough to fight in the face of overwhelming odds were the worst sort to lose… but that was what had happened.

Overall, William was pleased with the relatively low death toll. There had been some civilians who refused to evacuate, and some soldiers… but overall it wasn’t more than two gross lives lost on Cruonia’s side. Some of that was thanks to Tiburcio.

Tiburcio worked well as an element of surprise… compounded by the fact that nobody had fought anyone at the level of power of a gevai lord in a long time. The League was the exception, but New Eclea hadn’t exactly been on speaking terms with them even with similar ideals. More importantly, everyone who had seen the battle with Tiburcio there was dead or part of Cruonia’s forces.

William was hesitant to deploy Tiburcio… but he couldn’t refuse him. Not with him being mostly recovered, anyway. He had figured that Tiburcio would probably have just snuck off to do something stupid even if he hadn’t been… so getting him healed and with proper orders had been the best possibility. Even with new medical advances, it had taken dozens of years of constant care for Tiburcio to mostly recover, and he would need perhaps a dozen more. Crippling injuries weren’t that easy to repair. It didn’t quite require cell-by-cell work, but it felt like it.

William remembered working on his own arm for quite some time, and it hadn’t been nearly so bad as any of Tiburcio’s issues. More importantly, that was working on himself, where his magic could freely function… but working on someone else and trying to control mana inside them was much harder. There weren’t very many people with the talent for that, because most people couldn’t afford dozens of years of treatment by a specialist, so nobody developed the skills. More importantly, most people didn’t need it. Either they didn’t get so badly injured, or had limbs amputated. 

While the initial part of the war had gone swimmingly, they still had to worry about the army within their borders. They were being watched closely, and plans were being made for the future… because there was no way that New Eclea was just going to give up, no matter how much that would have pleased William.
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                Lorelei found herself at sea once again. Though she wasn’t on an exploration mission, she found those were not as wonderful as they might sound. Keen as she was to see new sights and learn new things… new islands were much the same as old islands. She’d had her fill of that, especially with everything that could go wrong. Such adventures were best left to the young and foolish… as long as they weren’t too promising.

She was on a military operation, though she wasn’t planning to do any fighting. It was possible it would happen, but that was only if they were unlucky. The first step was the most dangerous, and it would become progressively more safe as they continued.

Since New Eclea was quite at war with Cruonia, they no longer needed to hide activities on the seaway between Eclea and New Eclea. Well, they no longer needed to hide that they were doing things there- keeping the actual activities themselves hidden was still for the best. Now they could actually have ships patrol the area instead of relying on a passive sensor. Lorelei wasn’t on such a mission- her presence would have been superfluous on a patrol.

Indeed, her current job should have been Theo’s… but he was too concerned with the possible loss of life that would result from the actions. Lorelei found his absolute refusal to work on weapons or be directly involved in any connection to deaths rather limiting, but his type was preferable to those who didn’t consider the lives involved at all. Even if they didn’t consider lives for moral reasons, Lorelei thought that considering them because other people cared about lives was important. The Demon King hadn’t understood that, and had earned himself many enemies.

Lorelei herself cared about lives far less than Theo, and somewhat less than William… but she found William’s hangups much more tolerable. At the very least, he knew that deaths were inevitable in any large change. Working to minimize that wasn’t bad, either, though she thought sometimes he focused on that too much. However, he had approved the current plan even with its potential for large loss of life.

Lorelei found no reason to be concerned. The only loss of life would be those of the military, and they chose that life. Even if they didn’t, they would cause more loss of life if they were allowed to continue. Perhaps there would even only be very few deaths, if they were lucky.

The ship finally arrived at the furthest point they were willing to go, about one quarter of the way to New Eclea. Lorelei got off the ship into the water, though having heard about Theo’s activities they had prepared flotation devices for convenience.

Then she started work on the buoy. Though she had sufficient materials and prepared components, the work still took the entirety of the day, and part of the next morning. The tail end of the project was somewhat nerve wracking, but Lorelei trusted that the effects wouldn’t suddenly cause sea monsters to appear. They would still have to swim close to the area, and habits might have them avoid the area for days or weeks still.

However, the ship still moved on quickly toward the mainland, one buoy closer. That one, too, would be reversed in function, set to agitate sea monsters and make them more likely to attack ships. Since the method had not been tested, it was possible that some sorts of sea creatures would also take the buoy itself as a threat. In that case, the ocean would go back to its normal state… which would still be better.

The entire process was long and slow. Several times Lorelei had to return to obtain more materials, and more importantly food and other provisions. While the stores of the ships in the fleet were plentiful, they couldn’t last for more than a month or two at best. Besides, remaining too long would be problematic.

-----

With buoys every mile, and about two gross miles to cover, the entire project took more than a year, with travel times involved. During that time two more fleets attacked. Cruonia now had ships watching the seaway and even scouts on nearby islands, so they had more accurate numbers. More importantly, they had the majority of their fleet in the eastern ocean, ready to intercept attacks.

The two fleets were driven off without significant damage to the Cruonian fleets, but on the other hand the New Eclean fleets also managed to avoid crippling damage. It was unclear whether or not they had yet realized the sabotage to their seaway, but they would soon enough. However, Lorelei had left some surprises for them if they came to repair them. At minimum, an uncautious wizard attempting repairs would cause the buoy to damage itself beyond repair. If they were unfortunate, that would be their last attempt to do any sort of magical work… or any sort of anything. 

It would be possible for them to replace the buoys entirely, but the production of them had been reduced significantly since the seaway had been completed. Likewise, fewer ships were equipped with full repellant fields. Both of those issues could be dealt with, but it would be expensive and time consuming for New Eclea, both of which were better for Cruonia. 

Of the ground forces that had been in Cruonia, a good third of them had surrendered of their own volition. Half of the remainder had surrendered when Cruonia approached the port with a large army, but many had chosen to remain and fight- and had even shot at their comrades as they moved to surrender. 

Many of them were killed, and the rest were captured- but having refused to surrender, were denied the better treatment of their more sensible comrades. This especially included the officers. It was known that New Eclea would not pay a ransom for them, so they were interrogated for information and then executed.

With that, Cruonia obtained a few phones. However, they weren’t of much use. It wasn’t as if New Eclea would suddenly chose to relay secret information to them just because they had a few communication devices. They also didn’t contain any particularly special technology. However, Lorelei had a few ideas of what they could do if the enemy didn’t destroy the counterparts right away. It might prove to be nothing more than an annoyance, but it wouldn’t take all that much effort to set up either.
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                Uzoma found himself in a strange spot, pondering his recent life choices. They had led to him still being alive, so that was a good thing. Convincing others to surrender had also led to them being alive. Uzoma didn’t consider himself much of a leader, but he was able to spot people who just didn’t care. 

Even though they were alive, he had to ask himself if more people would be alive if he had done things differently. Perhaps convincing a third of the troops to surrender had led to the defeat of the army and the death of those remaining. He thought about it, then rejected it. A few more troops here and there wouldn’t have helped, and New Eclea hadn’t even managed to send reinforcements yet. If they hadn’t surrendered, even if there hadn’t been any attacks, they would have starved to death soon enough… or had to move out to attack a fortified position or brave the wilderness.

Even so, Uzoma didn’t find his current living conditions to be particularly pleasant. Not that he would have expected anything better as a prisoner of war. New Eclea wasn’t going to ransom them- and “old” Eclea probably didn’t want the trouble. That second part was just Uzoma guessing, because he wouldn’t have wanted to take in a bunch of failed soldiers either. Not that they’d ever had a chance.

Still, Uzoma could imagine far worse circumstances to be in. There was being dead, for one… but also there was being tortured for information or just tortured. Being a prisoner of war had been unpleasant because there was nothing to do. Uzoma had suggested a change to make that more tolerable… but it was still unpleasant.

Still, farming was better than doing nothing. More importantly, it would make Cruonia more pleased… or less displeased? with their drain on resources. It had taken a while to produce anything from the seeds given, and even spread out in a dozen groups they still didn’t have enough land or produce enough food to cover everything they were eating. After all, they had to be watched to make sure they didn’t escape. Not that they would have had anywhere to go, but nobody wanted them causing trouble for nearby towns.

As the instigator of the surrender, Uzoma had managed to put himself in the position of a leader of sorts. He wasn’t sure he liked it, because it turned out being a leader just meant having more power you can’t really use to do what you want. Still, at least he got to move from group to group, settling conflicts and making sure everyone was treated well. Settling their own conflicts was important, because if Cruonia decided they were just too much trouble… well, that would be the end.

Because they couldn’t possibly have enough land to keep all of them busy, they had been left with some gaps in their time. Uzoma had struggled for what they might do there, besides a limited amount of talking and swapping stories. However, that was all well and good for afternoons and evenings, but entire days of idleness made people restless.

Then he thought of it. There was an opportunity to make things better. It might take some time, but he gave it a try. Surprisingly, he was quickly accommodated as his request was passed up the chain of command. It only took a month for teachers to arrive in the first camp.

Of course, if there was one thing New Eclea didn’t lack, it was education. Everyone had at least had the chance to learn before… but there was one critical area that had been lacking. That was language. If he thought about it, that also included history of other nations, besides “The Demon King was bad and there were lots of wars with the demons and sometimes the other humans.” It was only after he convinced the guard liaisons to provide some teaching opportunities that he learned that the Demon King was already dead… super dead, destroyed forever.

His initial reaction was to reject that notion. He was willing to believe the Demon King wasn’t quite as bad as he had been told, but he was destroyed and the new Eternal King was a fair and just ruler? That was harder to believe. On the other hand, he wasn’t dead.

Several of the teachers assured him it was the truth. The change was especially clear and obvious to them… because some of them had been alive before it had happened. Hearing their personal stories was much more convincing than stuff that had been written down in books… though some of them had written the books as well. 

-----

William sighed as he wondered what to do with an entire city’s worth of prisoners. They could do what they were currently doing, but in the long term it wasn’t really good for everyone. He was spending resources to keep them alive, but they weren’t contributing anything but part of the global population. That didn’t mean he just saw them as numbers, but he wasn’t sure how to change their actual effects. He was hesitating with some of his ideas until one of his advisors cleared it up for him.

“Just let them be citizens. Eventually. It worked for my granddad, didn’t it?”

The advisor in question was a dwarf. Some of those captured in the initial war had stayed to live in Cruonia, and had descendents. Not that there were many of those, but Balmaeck was definitely one of those. He was even one of the few dwarves who could trace his ancestry back to when they were chased off the continent by the Demon King. Probably. That sort of time left lots of room for error.

“What do I tell the people who had homes destroyed, or family killed, or goods lost?”

“Tell them… ‘suck it up, war happens.’ Besides, for the purely material side of things… everyone already got paid courtesy of all that magical debris in the harbor, didn’t they? If we count that, feeding a few people for a year or two doesn’t count for much. Now I’m not saying you should lie and say that none of these particular soldiers were involved in the whole mess… but the officers were the ones really at fault and they’ve already been dealt with. That… and of course some of the leadership back in New Eclea is the most responsible.”

“Fine. Write up an integration plan. We can even offer a portion of them a chance to settle in other countries. Maybe not ‘old’ Eclea, at least not yet, but we’ll see how things go. As for that leadership... “ William sighed again, “It brings back unpleasant memories.” Warmongers weren’t necessarily related to the Demon King… and any fragments of him should have already long died out especially if reborn among humans. Even so, people advocating for war with little reason couldn’t help but give William unpleasant thoughts, regardless of other associations.

            




    Chapter 539
    



    
        Chapter 539

    
    
    
    
                Though Cruonia would likely have held out fine in the war on its own, William appreciated the help from other nations. The elves and dwarves sent regiments of their own to support their efforts, and even though some of them couldn’t be made use of at the moment, they certainly would be helpful later. The additional naval support was also greatly appreciated. The dwarves provided heavy frigates with massive cannons… and the elves provided sleek schooners. 

The latter wouldn’t be much good in a confrontation- they were made entirely of wood and other plant matter. Even with magical enchantments, they wouldn’t survive many hits from a cannon nor could their onboard weapons do much to an iron hulled ship. However, they had one advantage that others did not have. Their monster repellent systems were second to none, and they had no trouble going through dangerous waters unmolested. Perhaps it was because they appeared to be alive. Or rather, they were alive.

Elves couldn’t normally see mana in anything that wasn’t alive. While they could learn to see and control free mana, in terms of enchanting objects they had no success when trying to work with metal or stone or even dead wood. Their weapons and armor didn’t just look like plants, they were plants. Specially grown to not need soil, and cultivated over many generations, but plants nonetheless. Their care required water and occasional infusions of vitamins and minerals through the aid of magic. Their ships were grown from mangroves that could thrive even in salt water, though they still needed to carry nutrients for long voyages. The sails were carefully interwoven branches and leaves, magically encouraged to grow airtight but also thin and flexible. Elven goods could not be mass produced in a factory, instead requiring personal attention. Because of that, they were generally on a smaller scale… but quite effective at what they did. 

The elven ships were already proving their worth scouting out New Eclea’s attempted approaches, where other ships would have been at significant risk. Much of the seaway was destroyed, after all… and more importantly sabotaged to have the reverse effect. However, the elven ships stayed far enough away and didn’t look like a tasty treat to anything large and dangerous. It was through the elven ships that they confirmed New Eclea’s continued attempts to send more fleets.

Their first attempt was disastrous, with more than half of the fleet- including a number of troop carrying ships- being wiped out before they could return to the safety of the seaway. Even though some of the ships individually had monster repellent systems, those only worked if they didn’t come close enough to see the ship and attack them… and the waters were nearly swarming with various unpleasant creatures that attacked the fleet. 

Their second attempt, months later, involved more caution and only ships with monster repellent systems. That attempt only resulted in relatively small losses before they retreated and likely discovered that something was wrong with their buoys.

There were two expeditions that attempted to repair the buoys, but the first resulted in the death of the team attempting the repairs due to monster attacks and the second actually triggered the traps. The third attempt was successful in repairing one buoy… but instead of continuing along that line they started destroying the buoys instead, bombarding them from a distance and waiting for the problems to dissipate. 

In total, it took them a year of time before they started destroying the buoys beyond a certain point in the seaway, though sometimes they just completely avoided them. They started replacing some of the buoys, but also seemed to be looking for alternate means of approach. Of course, there was nothing physically blocking them from just taking any other path straight across the sea… except not being sure of the dangers in those areas. 

Eclea- old Eclea- showed some good faith by contributing some information from their remaining contacts in New Eclea. The losses weren’t being reported to the general public in New Eclea. Instead, it was said that they were winning, gaining land against the demons at every moment. The unfortunate thing was they had amassed large enough fleets and armies that their losses so far weren’t significant enough to count them out of the war… and they certainly hadn’t given up. They even had bigger and better ships being constructed- with some already finished. The details on those weren’t obtainable, and it was best not to push Eclea too far. They might not have wanted the war to happen at all, but betraying their brothers with certain details just wasn’t something they were willing to do.

Soon enough New Eclea would once again bring their fleets to bear against Cruonia, and larger armies with that. William didn’t want any more fighting in his territory if he could help it… and that meant a counteroffensive. For that, they needed a route to New Eclea. The seaway was an option, but that was controlled by New Eclea. More importantly, closer to their own land they controlled numerous fortified islands where they could have their ships stop to resupply, while Cruonia only had knowledge of their approximate locations. They would mostly be in sight of the seaway, but it was better to minimize fighting against them in their own territory if possible. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t leave a lot of places to actually fight. Open sea battles were still in, but William didn’t like the idea of some of their bigger ships. He could rely on the dwarven ships to bolster his own forces, but he didn’t like the idea of losing many of his own country’s or his ally’s ships if he could help it. If he could, he preferred the idea of killing off their leaders so the war could end… though that didn’t always work.

William had no way to accomplish that, but he wasn’t working on his own. Jordan already had several ideas for tactics to minimize friendly casualties… and had been working behind the scenes on some possible plans for ending the war. One of those plans involved William’s personal involvement… and while he wasn’t against that he couldn’t go against an army on his own.

However, he was going to look at one possibility quite soon, apparently with the help of the Allied Subterranean Territories. He wasn’t sure why he was going to meet them on the coast… but at least he would have a chance to visit the troops and look like he was doing something. Well, he was doing many things, but it didn’t always feel like it.
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                William found himself waiting on an empty stretch of coastline for… something. The representative of the Allied Subterranean Territories with him- a woman who was a very medium blend of elf and dwarf- just told him to wait and see. William didn’t mind doing so. It was nice to sit listening to the ocean waves, watching them brush up against the cliffs down below. William tried not to think about the other things he had to do, and just waited.

William was always idly sensing around him with his ki senses… partly so he could react to any danger, and partly out of curiosity. Keeping it up constantly was good practice as well, and it didn’t take too much energy. He could almost do it at night. While there was only very rarely actual danger, he hadn’t been able to fathom how Lorelei slept soundly without waking up to every little bump and noise people made. That was a problem with having highly trained senses. When he had asked Lorelei about it, the answer had been comforting but not exactly helpful to his case.

“I don’t always sleep soundly,” Lorelei had replied. “But when you’re around, I do. I don’t have to worry about any threats to my life with you near… because if you can’t stop it there’s nothing more I could do anyway. Thus, there’s no point in worrying.”

William did find he also slept easier around Lorelei, but it wasn’t to that extent. Still, it was comforting to know she felt that way. It was also a good excuse to spend as many nights together as possible, and even though there were long stretches of time where they didn’t see each other in person… they did their best to meet up. William couldn’t wait for airplanes to be in common use so he could save a lot of time traveling… though they would pose some issues for warfare as well. War in general was one of his biggest causes of worry, even during times when he wasn’t in a war. Being responsible for an entire nation was depressing and frustrating. He felt like he could do everything with his power… and also nothing.

As he mused about all of that, his ki senses noticed a large fish. At least, that was what he assumed the moment it touched his ki senses, but as it approached closer he got a better picture. It definitely wasn’t a fish. First, the texture was all wrong. It didn’t move like a fish either, flowing through the water without wiggling and floating toward the surface without changing its facing. There were a few other things odd about it but overall it seemed like… “A submarine?”

“Eh?” The representative looked toward him startled, “How did you guess? You… know about… submarines?” While the gevai language wasn’t her first language, William had really just said ‘underwater ship’ for submarine. It was pretty easy to understand.

“Sure. I didn’t know that you had them, but I know the concept. The biggest problem is keeping them safe from deep sea magical beasts and still being able to power them. They can’t exactly be coal or oil powered.” William looked over the submarine more closely as it was surfacing, “This one is… nuclear?” There was a section closed off with lead in the engine area that had to be the power source, and he could feel stuff that might have been radioactive material. The radiation it emitted would have come with visible mana, but the lead prevented that, and it wasn’t close enough for William’s ki senses to get exact details on the materials inside. Sensing through solid objects- and magical barriers- wasn’t exactly easy. “I’m impressed. They aren’t easy to make. I didn’t know you had the ports to construct that. In fact.. I wasn’t aware you had any ports at all.” William thought for a moment. “Of course. They’re also underwater.”

“Umm…” the representative glanced around awkwardly, “You understand we wish everything you learn here today to be kept secret.”

“Of course. Don’t worry about it. I have no reason to betray the secrets of my allies.” Underwater ports would be very technically difficult to construct… especially if they were of any significant size. However, so was building an entire nation a mile or more underground. Still, William wondered if they had accidentally flooded any facilities along the way… or rather, how many.

“Well… good. If you are aware of submarines as an idea… you can understand their value, I imagine?”

“That’s right. Hidden movements, attacks, and the like. It’s a rather strange construction though. I’m having trouble figuring out the main material. It seems like it has quite a number of holes but…”

“The hull is made of a type of coral.” The representative nodded, and waved to the crewmembers who were climbing out of a hatch in the top. “It’s a design of elven magic encouraging the coral to grow just the way we need it. Then it seems like a natural part of the sea… more importantly, one that none of the big nasty creatures are interested in eating. Underneath the shell of coral is another shell of metal, which is where the dwarven techniques come into play… especially the um… powering material.” The representative shook her head, “We didn’t think you’d believe it existed if you didn’t see one in person, but for obvious reasons we’d prefer to keep them as secret as possible.”

“It’s excellent. It would be nice to have a list of relevant details… average speed, payload, things like that so we know what we’re working with. Oh, also how many do you have? Rather… how many will you let us make use of?”

“We’ll talk about those details later. For now, we would like to offer you the chance to see inside, and take a dive. You’d have to swim out there but I imagine you are capable of drying yourself off with magic.”

“Sounds good. So, are you going as well?”

The representative shook her head. “I’ll wait here. It’s not particularly spacious and there is already a full complement of crew.”

“Very well… I’ll be back later.” William jumped down the dozen yards onto the water… landing on top of it and then walking toward the submarine.

The eyes of the crewmember on the submarine, one with strong dwarven traits, widened in surprise. “You can do that? I thought that was one of the exaggerated rumors.”

William shrugged, “I’ve stopped trying to straighten people out on which ones exactly are true and which are not. Besides, it’s good to have some mystery.” William stood on the water next to the submarine. “Permission to come aboard?”

“Oh! Yes. Permission granted, Eternal King of Cruonia. Welcome aboard.”
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                William’s experience on the submarine was about what he expected, once he knew that there actually were submarines. Not that he had been on a submarine on Earth, but he’d seen enough to know the basics. Mostly, they went underwater. That was the very basics of their function, but not as easy as it sounded. Beyond that… they had a form of radar for navigation. Cruonia also had some- the ship detection system was a very primitive version of that, but local versions were more effective. 

The Allied Subterranean Territories had a better version… and more useful in some ways than real radar. It actually created a three dimensional map of the locations of monsters and objects, though they were still basically single points of light. Their intensity somewhat reflected their size, or other relevant features from the detector such as mana they carried with them. Of course, none of the versions were real radar… they didn’t use radio waves after all, but mana. However, what something was called wasn’t as important as whether or not it worked.

William stroked his chin. “I wonder if we can steal this technology.”

“Umm…” the captain of the submarine blinked, “It is possible the technology would be available for purchase…”

“Don’t worry, I would never physically steal it… but I can certainly gain inspiration from it. Three dimensional representation shouldn’t be that much harder…”

The trip was rather short, since it was just meant to demonstrate the capabilities of the submarine and not actually perform any sort of mission. William was glad to have them as an option, but was disappointed because he would probably need to take all the help he could get if the recent reports about New Eclea were accurate.

-----

Jordan was glad to hear about the existence of submarines, and formulated a number of strategies based on how many they might have access to. William could tell Jordan was happy to have another type of piece to strategize with.

“My king…” Jordan turned more serious after a moment of enthusiasm at new options, “New Eclean ships have been spotted in a number of locations. It is likely that they have established a number of new sea routes. They won’t be as safe as their seaway, but require us to defend a broader area. Some of our outposts have fallen under their attacks. Even if they held, at some point they will succeed at bringing more fleets to our shores.”

William nodded, “We can’t just sit and wait. The short term boost to our economy isn’t worthwhile if we stagnate our growth… and that’s not counting the lives lost. It looks like we’ll have to deal with them on their own land. It’s more difficult, but better for Cruonia in the long run.” William scratched his chin, “The biggest question is how much I should be personally involved.”

“Your presence would be a significant boost to morale, and your presence in a strike force would certainly be beneficial. Of course… that would come with some risk to yourself.” Jordan pondered for a few moments, “We are likely capable of operating without you, if it came to that, but Cruonia would be less stable until your return, and nothing is guaranteed. The queen would also be decidedly unhappy if you were to perish.”

“I know all of that…” William frowned, “But even if all goes well I’m not sure if it’s a good idea. People are starting to forget the terror of demon lords. Tiburcio is different- he’s a solid soldier, but he’s unlikely to make anyone afraid of the gevai if they weren’t already. When he goes into battle, people either want him on their side or at least to not be on the side of his enemies. He has the sort of strength people can respect.”

“I respect your strength, my king.”

“Sure, but you aren’t people as whole. Besides, I don’t think I want people to respect me for being able to destroy a soul, or lay flat a company of troops without them even being able to react.”

Jordan blinked, “I may have made some mistakes in my calculations.”

“How so?”

“You weren’t exaggerating, right?”

William shook his head, “Not at all.”

Jordan nodded, “I forgot to factor in an increase in your personal strength.”

William shrugged, “What’s a company here or there anyway? Their first attack was a dozen battalions, what could I have done against that?” There were a few moments of silence. “What? You look like you’re waiting for something.”

“I was hoping you could tell me the effect you could have on a dozen battalions.”

“Not much. It would take me all day to wipe them out, even if they just stood there and let me. Realistically a single battalion without magical defenses would be the limit before I rolled over and died.”

“That is… a battalion of… humans?”

“Of course. Do you really think I could take on a battalion of gevai? That would be ridiculous.”

“Right. Are you taking guns into account?”

“Of course. Otherwise it’s just a very long series of dozen-on-one fights with some arrows thrown in.” William tilted his head, “Unless they have better guns than we think. Or adamantine bullets.”

“... Do you think they could have many of those?”

“They only need to hit with a few. Or one, if they’re lucky. But that’s not really the point here… I’m not sure if I should participate at all.”

“I think… it would be good to show yourself on the battlefield, one last time. I can’t guarantee this will be the last war and afterwards will be an eternal era of peace… but people are going to think about this one, and remember it. This will be the first large war where everyone can be updated with news the same day… or next day at the latest.” Jordan shrugged, “And from a practical standpoint, you should be able to carve a pretty safe path through island outposts. Once we reach New Eclea’s shores, letting them know that their leaders are cowards who send them to fight and die without doing so themselves might help as well. Though the exact state of things there will probably be different than expected.”

William nodded, “Fine. I’ll discuss it with Lorelei before I decide.” William sighed, “Wouldn’t it be nice though? If this was the last war? Too bad the only way to end war is to not have people… and that’s not a better solution.”

            




    Chapter 542
    



    
        Chapter 542

    
    
    
    
                “So, what do you think you should do?” Lorelei asked William.

“If I didn’t think it was a reasonably good idea I wouldn’t even be here asking. But I could be wrong about it.”

“Perhaps. I imagine you will have a significant effect on a single battlefront. The question is whether or not that is a desirable effect.”

“It is, right? Winning is good. It will reduce the amount of combat experience that division gets, but also their casualty rate. But the drawbacks would be…”

“Maybe New Eclea wants you to join the war. The big bad Demon King is coming to pick on poor, little New Eclea. Which is ridiculous of course. If you were going to be a Demon King you would have been successful long ago and there would never have been a New Eclea.”

“I… appreciate the vote of confidence? Maybe they do want to be attacked by a Demon King… we’ve learned that they don’t really know anything about me. However, maybe that’s just an opportunity to show that I’m different from what they think.”

Lorelei nodded, “But that will require time, and an occupation… and that won’t make them feel particularly inclined to like you. Unlike with the League, they’ve done a good job with their propaganda.”

“That is a problem. I’m not really a fan of the options there…” William frowned as he thought for a handful of moments. “It would be nice if we had someone they wouldn’t mind in power… maybe a certain someone who has been complaining about how stupid their council was and how they should never have started the war.”

“Is he capable of leading a country?”

“He’s not dumb and managed to convince a third of the first army to desert with him. He’s got something going for him, at least. I don’t know if he’d even want to be dictator or whatever, but he could certainly be the head of a revolution and set up something else. That would also solve the problem we have with all of those prisoners. Though some of them already don’t want to go back…”

“A decent plan…” Lorelei nodded, “But not one that hinges on you being personally involved in the fighting. Since that is the question of the day… is it a good idea or not?”

William stroked his chin, “It would make things easier. Even if it helps their propaganda somewhat, opening up a sea route would make depositing a number of revolutionaries easier. I could also escort them to the capital… or wherever they need to go. If I do it right, nobody even needs to know that I was there when they took over.”

“Hmm…” Lorelei looked William over, “Well, if you can avoid trouble with the horns, you don’t even have to magic your skin color that much to make it believable. You’d have to work on your language skills though. It would be best if you sound something like a native.”

William nodded, “I’ll avoid their mages. The leader will know, of course… but if he doesn’t want to rule then whatever government replaces the current one can be spared the details. Or not. It wouldn’t necessarily hurt to let them know they can be replaced any time if they get stupid. Not that I really want to go to the hassle of controlling them. I’d rather just throw up a big sign that says ‘don’t be stupid and you’ll be left alone’. Being big and scary is good for that… and if everything works out it could be the last war I have to get involved in.”

“But maybe not.”

“Maybe not…” William agreed, “But before now we hadn’t even really been considering that as an option.”

“Hmm…” Lorelei thought for some time, “I suppose it’s for the best. I agree with your considerations and give my personal support on the condition that you try your best to make it the last war you have to go to… and that you don’t die.” Lorelei grabbed the front of William’s robe and pulled his face closer to hers, “I am not spending the next who-knows-how-many years without you… worrying about whether or not you’d come back at all.”

“Deal. You know I don’t like the idea of being dead either. I just need to tell Jordan the plan...” he looked meaningfully at Lorelei, “... A bit later.”

-----

Uzoma Idowu had to consider carefully who he was. What did he stand for? What were his ideals?

He liked to consider himself a thinking man. Some might have called him a coward, but placing himself where he was at a smaller risk of dying was just logical if he could accomplish it. That said, it wasn’t like he had no empathy for the plight of his fellow soldiers.

That was where his current predicament was a problem. He had a chance to get out of the whole soldier business. He never should have gotten into it in the first place, but at the time he hadn’t expected the terrible decisions made with his life and the lives of others. 

If Uzoma brought his passable mathematical skills to bear, the number of others who were involved was… a lot. The numbers changed when he considered all who might be involved, and not just his fellow countrymen, but it was a large number anyway. Many times the number of men he’d risked his life to convince to desert with him.

Uzoma hadn’t heard much about the war. In fact, he hadn’t been supposed to learn anything about the war, except a few bits and pieces everyone was told. He was a prisoner, after all. Even so, he knew it was still going. It also wasn’t going amazingly for New Eclea. Now, that didn’t mean they couldn’t make a comeback… but Uzoma had heard bits and pieces of other countries starting to get involved. He knew that information was good, because it hadn’t been intended for his ears. He’d heard it from several of his spies in the prisoner camps, and gotten inklings of it himself.

Lots of people were going to die… but the question was whether his actions would save more. The De- the Eternal King seemed like a decent fellow, but he knew it could be a facade. It wouldn’t be hard to keep up good appearances for a few years when you heavily restricted the flow of information. He certainly wasn’t as bad as he was made out to be in New Eclea, but that didn’t make him a good fellow.

On the other hand, he was a real person and not just an idea. Uzoma had seen him… and more importantly talked to him. For a conversation between a prisoner and king of a country, it was almost casual. No, actually, it was almost casual regardless of any of that. That by itself didn’t mean anything- again, it could have all been for a purpose.

Regardless, Uzoma’s options had been laid out. He could help with leading a revolution or… he could not. That was it. He would be able to choose where he went, as long as it wasn’t New Eclea before the war was over. It wasn’t ‘help with this or die’. At least, it didn’t appear that way. Perhaps that really was the option, and if the king was that sort of person then dying was actually the right option. On the other hand, even if he didn’t keep his promise, the proposed actions would result in fewer deaths, even if he ended up taking control over New Eclea instead of letting it be independent. Though other things couldn’t be known for sure, it was at least clear enough the king wasn’t the type who just slaughtered people for fun. He was the smart, calculating type… which could be worse… but could also be better. Uzoma sighed. He wasn’t cut out for that sort of decision making. How did anyone do it?
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                Transportation was too slow. That was what William decided, but there was nothing to be done about it. Even if they had faster transportation, there would probably be some reason the troops needed to go further in the same amount of time… such as the enemy being faster as well. William supposed the current situation was acceptable from that perspective.

Even so, every day meant more lives lost. Even when they won engagements, they were almost never perfect and without loss of life. That was becoming even more true with New Eclea having recently deployed even more powerful battleships. Their cannons could rip through pretty much any defenses, so it became a matter of who shot first. Unfortunately, Cruonia didn’t have much in the way of weaponry to match. They just hadn’t been researching as hard in that direction… but New Eclea had been preparing for this very war. Of course, the ships that could hold the massive cannons weren’t exactly quick, but they were causing problems.

Submarines might have been able to deal with them… but once the element of surprise was lost with them they would quickly become less useful as New Eclea came up with countermeasures… or perhaps deployed something they already had. So far there had been no signs of New Eclea having anything like submarines, but they could easily develop methods to sense them and destroy them if they knew of their existence. Of course, their efforts could be countered with better stealth methods… and they could go back and forth like that forever, given enough time.

William was hoping the war wouldn’t drag out that long. While there was a short-term gain for the economy as they stepped up production for war-related things, overall growth would be slower and not as much money would be going toward developing Cruonia’s infrastructure. Money for the military had to come from somewhere, and there just wasn’t enough in the normal budget for a real war.

Every day William had to wait was one more day he wasn’t out doing something to help the war. While he could operate pretty much alone, he wasn’t exactly able to occupy a military outpost alone… and he really didn’t want to just kill everyone and leave corpses around rotting that they would have to come deal with. Thus, he couldn’t be significantly ahead of his other forces. 

Uzoma was still undecided- but he could be given another week to work out what he wanted to do. If their plan was to work the New Eclean army wouldn’t be involved in the fighting until it managed to slip into the capital, or at least somewhere on New Eclea’s shores. William really hoped Uzoma agreed to the idea, because there wasn’t any other really suitable leader among the captured soldiers, and he didn’t really want to have to occupy New Eclea. That would be a logistics nightmare, even if everything else miraculously went perfectly and they accepted the occupation.

So, because he didn’t feel like leaving behind a huge pile of corpses or people who would wake up, he waited. Even if that meant being in the same port as Galen Eanlar for a week. It wasn’t that they actually had any conflict, but it was strange to be around each other. William had put a lot of effort into the whole ‘destroying the Demon King’ thing, so leaving part of him alive was weird. If William had any real doubts about his sincerity in his repentance then he would have destroyed him when they first met… but it was still awkward to be around each other. Likewise, Galen still had part of the memories of being destroyed by William, and thus he wasn’t exactly thrilled to remain to close to him for long periods.

It was one thing when they talked through letters- or over the phone. There, it was just handwriting or a voice, and William approved of all of Galen’s actions… but just feeling him around was awkward. There was that feeling of connection through their souls- initially through Chris, but currently through the tiny bits of the Demon King that William had accidentally absorbed. Having that sort of connection to someone who was definitely not himself- and not a close friend like Chris- was unsettling.

Even so, they occasionally exchanged words with their best diplomatic faces on. Again, it wasn’t like they disliked each other… not really. Since they were allies, it was best they looked like it… and not just when they had more than a gross of miles between them.

-----

William was glad to be on the move, even though the submarine was rather cramped. It wasn’t the space itself that was the problem, but the fact that there was nothing to do but wait as it travelled. If they made a direct journey to New Eclea, it might take a week if they were being generous… but they would be making many stops along the way. The engineers operating the submarine continuously checked their instruments to make sure they were on the right course.

All William could do was sense things around them. That turned out to be mostly empty ocean, occasionally fish or sea plants… and far too often larger creatures. Seeing them as little blips on the radar was better than feeling them as they approached nearby… as little as a few yards in some cases. Of course, even if they got that close they probably didn’t even notice the submarine as it continued to move at a steady pace, doing its best to not disturb the water around them. 

It was two days into the trip that they neared the first island. It had a small base on it, but it was recently established and thus nothing much to worry about. The only important thing about it would be they would be watching for ships, and reporting if anything happened. That meant William had to take it out in absolute secrecy… but before that, he had to figure out what methods they would be using to report in so they could keep up the appearance of its operation as long as possible. The longer they kept up a change of surprise, the better. Especially since the bases would be better established the closer they got to New Eclea.
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                William held onto the cliff face and carefully looked over the wards set up around the small base on the island. New Eclea had many people qualified to set up wards. In fact, as long as they didn’t have to develop anything new then anyone who could use magic would be able to do it with their education system. While the wards were relatively simple in some ways, that didn’t mean they were pushovers.

William saw some pieces that must have been imported, because they were far too complex and precise to be made on the island. They wouldn’t have been able to be tested by most people either. One of the particular pieces in question was for detecting ki usage. While New Eclea generally had little to do with ki, they still recognized its existence and would desire to protect against it. 

It was too bad for them that they didn’t put more effort into its study. If they had, they might have made it more effective. Not that it wasn’t competently made, but someone of sufficient power and technique could bypass it. That applied to many people William knew… and even more so to himself. His self-created cultivation technique was specially designed to be capable of subtle infiltration, so he couldn’t blame them for not making it match up to him- but they could have done better.

Their anti-magic defenses were a bit better. They would be able to stop almost any sort of attack- limited only by the amount of energy reserves they had. However, the defenses were only as tight as when he’d been held in a cell by Lila- Mistress Lorenz. Sure, it was a design intended to be able to contain the Demon King- and it probably could have- but that had been generations earlier and William had still been able to come up with a technique to bypass it. Not with any useful amount of mana, but the point remained. Lorelei had already improved on the design, and though William was still able to get some magic through any barrier, he wasn’t sure if anyone else could. Perhaps Lorelei herself or Lila.

On the other hand, they probably had better wards available, but the ability to set them up on an island outpost was not going to be as high. It wasn’t like every location they had could be fortified against the Eternal King of Cruonia.

William double checked the defenses to make sure he hadn’t missed anything… then nudged a few components with a small bit of ki, and covered himself as he jumped over the wall. If someone had been watching closely, they might have seen a shimmer, but perhaps they wouldn’t have.

New Eclean was a different dialect from the mainland version, and William had learned an older version of Eclean itself… but he’d taken the chance to practice and could piece through it well enough.

The few dozen residents of the base didn’t say much. At any given time, about a quarter of them were patrolling the walls and manning the telescopes, scanning the horizon for ships. The island rose sharply out of the water, not only making it harder to assault but providing a longer view of the area. It was a good choice for a base, but sadly it wasn’t perfect. A determined bombardment could have collapsed the small island, and like any installation it was subject to infiltration.

William stayed for two days, listening to them report it- no ships sighted. They had a bit of a code they used to confirm the authenticity of the transmission, and William was fairly certain he knew how it worked. At least, they should be able to get a day or two of transmissions before there was any suspicion.

Once he decided there wasn’t anything else to learn, he reached out to all of the soldiers and pushed gently on their souls, dropping them unconscious. That was one good reason for them to take ki training more seriously, because it was the best way to bolster defenses against soul attacks. On the other hand, William supposed they were rare enough that it probably didn’t matter. He used them, but they wouldn’t be able to reach a level where they could resist him in just a single lifetime. Even if a few others here or there could do it, it wasn’t the most practical concern. Unfortunately, that meant they didn’t have a chance to react before they were all out, and soon enough ships were sailing for the island to replace the crew.

One of the captives was assigned with the task of reporting in. He would be familiar with the military protocol and of course came with a genuine New Eclean accent. His incentive not to betray them was simple- there were others watching and listening, and the safety of their new prisoners was on the line. More importantly, he was a member of Uzoma’s group and wasn’t being forced. While that didn’t make him perfectly trustworthy, William wasn’t relying on that anyway.

-----

The next several islands functioned similarly. There was one small island that they almost missed that only had a single soldier stationed there- more like a rock outcropping than a real island. With nothing else around, he could have easily spotted any ships sailing toward him and reported them. Fortunately, William was scouting out ahead with the submarine and managed to spot him. Actually, the outcropping was easier to spot underwater. It was a single pillar of rock in an otherwise open if somewhat shallow section of ocean. The land sloped up around it, but it was clearly different from the surroundings. It wasn’t too hard to get close enough for William to incapacitate the soldier- and then search his memories for what he was supposed to do to report.

The incident itself wasn’t important, but just reinforced the idea that they needed to be careful to make sure they didn’t miss anything- and weren’t spotted early. If they were spotted… when they were spotted, their journey would become much more difficult. It was best to delay that as long as possible.
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                William was glad they circled around each island when they found a fleet hiding on the back side of one. It was a more significantly fortified island, with something approximating a real fort and a harbor… but the ships weren’t docked at the harbor. That meant they suspected something. There was no practical reason for the ships not to be properly docked otherwise.

William wondered what they had missed. He couldn’t immediately come up with anything… but if he could have, then they probably wouldn’t have missed it in the first place. There shouldn’t have been any trouble with the reporting in. He’d searched the memories of those who did, and everything should have checked out. Perhaps there had been some sort of sensors they didn’t notice or something secret that not everyone knew about. He supposed it was possible. If the person who appeared to be in the position of reporting in- and was even told that was his duty- wasn’t the one responsible, then that could be the case. It could even have been the specific people’s voices, though nobody had seemed to be aware of that possibility.

They submarine approached closer to the ships- but not too close. While William doubted they had sensors or weapons that could reach far underwater, he couldn’t be sure. They remained a few hundred yards away as he swept his senses over the ships.

They were currently idling, but the crew was on board and the ships could likely be brought to readiness at any time. That spoke even more to what was going on. Troops certainly wouldn’t appreciate having to stay on their ships when there was perfectly good land nearby where they could stretch their legs. 

Unless there was actually something about the fort… William had the submarine approach, but sensed nothing immediately wrong there. Troops walked around the fort on patrol. Everything seemed fine, until he looked past the outer walls. That required extending his senses carefully through the wards. Inside the fort, the soldiers were more relaxed… yet not relaxed. They certainly didn’t walk with straight backs in a practiced march, but instead slouched and strode as they pleased. That by itself wasn’t necessarily strange. With no commanding officers around, soldiers might relax. However, those moving around inside weren’t on patrol, they were just wandering… perhaps for want of something to do.

It was the barracks that tipped William off. Many men lazed about in there… but besides their uniforms they had nothing else. No personal clothes, no dice or cards or much of anything of the sort. William checked the armory. Or at least, checked for an armory… but found only an empty room that could have been an armory. William pulled his senses back to the outer wall. The men patrolling there had guns, but their clips were empty. William sensed more details on the closest one… and found a distinct lack of musculature. He wasn’t a soldier- at least not one who had gone through any sort of basic training. Without ammo or anything more than a backup sword at his side, he wasn’t much of anything.

That told William two things. First, the island fort itself was a trap… and second, they weren’t expecting him. At least, they weren’t expecting someone who could actually do what he did. William was a good hundred yards under the water, stretching his senses a further hundred yards to reach the edge of the fort. At that distance, even most of the better ki cultivators would only get the figure of a person patrolling around. Even if they’d passed the fourth or fifth major breakthrough in whatever cultivation method the had, that would probably be their limit. Of course, even doing that required them to have a submarine… which wasn’t necessarily even considered. Likewise, someone looking with a telescope would only see soldiers patrolling the walls… unless they came close enough to cause the alarm to be spotted- and they might already be spotted as soon as they crossed the horizon.

What, then, was the point of having more than the handful of men patrolling? Maybe several times their numbers to get proper shifts in place would do, but there was a full complement of non-soldiers. William looked carefully at the wards… and found they only had the basic one on the outer edge. There was nothing else. William wasn’t sure what to make of it, except that the fort had never been finished… or was never meant to be functional.

William shook his head, “I don’t get it.” Obviously it was a trap- but beyond those patrolling the walls, the others were unnecessary. An assault on the fort would make the fleet aware and able to come in for an attack. “Any ideas?” William explained the situation to the crew of the submarine.

“Hmm…” the dwarf who had welcomed William onto the submarine for the first time scratched his beard, “Maybe… they’re just holding them here for now, to populate further such traps later? They could just pick them up and move them onward. Maybe they have some other islands nearby, or had plans to go further…”

“It could be…” William shrugged, “But according to the maps we found this should be the only one in the area. Unless they just left that to make us want to come here. I didn’t notice any more materials… though they could be on the fleet.” William concentrated, “If so, they’re not obvious.”

“What if…” started a female elf who was responsible for maintaining the health of the coral shell of the ship, “what if there’s nothing wrong with the fort?”

“Why have all the extra people then? They could have had dozens more soldiers… or saves rations for dozens of people.” William raised an eyebrow, “What am I not seeing?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged, “We can’t see anything from here… but maybe there’s something with the island itself?”

William concentrated again, “It’s just an island. Rocks and dirt and… far too much dirt and too little plant growth.”

His perception sunk into the ground, searching around for anything unnatural… which he quickly found. The smooth edges of carefully placed magical formations stuck out like a torch in the dark, once he looked deep enough. It took some time to start piecing it together, but it felt familiar somehow. He pondered on where he had seen it. Then he realized. It was just something similar, a different method to do something he’d seen only on paper… shown to him by Lorelei before she burned the freshly drawn up plans.

William returned his senses completely to his body, clenching his teeth. “Those monsters. When I find out who did this I’m going to slaughter them personally. No…” William shook his head, “That wouldn’t be appropriate. I’ll destroy them.” His grip tightened on Chris as he turned to the nearby fleet. “I wonder how much they know…”
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                Admiral Adisa Afolabi found sitting waiting for something to happen hopelessly boring, sitting reading the few books in his relatively larger cabin. He wished the enemy would come so they could fight. Of course, he did not know that moments later he would have cause to regret that idea.

The first thing he felt was an oppressive heaviness weighing down on him. For a few moments he thought the tedium of boredom had finally caught up with him. Perhaps he would have to pick out another book or take out his boredom with a surprise training session for the men. However, after a few moments he realized how unnatural the feeling was… and how it grew stronger by the moment. 

The oppressive weight grew heavier and heavier. Something was wrong. Admiral Afolabi tried to stand up from his desk… but he couldn’t even find the strength to move a muscle. Perhaps it was better to say he couldn’t find the willpower to actually consider moving, lest he spark the notice of whatever great creature it was causing the feelings.

If someone had tried to convince him that no such sea monster would come to such relatively shallow waters, he wouldn’t have believed them. He’d fought several, and the oppressive feeling of seeing them was much the same. Except… with them, it stopped growing stronger once they started fighting back. 

The feeling of weight grew… and with it came a coldness, yet also a sense of rage. Even when his fleet had engaged a kraken, there had only been a sense of fear and maybe the slightest bit of hunger… though perhaps that was just him over analyzing the feelings a monster made him feel.

He wasn’t sure how much more he could handle. He felt like his bones would be crushed… and soon even the entire ship might fall apart. Then the door to his quarters was ripped of the hinges- a completely unnecessary feat, since it had been unlocked. Not that he had time to think about that, as he stared into the eyes of the Demon King.

He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t bring the willpower to move his eyes to the side, or even to close them. He felt like he had been pulled into the darkest depths of the sea where there were said to be monsters even more terrible than krakens… complete with the cold wetness he would experience there. He was absolutely covered in sweat after only a few moments.

Then the horned and black skinned figured reached out and grabbed him by the throat… and into him. He could only scream in agony as it started to tear him to pieces.

-----

Admiral Adisa Afolabi was happy to be called in to the council to receive his orders. He was finally going to get to fight demons, instead of messing around with patrols and clearing paths for sea routes. It was exciting, especially since a half dozen years earlier he wasn’t even sure if he would ever have a chance to fight demons. 

His orders were a bit strange. He couldn’t fathom what transporting criminals would do to help with the war efforts, but he would take them and a number of magical materials- along with an archmage- to a specified location. He wouldn’t find out the full plan until they got there.

-----

Though he had a decent proficiency in magic- most officers of New Eclea did- he was utterly dumbfounded by the formations set up on the island. It wasn’t clear where most of the energy would come from, or what it did… but it would certainly be terrible. 

The archmage who set it up briefed him on the basic premise. As for what he could tell the troops- only that there was a dangerous magical formation, and they were not to set foot on the island. Admiral Afolabi himself was privy to a bit more information- it would use the lives of the criminals on the island as power to destroy the demons. 

He grinned at that thought. He could just imagine a whole fleet of demons dying at merely the sacrifice of a few useless criminals. They were only there to wrap things up, and of course to control the activation of the formation. He wondered if the archmage would let him be the one to activate the formation… though of course the archmage would have to be the one to control it.

-----

Archmage Okorie Opeyemi reacted to the commotion on the other command ship as quickly as he could. He wasted no time shouting for his men to activate the formations, then began chanting to gather as much mana as he could.

It was only when he stepped out into the corridor he noticed that none of his subordinates were doing anything… though he couldn’t tell if their prone figures were just dead or unconscious. He barely managed to keep control of the mana because of that surprise, but he wasn’t an archmage for nothing. 

He looked toward the other command ship at the same time a figure stepped out. He prepared to launch a devastating spell with all the mana he had gathered, but before he could the Demon King- it must have been the Demon King- pointed his crystal staff at him and shouted… nearly rupturing his eardrums from over a dozen yards away and wresting all of the mana from his control.

For a moment he thought the Demon King also couldn’t control the mana, as it was used to launch a giant lightning bolt over Archmage Opeyemi’s own head instead of striking him with it… but then the figure had suddenly crossed the distance between them with a great leap, and he found himself clutching as his throat, unable to even slightly bend a single finger with both of his hands together.

-----

When he was done with him, William jumped with the archmage into the sea before destroying his soul- using the water to lessen the intensity of the shockwaves it caused. The Admiral had just barely escaped that fate… though the damage William did to his soul would certainly make it impossible for him to reincarnate cleanly, the archmage wouldn’t have a chance at all.

While the admiral might have been willing to sacrifice the lives of his own people- even if they were ‘just’ criminals- he wasn’t entirely aware of the consequences it would have. The archmage, however, had full knowledge that he was destroying souls, and the methods to cause that to happen. In fact, the method had already been used to some success in testing. Because of that, he simply couldn’t be allowed to continue existing. That also included the two other archmages who had worked with him to develop the technique, and the entire council who had approved it in full knowledge.

The only thing that William had to comfort him was that ‘old’ Eclea had nothing to do with that particular branch of research, and had historically considered it taboo. It was still a shame, though, because William had considered possibly letting some of the council of New Eclea live… but the circumstances had changed.
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                Though the line of attack with the Eternal King himself continued to have major successes, other Cruonian battle fronts weren’t as successful. New Eclea had deployed massive battleships with equally massive guns, capable of ripping through the hulls of most ships, magical or not. Cruonia was not without their own responses, but they couldn’t stop New Eclea from slowly gaining a wider radius of control.

While New Eclean supply lines lengthened and Cruonian ones got shorter as they pushed closer, it was still worrying for Cruonia. Their scouts had reported airstrips on some islands, and they couldn’t let them get close enough to field bombers. While most Cruonian forts could handle air assaults, it wasn’t likely that they would limit their assaults to military outposts.

Cruonia couldn’t reasonably evacuate the entire eastern half of the nation, and even if they did the destruction of infrastructure and the cities themselves would be devastating, even if the inhabitants survived elsewhere.

The effective range of airplanes was a few to a half-dozen gross miles. That was about half the distance of the ocean between Cruonia and New Eclea. That didn’t mean they could actually threaten Cruonia from halfway across the ocean- that was just how far they could fly with a full load of fuel. If they were to actually accomplish anything in a military fashion such as a bombing, their actual effective distance was perhaps a third of that. After all, they would be carrying heavy ordinance and would also have to be able to return to their base of operations.

This gave Cruonia some leeway, and as long as they kept New Eclea from constructing any airports close by they would not have that particular worry. The eastern ocean didn’t have terribly many islands within that range, so they only had to do their best to fortify and defend them. But of course, New Eclea didn’t plan to make that easy.

-----

“Stop the submarine,” William commanded.

“What is it, your majesty?” the dwarven helmsman asked while slowing the submarine.

“Mines.”

“Mines?” the helmsman scratched his head and looked at the display. “Sea mines? I don’t see anything but a few schools of fish…” he squinted his eyes, “They seem natural to me.”

“They are… but there’s a huge field of mines out there,” William waved his arm. 

“They’d be shielded against magical detection, then?” the dwarf shook his head, “We worried about that possibility… but of course we’ve never seen it. How certain are you?”

“I’m looking at them right now. Of course, they might not be mines. They could be some other arrangement of magically concealed underwater devices.”

“...I’ll not test that. How far are they? How many?”

“Perhaps a gross. A half gross of yards away, but with a handful of yards in between each. I wouldn’t try to slip between them.”

“Sorry for all the questions, your majesty, but… any idea how they activate?”

“Good questions need answering by someone. I’m the only one with the information, so it’s not a problem.” William didn’t mind being talked to as if he was a person instead of just a high ranking position. It had taken the crew some time to get really comfortable with him, with his position as Eternal King being one of the reasons. Even though he wasn’t king of their country, he was still in an authoritative position over them. “As for how they activate, I’m not entirely sure.” William closed his eyes for a few moments, “Whatever it is, it’s not extremely sensitive. It can take some pressure… though if it couldn’t it might have had trouble with the schools of fish. I can’t tell for sure without spending quite some time. I might be able to disable one for research, but for now we should go around. Even if I could detonate them, they would just alert the island of our presence. It has to be close, because they couldn’t afford to leave sea mines all over the place.” 

“If you’d guide us, then…”

It wasn’t too difficult to go around the minefield. It only blocked the most direct path from the previous island. William carefully looked for any more traps and tricks… but didn’t find anything. That didn’t mean it would be easy to take over the island. As far as William was aware, this was the largest island near New Eclean’s proper land- at least along the route they were going- and it was equipped with a massive fort and an equally massive number of troops. 

While William was confident with his ability to take out many troops… he could handle a gross all together at a time, he wasn’t looking forward to getting shot at by a great gross or more troops at once. Of course, he wouldn’t. Even though they had so many troops, they could only fire at him together if he was standing out in the open. He didn’t plan to stand still for that long, and since it was a fort it had many places to take cover. It was perfectly equipped to drive off a force of invaders- whether that was a fleet of ships or the troops they might be carrying. However, a single strong individual… would still unless they could dodge bullets.

William wasn’t sure if he could bend and weave his way through a hail of anything more than a dozen or two bullets at once, but he wasn’t going to try that regardless. The best way to dodge things was to never be where the attacks were going to be. If he could move fast enough that they couldn’t track him- which also involved changing directions unpredictably- then it didn’t matter if their accuracy was otherwise perfect. 

Even at a half gross of yards William actually had time to react to bullets being fired, as long as he made a decision of how to move before the trigger finished being pulled. Meanwhile, he doubted that even well trained soldiers would be able to aim to hit him in the pair of seconds it might take him to reach them from there. 

But of course, all of this only applied if William were to face the army head on, and he couldn’t fathom why he would. He could take his time to deal with him, taking out a few dozen here or there before disappearing. He would be able to detect them around corners- and he could even knock them unconscious or kill them from safe points. It might take him a few hours at that rate… but he thought he should be up to the task. He could also wait for his army to arrive but wasn’t interested in delaying even a single moment. Every moment there were people in the world actually using the destruction of souls was another moment he couldn’t stand to let happen.
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                William’s assault on the fort was going well. Small groups of soldiers could do nothing to him, but they couldn’t bring enough soldiers to bear at once. Even if they stacked a corridor full of soldiers, William merely had to avoid them or attack from around a corner. Most of the magical defenses were designed to protect against outside intruders… and the ones inside the fort had already been disabled by William. 

William took frequent breaks to replenish ki or let the mana in the area recover, not because he actually needed to but just because he wanted to remain in top form. Even if he was interrupted he was able to deal with it- and he could change locations quickly enough to deal with anyone coming to cut him off. For the most part the enemy soldiers had to see or hear William to know where he was, while he could know their locations with his ki senses, even several corridors away.

There were magical sensors as well, but he destroyed them as he went… and if he was in a rush and couldn’t stop, Chris could do it for him. William wasn’t worried about Chris being captured. Although the wizards of Ostana had managed to do so in the past, that was only when they were specifically prepared for him. While New Eclea might have had a bit more up their sleeves… Chris was also stronger now. Not that his functionality as a staff was much different- he was still functionally unbreakable and streamlined mana usage, but he was more capable of functioning on his own.
 Chris was still not capable of performing significant magic on his own- he was somewhere on the level of an average wizard in terms of offensive power. However, his ki cultivation was enough to supplement his self-mobile abilities. It was possible for a knight in full armor to catch him with the assistance of others, but then they would have to struggle to hold onto him without rest, while Chris wouldn’t get tired. More importantly, he could use ki to escape or attack as necessary. If Chris was the only factor, then he would at most be extremely bothersome for the soldiers- and while some would die, they would eventually be able to stop him. 

Of course, Chris was not alone. Even if William let him be a distraction for a few minutes, he could easily come free him. As long as he was within a dozen yards, William could incapacitate anyone holding onto Chris. For knights it might be a bit more difficult, but there weren’t that many highly trained individuals to be had. Most people simply couldn’t meet the standards necessary… and with guns involved, New Eclea hadn’t placed as much emphasis on physical training- not more than necessary for a basic soldier. They had a number of wizards, but they were even worse off than knights against Chris. They couldn’t damage him, and maintaining spells to try to hold him wasn’t possible for long without proper magical formations laid down.

Thus, most of the soldiers were defeated or had given up, and William expected he would have the fort more or less on lock within the next half hour. That was when the first cannon shell hit the island.

William would have barely noticed it in time to dodge… but he didn’t have to. They weren’t sure of his exact location, so they just started shelling the island. While there hadn’t been any fleet immediately around the island, hours had passed so they could have been quite some distance away. Likewise, William hadn’t been able to secretly take out all of the soldiers, so the message of an attack had long since gone out. Apparently, they decided it was worth destroying everything just to take out William. 

After the first shot, dozens of other cannons were firing. Clearly, they wanted to reduce everything to rubble… and then some. Unfortunately for them they had to defeat the outer defenses first. William hadn’t destroyed those, and since the base was under attack someone had activated them. There had likely been orders to lower the defenses- but nobody was in a state to act on them. William had seen a few people sneaking toward the controls, but hadn’t thought what their goals were at the time.

Now he had a few minutes to think about what he would do next. The first thing he crossed off his list was trying to stay around in the fort after the barrier fell. While he could dodge a shell or two… or more, keeping track of dozens at the same time was troublesome. More importantly, if they were smart they would just target everywhere he could possibly be and wear him down that way. Sure, an indirect hit wouldn’t kill him, but his robes could only take so much damage, and his ki defenses would eventually falter. William wasn’t going to bet on them running out of ammunition before he died.

An assault on the fleet? Unfortunately they were already watching for him and would have their ships defenses activated. If they didn’t mind shooting their own troops on land, they likely wouldn’t hesitate to bombard one of their own ships to take him out while he tried to break through the barrier. Perhaps he could use that to his advantage… but that was something he was going to hold off on. 

That really only left the option to run. That was different from dodging in that he would move out of range- the island was all in range of their guns, but the ocean on the other side of the island would be at the end of their range. He could call the submarine… but since they weren’t sure if the submarines were actually known of yet he didn’t want to. The sea mines were arrayed in a way they could have been intended for a submarine… or just any ships in the shallow water, though the deeper mines indicated they had a guess.

William supposed he could start running immediately if he wanted to… but he figured he might as well place himself in the best state he could be and let the ships use up at least some of their ammunition before starting. Only when he felt the barrier start weakening did he leave cover of the buildings and run off to the far side of the island. He wasn’t sure if they could see him yet, but they would certainly be looking.
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                “Is all of this necessary, Admiral Mavuto?” asked the vice-admiral from his position on the command ship next to the admiral. “Bombarding an island full of our men just to kill one enemy?”

Admiral Buhle Mavuto shook his head, “Of course it is. You weren’t briefed on this, but another admiral has gone missing. This entire attempt at a sea route has been slowly losing communication… though at first we didn’t even realize it. They managed to take over a half dozen islands before we even realized anything was wrong, but even after that nothing we did could stop them. You might wonder what one man can do this close to New Eclea itself but the real question is how one man managed to come the whole way here. We supposed there was an entire fleet but… all of the emergency messages that came from here mentioned only one man. Based on the description… it should be the Demon King himself. Now, there still might be a fleet we haven’t seen… but the Demon King is a perfect reason to go all out. Everyone on that island was already dead or soon to be dead anyway.”

 Cannon fire rained down on the fortress, finally breaking through the barriers and turning half of the fortress to rubble in a matter of seconds.

“Admiral!” a messenger saluted, “The scouts report seeing a figure fleeing the island.”

“In what direction? How did he flee? We didn’t spot any boats that could be operated by a single person.”

“He ran toward the far end of the island then… well, sir, he was said to have stepped onto the water and continued running.”

“Is that so?” Admiral Mavuto tilted his head, “Is it magic? Ki? No matter. Cease the bombardment of the island. We shall maneuver around to catch him. We shall split into three groups, one going around each side of the island and the other remaining here to cut him off if it was a ruse. I will be with the northern detachment.”

“Yes, sir!”

Within moments the bombardment ceased and the fleet split apart. Though they were in three groups, the effective range of their cannons spanned the entire island, and they remained within eyeshot of each other.

Admiral Mavuto frowned as he looked into the distance. “Fog at a time like this? How inconvenient. Tell the men to be careful. Stay well away from the mines. He may attempt to lure us there.” It only took a few minutes to round the island, but by that point the fog was deepening. “Have the mages disperse the fog!” Admiral Mavuto started on that task himself. However, he soon found that nothing he did had any effect on the fog. It wasn’t like he was facing an opponent with a stronger control over magic, either. He didn’t see any mana competing with him. How could the fog remain? It wasn’t affected by breeze or heat… in which case it wasn’t real at all. He briefly considered that it might be an illusion, but determined that it was no trick of the light either. “Lay anchor! We can’t afford to chase a small target into this fog. Have the men stay on alert. Watch the other ships and the island. Don’t let down the ship’s defensive formations!”

He didn’t like having to stop, but if they couldn’t see they couldn’t properly navigate. With the fog only continuing to deepen, the ships might run into each other, run aground… or into the mine field. The Demon King couldn’t keep up his tricks forever, no matter how strong he was.

-----

William sighed. Standing on water was a pain to keep up. He could do it for perhaps an hour, but that was it. With also spreading his ki out to fake fog, that time was even less… so he found himself floating in the water. Actually, while he could swim, if he did nothing he would sink. His robes weighed down with water didn’t help, but he was also quite heavy- dense muscles would do that. Fortunately Chris could pull him up and keep him afloat so he could concentrate.

Just keeping up the fog ki in an area wouldn’t be a problem. It only used a small amount of energy, relatively speaking. He wasn’t trying to break through any defenses or attack anyone, and it was an attribute his personal cultivation style excelled in. He just didn’t usually choose to make it take visible form… but he was always blanketing the area around him with trace amounts of ki for sensing. 

It was possible he could out wait the energy stores the ships had, since there were far too many to rely on local mana to power them. In fact, he might even get lucky and have a dragon arrive… but he wasn’t going to bet on either of those things. He could be more active with his plans. Since the ships had stopped away from the minefield, he could only make the minefield go to them.

The only problem was they were anchored to the seafloor, and any large application of mana could very easily set them off on accident. Of course, sometimes the simplest solutions were easiest. “Chris… I’ll keep myself afloat here. Go down and break away the ground around their connections.” Chris glowed in acknowledgement before sinking into the sea.

William watched Chris’ actions with his ki senses… which was even easier because of the connection they had developed over many years. Chris went down to the seafloor and soon enough bashed the mines free. It was possible that hitting the mines or the chains linking them would set them off, but even if they went off Chris would be fine. Besides, Chris wasn’t touching the mines themselves in any way. It was entirely possible the chains were made out of something annoying and hard to break… but they couldn’t have afforded the time and energy to modify the entire ground. Thus, they just had to break that. Chris had a little bit of trouble swinging around underwater, but he was quite capable of changing his own friction and using ki to help move the water as he wished it to.

Mines started floating to the surface one at a time. William hoped they wouldn’t run into each other, but wasn’t going to do anything about it if they did. He was far back where he would be safe. A few dozen yards of water was enough to blunt any explosion. 

Soon enough, Chris was back in his hand, and William was left with the task of delivering the mines to their new recipients without setting too many of them off first.

            




    Chapter 550
    



    
        Chapter 550

    
    
    
    
                Admiral Mavuto didn’t like sitting around waiting. They should be acting, but they simply couldn’t. The Demon King was still nearby- evidenced by the fog stubbornly remaining. It didn’t react to wind or attempts to remove the water, but it was fog nonetheless. He could barely even make out the form of the nearest ship a dozen yards away- already too close for comfort. They couldn’t navigate safely, nor would it be easy to find their quarry, so they had to wait. At the very least, though, they could keep their defenses up. 

He was in the middle of organizing teams of men to go out in the boats they carried. They would not worry about suffering collisions with others, and with a few of them to each of the large ships they could cover more ground. Even if they disappeared, as long as they kept track of which ones were going in what route they could find the location of their quarry.

Unfortunately, before they were ready a loud voice rang out through the fog. It was impossible to tell which direction it came from, but Admiral Mavuto had no reason to believe it was a good sign. He both saw and felt the mana in the air moving. “Everyone, prepare to counterspell! Control as much mana as you can!” His order went out, and a moment later he was himself attempting to gain control over as much mana as he could. He would channel it into something trivial, just to prevent it from being used against them… but it was already too late. Even after just a few seconds, most of the mana had been stripped away from the area he could control, going down into the ocean below. He managed to wrest control of a small portion of what was below him, and the other trained mages did as well… but the vast majority of the mana was still out of their control.

Admiral Mavuto used the mana he gathered in one final attempt to disperse the fog… to limited success. At least, it flickered. He moved to gain control over another section of mana and did much the same… but as he reached for a third attempt, he found that all of the mana had already been either used up or gone out of his reach. He could see a small amount of it swirling about beneath the surface of the water, but that was all.

Then the waves came. By themselves, they were nothing. Waves a few feet high were nothing to ships designed to withstand dozen foot waves. If the ships didn’t have anchors down and weren’t on the move, the waves might have pushed them around, but they couldn’t have made them build up enough speed to cause any damage even if they did nothing. However, the waves came in calm winds where there had previously been none. That meant something was going on, and Admiral Mavuto wasn’t sure what it was except that he didn’t like it.

Something was happening under the water to make it move and that meant… what? First of all, they couldn’t send down the boats. While a single wave might not be a problem, they were continuous and frequent. Maybe it was just a delaying tactic but… that didn’t seem right.

The motion of the water couldn’t cause damage to the ships, so what was the point? There had to be something else, but… “No… it can’t be.” Admiral Mavuto frowned. Of course, he knew that just because he really didn’t want something to be true, as the only logical option he had to consider it. The mines were concealed in such a way that even New Eclea didn’t have a way to detect them- short of seeing them with their own eyes. That included measures for protecting them from ki senses… but nothing in the world was perfect. Maybe they had gotten lucky to see one… or one broke loose and drifted away. None of them had detonated, or they would have received that report from the island… but there were other options. Either way, Admiral Mavuto couldn’t see another option.

It was hard to give orders with the damnable chanting. It hadn’t stopped, which only meant they had to hurry with whatever they were going to do. “Order all ships away from the island! Spread out! This damnable fog can’t stretch forever! And tell them to watch for sea mines!” While they might not be able to stop the sea mines if they really were mobile… they could shoot them to detonate them from a distance. That would be better than nothing, though in the fog they would have to react quickly. 

“Sir! The other ships aren’t responding! The signal appears to be jammed. We’re switching to individual communication!”

“Damn.” Admiral Mavuto shook his head. Communicating orders to a whole fleet of ships at once used a different method than the entangled system that worked with only two very specific communicators. Because of the differences, it could be blocked as the signal travelled. They still had methods to communicate from ship to ship, but the orders would be slower. The command ship would have to individually contact a handful of ships, and they would have to pass on orders to a handful more each, and so on. This put the possible response time from immediate to a minute or more all told. That was time they might not have.

Either way, there was nothing more they could do. The command ship was on the move, orders were going out… and then the explosions started. Sometimes, Admiral Mavuto hated being right.

Even so, the total losses weren’t that devastating. Two ships sunk completely, perhaps a dozen ships were severely damaged and another equal part sustained moderate damage, but compared to what might have happened if he didn’t act quickly it wasn’t so bad. They even broke out of the fog soon enough, one ship at a time. Perhaps they should have done that from the beginning- but Admiral Mavuto had no reason to do so at the time. At least they proved that the fog did indeed end… and presumably, at the center of it was the Demon King. Unfortunately, even if he was at the exact center they wouldn’t have hope of hitting it from the distance they were at, even with the best cannon. More than likely they would just waste their shots. To make matters worse the survivors of the sinking ships ended up on shore… with some of those who had survived the bombardment of the island. Nothing was going as planned.
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                “Yes, councilman. I understand.” Admiral Mavuto sighed as he ended the communication. He turned to his vice admiral, “Give the orders to regroup at harbor on the mainland.”

“Yes, sir!”

Admiral Mavuto sighed again, sinking into his chair in the captain’s quarters. If they could afford to, he would have been court-martialed for his failures, or at the very least demoted. All for following orders. They had been the ones to state that he was to use any means necessary to destroy the Demon King. He had been criticized for losing to the Demon King in a battle where he was the only opponent… but that hadn’t really been what happened. They’d never fought at all. Instead it had been more like a raid, with the Demon King coming in to cause as many problems as possible before retreating.

If it had been an actual battle… they would have won. That had to be the case, because otherwise they would be dead now. Admiral Mavuto wasn’t going to say the Demon King was a coward for refusing to face an entire fleet alone- and he didn’t just run, either. For a short moment, at least, he defeated all of the fleet’s magical forces combined. Sure, they didn’t have any archmages… but there weren’t so many of them they could just bring them everywhere. The Demon King had already killed one. They weren’t going to go anywhere near him. Of course, the Demon King had also killed an admiral, but Admiral Mavuto still had to face off against him.

He was glad to be leaving. Though his fleet hadn’t taken severe amounts of casualties, the damage to their morale was unmanageable. Nobody liked firing on their own men, and while he had agreed it was worthwhile to defeat the Demon King… in the end, they couldn’t even say if they even scratched him. Not being able to do anything with their superior numbers and combat power had been the most frustrating part. 

Then there were the damn rumors. Criminals being sacrificed for some sort of magic ritual? Admiral Mavuto was all for the death penalty if the crimes were sufficient- but that wasn’t the same as sacrifices. A good clean kill and cutting out someone’s heart with a dagger were completely different things. At least, that was the sort of sacrifices that came to mind. The rumors said something about using souls. 

The council assured him that there was no such thing, of course. There was no magical basis for such a thing. They said that… far too much. Enough that it almost started to sound true. They also wouldn’t tell him what actually was on the island in question. Oh, sure, they ‘declassified’ some documents and sent them to him… but they were a bunch of crap. Admiral Mavuto’s two year old son could weave a better story than the documents told. 

Admiral Mavuto didn’t like being lied to and then having the responsibility of someone else’s orders dumped on him. He didn’t mind bearing the consequences for his own actions- but they made it sound like he’d gone off the rails with what he’d done. They said it was his last chance… and maybe it was. But they didn’t really have enough people of admiral calibur around to do anything right away… so he’d have some time to think. 

Oh, sure, they could promote any old sod to admiral… but they’d seen where that got them. They might have been making progress on other fronts, but they didn’t talk about how many men died to make it so. They might not have even realized that the demons now had free access to their western coast. Sure, there were fleets to patrol around, but with their abilities to pop up anywhere, sometimes ignoring the magical detectors they had set up… it didn’t mean much. 

Besides, they didn’t need anything more than a tiny little raft to make it through for it to be a big problem. The Demon King was a serious threat. He’d been taking out an entire fort by himself- there was no telling how much trouble he could cause in a city. Sure, he could be killed just like anyone else… if they could shoot him enough times. But he wasn’t sure how they were going to do that when the man could make over a mile of something like fog and moved faster than anything he’d ever seen. And, if Admiral Mavuto’s instincts didn’t fail him… that wasn’t all he could do.

-----

William was glad to be in a bed, if one of the tiny bunks in the submarine could really be called a bed. He could have likely lasted on his own for another day until his own fleet arrived, but there was no point in risking it. The enemy forces had already been thrown in sufficient disarray. They were now left with a mostly destroyed fort on an island, surrounded by a number of mines that they had to avoid. Now that they were floating free they could spot them and detonate them safely for the most part, but it would make everything more difficult.

They were also going to have to explain to the men on the island why they bombarded them. Or- more likely- they would just finish the job. However, it was already too late for that to solve everything. There had still been men in the fort’s communication center when the bombardment started. They should have had more than one contact point… so the word should be out New Eclea was attacking its own forces. They would do their best to suppress that information, but they wouldn’t be able to completely prevent word from getting out. That would help with the rumors that were already spreading, helping to destabilize things for Uzoma Idowu to take over. This island was the final barrier from the mainland… and an army full of New Eclean soldiers wouldn’t immediately raise suspicion if they did everything right.

Then William was going to destroy everyone he could get his hands on- everyone from a certain set of people, anyway. People he knew were explicitly involved with the soul destroying formation they had set up. William was going to make it very clear what would happen to anyone who tried anything like that. Weaponizing souls just to use as a power source? That was debatably worse than what the Demon King had done. But it didn’t have to be worse. The Demon King and the lords with him were already bad enough. Now, William supposed some of those involved- such as the researchers- might have been forced into it. For that, he would have to search through the memories of those he was going to destroy. If they hadn’t been willing participants… then they could die normally. However from what he’d gathered there were at least a few who were titled as archmage involved, and none of them had been forced to be involved. Likewise, those on the council- though there were some of the archmages on the council as well.

So far, William hadn’t regretted any of the souls of people he’d had to destroy. He regretted it being necessary, but not that he’d actually done so. The Demon King and the old lords behind him had been destroying souls of both humans and gevai for the sake of power, even going so far as to intentionally destabilize the normal reincarnation of souls by destroying mages in particular. They had deserved everything that came to them.
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                Admiral Buhle Mavuto had a dream that he was face to face with the Demon King. No, a nightmare. After all, in a dream he would have his navy at his side, facing off against him and somehow winning. In this nightmare… he was frozen in fear, unable to even move.

Admiral Mavuto spoke carefully, trying to keep his voice even. “Are you here to kill me?” Though he was afraid, he wasn’t a coward. Cowards let their fear dictate their actions. Brave men did their best to act despite their fear. Those who were never afraid… were fools.

“Perhaps.” The Demon King stepped forward menacingly, “That depends on you.”

“I’ll not give up any military secrets!” Admiral Mavuto said stubbornly, though he wasn’t entirely sure he could keep his promise.

“It is quite possible I already know everything important… but you don’t really have a choice. Now then…” The Demon King stretched out his hand, and the pain started. Dreams weren’t supposed to have pain. Even nightmares weren’t supposed to have pain of that sort.

-----

Admiral Mavuto woke up in a cold sweat. He could still feel the lingering pain as if it had been real. “Hello, Admiral.” A voice shocked him out of his thoughts. A new voice, nothing like the Demon King’s. He looked up to see a relatively unassuming figure, dressed in military uniform.

“Who are you? How did you get in here?” Was it another dream? Both of them felt so real and yet… he was still in the captain’s quarters on his ship.

“Who am I? I am Uzoma Idowu. I’m here to talk to you. I’ve been told you had a recent battle where you fired upon your own men…”

Ah, another nightmare then. It was bad enough thinking about it, now he was judging himself with words. “The Demon King was there. He was going to kill them all anyway. It was better for them to go quickly.”

“Oh? Not going to make excuses? Say you were under orders.”

Admiral Mavuto shook his head, “I was under orders, but I made the call. We had to try. The Demon King… if he reached our people… who know what he’d do.”

The man who called himself Uzoma Idowu nodded his head. “Indeed. Who knows? He’s a hard one to read, that one… but it might not be so bad as what the council is doing. You heard about the soul destruction?”

“Of course. You know that. Everyone knows the rumors but… they’re just rumors.”

“And yet you believe them. Or you almost do.” Uzoma Idowu pulled something out of the pocket of one of his jackets. “Here’s a picture of the formation we dug up before we destroyed the island. Now, you might not recognize everything right away… but you will surely be able to confirm its authenticity with some study.”

Admiral Mavuto reached out to take the picture. A quick glance didn’t tell him much, but the magical formation was certainly strangely different from standard. “This could be some other island. It means nothing.”

“I know dozens of prisoners who can verify it. While having you talk to them is a bit impractical at the moment… it might be possible to arrange it. In the meantime, why don’t you ask some discreet questions?” Uzoma Idowu also pulled out a small communicator. “I have the pair for this communicator, if you wish to contact me. Of course, if you don’t trust me you can just throw it out… but maybe bury it somewhere safe in case you change your mind. Oh, don’t take too long… the war isn’t just going to stop.” Uzoma Idowu waved. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

With that, he stepped towards the door. “Wait! Do you… work for the Demon King?”

Uzoma Idowu turned back and shook his head, “I work for our people. But you don’t have to take my word for anything. Look for the truth about everything, and maybe you can also help our people out.” 

-----

Admiral Mavuto woke up in the morning. That had been a strange series of nightmares and dreams… but somehow everything still hurt. A dull ache, but real nonetheless. More importantly, he found the picture and the communicator next to his bed. So, not all of it was a dream, then. Maybe none of it. 

He didn’t like the idea of working with a traitor to the demons. It was crazy. His trust wasn’t that easy to win over. However… asking some questions wouldn’t hurt. For all that Eclea- and New Eclea- prided themselves on magical knowledge and thinking… there were some things that seemed off. Were the tales about the demons really true?

It was hard to say. Certainly, the wars were real. Nobody denied that. However, that was ancient history. There had been something about a new Demon King… Admiral Mavuto shook his head. That one wasn’t so clear. He barely even knew anything about the demon lands, for all they were told how evil they were. At least, the recent years were… vague.

Yet… every other nation was not only at peace but basically allied with them. That wasn’t common knowledge, but something he needed to know as an admiral… and it should have been common knowledge. That mattered. There had to be some reason the elves and dwarves that would make them ally with the demons now. Disregarding the commonly held opinions about non-humans, those groups traditionally hated each other at least as much as humans and demons. There were also the other human nations to take into account, and ‘old’ Eclea. It was possible they were all crazy… but was that the most likely option? 

Well, he had some free time now. They weren’t exactly eager to send him back out onto the frontlines, even though any other Admiral would have performed no better. Perhaps if there had actually been any other fleets nearby… but he would have a few weeks before they could do anything about that. That was plenty of time to talk to a few friends. He would probably have to call in some favors to get what he actually wanted to know, if things were as bad as he thought they might be. If not… well, he would be happy enough to go back to fighting demons as long as they gave him a winnable battle.
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                William looked carefully at the barrier in front of him. He only had one chance to deal with it. A single mistake and… well, things would get complicated. Nothing about the barrier was physically stopping him from moving forward. It couldn’t cause any damage to him either, but if he didn’t properly deal with it… it might indirectly be the result of another war’s worth of deaths. He could be wrong about that, but didn’t like to make bets where a large number of people just maybe wouldn’t die. 

Of course, they wouldn’t die right away. It wouldn’t even be anybody from Cruonia. However, if he could prevent repeated civil strife- even in New Eclea- he preferred to do so. Of course, there was also the possibility that if he messed up their initial plan might fail and they wouldn’t have to worry about later plans anyway.

William wished he’d studied the barrier in Eclea more in his third life. At the time, it hadn’t been important. It kept out demons- or more specifically alerted them to a demon’s presence and let them find it. He was a human at the time, so it didn’t matter that much. Of course New Eclea had established the same sort of barrier. So far it probably had seen exactly no use at all- William wasn’t aware of any gevai trying to pass into New Eclea, and if they had the barrier would have been quite obvious… though not necessarily its effects.

As he considered it, William realized the barrier was actually tuned to detect the soul. While physical bodies of gevai were fairly obviously different, the barrier in Eclea had detected Chris. Chris had a number of bits of gevai souls wrapped up in him, along with numerous human souls. However, as he was clearly a staff and not a demon… they had let him pass. Certain people might have debated the demon part, but they were the ones who got their heads bashed in by Chris so they were rather biased.

It really didn’t matter much to William whether it determined status by body or soul, however, because he was gevai in both now. He would certainly be detected. Because it was a barrier purely for magical detection, it would likely be sensitive to any disruptions, even by something that didn’t register as a demon. While he could brute force his way through with ki, counting on it to protect him from detection… he might still register as unnatural.

It was better to bypass it with magic. He wasn’t worried about not having sufficient mana at his disposal, but rather precisely what he would do. If left entirely to his own devices he would have to guess, but he had a few mages who could help him out. The memories of the archmage came in handy even though the barrier was built well before his time. While William only skimmed most of his memories it gave him a basis to go off of- though he hadn’t thought to look into the details of the barrier at that time. In addition to the memories, there were some native New Eclean mages he could ask questions.

Spending an extra day at the barrier wouldn’t particularly throw off their plans, and it was better to be safe than sorry. He discussed the barrier with them. “Does it extend underground?”

“Of course!” one of them said. “It wouldn’t be much good otherwise, now would it? It should go at least a few gross meters everywhere. While one could theoretically tunnel underneath…”

“It would take months, just for a small tunnel,” William nodded. Magic could accelerate that- but would also bring with it higher probabilities of accidentally triggering the barrier. “What would happen if it’s disrupted?”

“Umm…” one of the mages scratched his chin, “I think… it should take that as a demon crossing through, and send a signal. In addition, it would probably violently react with increased power to try to re-establish itself and try to mark the intruder so we could track him down.”

William continued to ask questions, but it seemed there was no simple solution. He would just have to be as careful as possible. Fortunately, he had practiced many tricks with magic since he learned it. He could move mana through barriers that blocked mana, so he should be able to do something with this one.

After readying himself to his best state of mind, he started chanting and drawing in mana. He intentionally only drew in mana from the side of the barrier he was on. He doubted that just mana moving through would trigger the barrier, but it was better to be cautious. Now that he started, it was better to be quick- the longer he took, the more chances he had to make a mistake.

He directed his gathered mana toward the barrier, twisting and reshaping the part in front of him. The barrier itself didn’t actually have much power in any one area, so ripping it apart would have been trivial… but he needed the barrier to remain whole. Even as the barrier visibly separated, it was whole. At least, William hoped he made it think it was. It was like peeling back the door on a tent, except instead of going through the door he was going in through the side. However, if he did everything correctly, it would smoothly reconnect.

After about a minute he had a man-sized hole. It took all of his concentration to maintain it, but he didn’t have to hold it for long. After taking a few moments to make sure it was stable, he stepped through. Once he was past, he went another dozen meters quickly before carefully letting the barrier return to how it was, cautiously guiding it back to being fully connected.

He couldn’t be sure his efforts hadn’t been detected, but at the very least it hadn’t fought back, and he hadn’t been marked. If he had been detected, they might send someone to check the area, but as the barrier extended across the entire border, they wouldn’t be able to arrive quickly. 

William moved further inside the barrier, towards a predetermined location, hiding his features with magic before he arrived. While a few mages and of course Uzoma needed to know who he was, there wasn’t much point in passing through the barrier undetected if an entire army knew he had entered New Eclea. Even if the army was on his side… it was better if he wasn’t known to have entered the country. That way, it would be taken as a legitimate rebellion. In a way, it was. The army following Uzoma was upset with the practices of the council and the archmages for a number of reasons. Sending them into battles they had no way to win, in a war that didn’t even need to take place was one thing… but for those former prisoners who had very nearly had their souls sacrificed for use as a weapon, there was an even greater motivation.

William found it ironic that sending an entire army though the barrier had been easier than getting through himself. Of course, the barrier wouldn’t care about normal humans, so it did nothing. They were even all native citizens of New Eclea, so everything was as it should be. With that, William followed Uzoma Idowu and his moderately sized army on their path to take control of their country.
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                Uzoma didn’t bother taking over any cities on the way to the capital… or rather, there was no point. They would merely expose their existence, and though they were a solidly sized army New Eclea still had many troops scattered about the land. Besides, extra fighting would only directly oppose what they wanted… which was a smooth, mostly violence-free transition. Mostly violence-free because no revolution was completely violence free… and their strange benefactor was dead set on some particular individuals ending up… well, dead. Or maybe more than dead. Uzoma was a bit fuzzy on how much worse having one’s soul destroyed was than being dead, but it certainly elicited a strong reaction from the Dem- from the Eternal King of Cruonia.

Of course, taking the word of an enemy wasn’t a good battle strategy, and they certainly had been enemies. If the Eternal King wasn’t truthful in his intentions, then they probably still were enemies. However, Uzoma hadn’t seen anything to indicate that… and he’d seen evidence of the truth of New Eclea being involved in soul destruction related magic. The picture of the magic circle was one thing, but they had stopped at a magical research facility. Only Uzoma and the Eternal King had entered the facility. Uzoma tried not to think about how easily those they encountered fell unconscious- even around corners. Then they’d found some incriminating papers tucked away. Apparently the Eternal King knew about them from ‘interrogating an archmage’. While Uzoma would have tried to avoid keeping papers that connected him to such a negative project… it wasn’t possible to actually do research without papers. Wizards needed detailed notes, and they couldn’t just throw them away afterwards if the subject was actually complicated… and dealing with something so ephemeral as souls was.

Their intrusion would be seen as suspicious, but hopefully wouldn’t indicate an army marching toward the capital. So far, there were no signs of alarm. Uzoma made stops in several cities along the way, both to check on how things were going and to help set up other plans. While taking over the capital and declaring a new government might work… it would probably fall apart if they didn’t have support throughout the country. What Uzoma did was look for people who seemed like him- disillusioned with the country. It might seem hard to recognize, but he was good at it. Just a bit of talking and he could get introduced to even more like-minded individuals. While they might not openly support a revolution for fear of the consequences… they would likely be willing to hop on board one that appeared successful. 

Uzoma also found a few people to distribute some of the papers to. That was courtesy of Admiral Mavuto and the Eternal King himself- through contacts in ‘old’ Eclea. These people were reporters. While they couldn’t openly publish such damning evidence- a country willing to do that wouldn’t mind offing a few reporters- they still had ways to spread the word. No news spread faster than unpleasant news that nobody wanted to be heard. There were already the rumors of soul destruction at higher levels, but now the common man on the street knew there was something like that endorsed by the council and archmages. At first they tried to ignore the rumors, but then they publicly denied it. That, of course, just made people believe it more. Even if they had been telling the truth, it wouldn’t have mattered much.

Moving an army was tough. There were supplies to worry about, they needed places to stay and in this particular case, they needed to not be seen. Admiral Mavuto helped immensely with that as well. Supplies for a company here or there, and a night spent in the bunks of an army base for the same number of men helped immensely. They cycled out which company got to stay in real accomodations instead of just tents. Slowly they added more vehicles to their convoy as well. Given a month or two, all of the little bits and pieces of what Admiral Mavuto had done would come to light… but by then it would already be too late.

It would be nice if they could just march and drive along the roads, but that just wasn’t possible. Too many people to see them, and the roads weren’t made for marching. Even with the Eternal King concealing their movements, they would have to avoid vehicle traffic in both directions. Thus, the found themselves more often than not moving along whatever the best paths they could find beside the roads, but as they picked up more vehicles a bit at a time, their speed increased.

They now found themselves merely a day away from the capital. Their plan- insane though it seemed- was just to march up to the council chambers when they were in session, and take it over. It was insane, but it was also not. They had an army, and while the council chambers had magical defenses, they weren’t enough to stop an army. They had never been attacked, nor did they expect an attack. The few dozen guards they had wouldn’t be able to do much, either. It would also help that they shouldn’t be seen until they had actually arrived.

Uzoma kept being astounded at the Eternal King’s powers. Concealing an army with magic was one thing- doing it in a way that only those looking very carefully could even see that magic was happening was something else. On the other hand, besides the great power to draw in mana from far around, the technique was the most important part. The Eternal King seemed to take only a small amount of mana from any area, and then used only what was necessary to keep the army concealed. They weren’t actually invisible at any point, only difficult to make out. In a way, that was better- because people just didn’t bother looking. On the rare occasions anyone actually stopped to try to get a good look towards them, they could become actually invisible. How the Eternal King could even tell they were looking at such a distance was another thing entirely. Uzoma was glad they were on the same side. He hoped they really were, as well. If they weren’t… well, at least he would probably die quickly. 
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                The council met, as they did regularly, to discuss ‘the war’. They sat around a large table in expensive chairs, on the top floor of a large building. The location afforded them an unblocked view of Patenga, the capital. The nearly two dozen men and women flung opinions around haphazardly.

“What shall we do about Admiral Mavuto?”

“I thought we had already decided. We need everyone we can get at the moment. The war is not going as planned.”

“How so? Except for a single front, we have had successive victories.”

“Tell that to the coastal cities when they are bombarded by the demons.”

“Anyone important has already moved out. They will be able to rebuild later.”

“What about the rumors?”

“What rumors? Who cares? There is nothing that can be proved… and if there were anything, we could just accuse them of falsification and sedition.”

“That wouldn’t go over well.”

“It won’t matter once we are victorious against the demons.”

“You think a few new weapons will help? It seems to me that our recent victories have been… suspiciously easy. “

“They’re running out of men. We’ll see how long the demons keep struggling without the evil capital!”

“If we can even reach it. You realize we haven’t made it more than a few dozen miles onto their shores- and that was only the probing attack which they wiped out or captured to the last man.”

“They weren’t important anyway. We can just raise more men.”

“Then who will produce the weapons? Mine the metals? You act as if we have infinite resources. Typical, from someone like you who was raised without a care in the world.”

“At least I wasn’t born to dung farmers like you! My parents-”

The door to the council chambers slammed open. “That’s enough,” The imposing man who stepped through the door simply stated. “Let us not act like children. The council is now officially in session. Today, I bring forth an important matter. Some documents have gone missing. Rather important ones. More importantly, the manner in which it happened was quite unsettling. Nobody saw the intruders, but a number of those in the research facility mysteriously fainted.” The man gestured toward one of the council members.

“Is this a serious threat? Perhaps the Demon King?”

“We do not know.” The head councilor gestured to another.

“If I might be so bold… the Demon King should not be a great source of worry. He could only flee and hide from Admiral Mavuto’s attack. Besides, we have the barrier to detect if any demons have entered the country.”

“Barrier’s aren’t perfect.” The head councilor waved his hand dismissively. “People are already starting to notice the disappearing prisoners. There were only so many death row prisoners to begin with… even though we’ve been careful, the disappearance of regular prisoners has caused some attention.” He waved his hand again, “Go ahead.”

“I don’t think it’s of much concern. We archmages have no more need of new prisoners for some time. The necessary research has concluded, and if necessary we can transfer some of the more troublesome soldiers. Nobody will miss them if they die in the line of duty.”

“Perhaps.” The head councilor nodded, “We’ll have to take a cautious approach. Now, onto taxes…”

“You should really be more concerned about the ‘Demon King’, you know. I hear he’s pretty strong.”

The head councilor frowned, looking around for who spoke, “Who dares to interrupt?”

There was a sigh and a large horned figure appeared. “Honestly, you trust far too much in your wards. None of you even put a single bit of thought into looking for mana fluctuations, even though I put my all into disguising them. Oh, you don’t think your security will actually be able to help, do you? Not that those devices of yours still work. It only takes a little, tiny bit of force to sever a wire, you know.” The Demon King looked at the device he was holding in his left hand, “It’s a shame you went to boring stuff so quickly. I would have liked more spicy, incriminating propaganda.”

“You think we can’t kill you?”

“I know you can’t. Even if you had fancy rifles, you’d be dead before you pulled the trigger. I just wanted to give you a chance. If you kneel down and apologize for starting a meaningless war, I might not destroy all of your souls.” There was a moment’s pause, “But I probably will anyway.”

-----

Uzoma flinched every time there was an explosion. If they had actually occurred inside the council building or anywhere near the ground, they could have flattened an entire block. Instead, each figure was flung away from the building, off the roof. Most of the force was directed upwards as well. The explosions continued one after another… before there was a pause of a dozen seconds… before a body was merely dropped out of the window. No, he supposed the person was not a body but still alive, before they hit the ground. Then there was silence.

Uzoma had his men start securing the building. While there were a few dozen guards around, there wasn’t much they could do. They were all offered a chance to surrender- and once they realized there was an army backing that up and most of the building’s wards were nonfunctional, they all did. 

“That last one didn’t approve of the soul destroying. Still couldn’t live, though.” A voice came from seemingly nowhere. Even looking towards where it came from, Uzoma only saw a slight flicker of mana. Then he felt something in his hand. “Take this. You might want to edit out a couple lines… but that’s up to you. Not that it will matter much when they’re all dead, but making them look worse makes you look better. I’ve got a couple more archmages to erase. As for the data itself… well, you don’t have to destroy it, but if I hear whispers of soul destruction…” Uzoma briefly saw a terrifying figure as he was patted on the head, “Don’t worry though, I always verify first. Have fun running a country.”
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                Not everyone responded positively to Uzoma Idowu declaring himself leader of New Eclea. However, the entire council was dead along with most of the Archmages. The only thing that could pose a threat were the spread out armies still in New Eclea and the navies that were closer to Cruonia than New Eclea. With Admiral Mavuto controlling the coast and thus the supplies going to the rest of the navy, they had no choice but to capitulate.

Uzoma Idowu- President Idowu didn’t just use threats to make people accept him. He also styled himself as a savior. He had taken out the corrupt leaders, and calling off the war would save many New Eclean lives. Many people appreciated that, but he also made sure to promise every soldier would receive the pay they had already earned- plus a bonus. In addition, he paid off the debts the council owed instead of trying to absolve them as he hadn’t owed that money. 

Though New Eclea was wealthy, wars were expensive. The treasury wasn’t particularly full, thus all of the debts owed. However, payments were made on time every month, and the influx of workers leaving the military sector helped stabilize the economy. President Idowu didn’t mention how much of the council’s possessions he had to sell to help pay off the debts, nor did he let on how close they were to not making the payments. 

Even with his best efforts going to rally support for his position, there were still many people unsatisfied with how he became president. There were murmurs of discontent, but Uzoma- with the help of advisors- came up with a plan to help settle things further. In six years, he would step down as president. Not everyone believed his words, but a majority of the population was satisfied as long as he appeared to be taking steps toward that end.

-----

William carefully watched New Eclea’s progress. He wondered if he made the right decision with Uzoma Idowu. He was almost too effective. On the other hand, he really seemed sincere about stepping down after a half-dozen years. After all, he had never really wanted to be in the spotlight. Being the president of a nation- in this case a fancy word for dictator- made him exactly what he didn’t want to be. 

Personally, William didn’t much care if he kept his promise about stepping down. As long as he ran the country decently… he was fine. It was better to keep promises, of course, but as long as he didn’t intentionally start any wars or destroy any souls and generally avoided killing his own people, then he was tolerable enough.

Of course, Uzoma owed Cruonia much for his position. Not only did William himself help get him instated in his position, but Cruonia was part of what kept New Eclea from complete economic collapse. Trade coming from and to Cruonia, specifically. New Eclea wasn’t ready for such a drastic change immediately, of course. The war was over, but that didn’t mean they would associate with demons. Uzoma seemed to be subtly working on that perception, but it wasn’t something that could be changed in a day. Regardless, trade still happened- if only from New Eclea to ‘old’ Eclea. The difference was that trade went from ‘old’ Eclea to everywhere else now. They’d had more years to consider it, and hadn’t been as hostile towards outsiders to begin with. 

-----

As years passed, William noticed a change in diplomatic meetings. The people he met with were still cordial and even helpful, but they were no longer friendly. Not that all of them had been friendly to begin with, but there had been some. Now, all meetings were formal and while that might have made them more efficient in some ways, William felt like their countries were drifting apart from Cruonia… or maybe just from him. 

Many people who met with him seemed afraid. While not everything he had done was well known, the general idea was. In a world where most of the diplomats and leaders were untrained or at most the level of an elite soldier, a Demon King was frightening. Of course, everyone knew gevai weren’t demons… but William couldn’t deny he could kill anyone he met, or destroy their soul if he really wanted to. Not that he would actually say he could do any of those things if asked, instead brushing off the questions.

At least New Eclea eventually joined in negotiations between countries. As Uzoma promised, it had returned to a council sort of system- though one with many more members and restrictions on individual power. Uzoma was actually elected to the council for the first term, but retired after another half dozen years. William wasn’t sure where he went, except he was told it was “anywhere nobody will shoot at me”. He still had a number of diehard supporters from his surprising charisma, but also a number of enemies. Perhaps he made the best choice.

-----

Within a dozen years, computers were beginning to form. Their development was rapid, helped along by Theo’s knowledge and cooperation between countries. Then, just a few dozen years after that came the internet. While there had been methods of instantaneous communication for some time, including text… it wasn’t as widely available, and was mostly between specific points. While there was a phone system, the variety of possibilities available with computers and the internet were astounding. William found computers almost alien, given how many years it had been since he’d actually used anything like it, and the differences in development, including input methods.

Unlike on Earth, the development of space travel and satellites were actually a bit behind computers, but that was partially because they were less necessary. They weren’t required to transmit information around the world, and while they could have other uses they were deemed less important. While some communication still transmitted through wires or through the air, there were also point-to-point hubs that data passed through which functioned regardless of distance or other interference. Overall, William thought the increased communication helped increase human empathy and connectivity, though he also knew it would allow vocal minorities to cause significantly more uproar than they would have otherwise.
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                The most surprising event to occur after the internet came to fruition was the appearance of the Hidden Library. Not an actual, physical library but a website purporting to be a collection of ancient texts. At first, there were only a handful of volumes that were quite hard to verify. The reason for that was nobody spoke the language anymore. Even though it was ancient gevai, it bore very little resemblance to the modern gevai language. The volumes were supposedly from the time before the Demon King was born. 

Shortly afterwards came a more modern book that served as a translation guide between modern and ancient gevai. With that, people looked at the older books and determined they were probably authentic. The determining factor was that there were both scans of the physical pages and purely text versions. The text versions required special fonts to be installed, because the size of the alphabet and letters had both changed significantly in the time since the Demon King first appeared.

At first some people claimed they were just carefully crafted fakes, but as more and more texts were produced- several per day- they found it harder to back up that claim. There really were surviving books from those times- and even with magic supporting them the scans showed the books were barely holding together. In fact, there were also many handwritten copies from later times of books that had not survived. The Hidden Library guaranteed the accuracy of the copies, though not necessarily the original texts. 

The books ranged from history- or at the time they were written, modern events- to understandings of magic and culture. Eventually books written by non-gevai in other languages started showing up.

While it was called the Hidden Library, it was completely available to the public and they even explicitly allowed and encouraged the copying and redistribution of their files. 

As they continued to release more and more books on a daily basis, there were communities that dived deep into everything that was released. While no single person could read everything that was being released, especially not with the necessity to translate most of it, a group people could. However, to most people the books were simply old history and of little use beyond that. It was only when commentary texts written by members of the Hidden Library started popping up that it began to become widely known.

-----

William had a fairly good idea who was responsible for the Hidden Library. They weren’t exactly secret either, though the actual location of their library- or libraries- were secret. William went to ask the representative of the diviners and librarians that stayed at his castle. “I thought all of your books were kept secret?”

“That has never been the intention. The intention was that the knowledge survive… and we could not trust anyone but ourselves to keep it safe.” The woman who was currently the representative nodded. “We have been waiting quite some time for this.”

“You knew it would happen?” William raised an eyebrow.

“Not in detail. It was, after all, too close to our personal interests. However, we knew that at some point it would be possible to easily copy and spread the knowledge in the books, such that it would not easily be lost.” She shrugged, “While it is a far cry from traditional libraries with physical books, it serves its purpose. If we failed to adapt to changing times we would just doom everything to fade into obscurity.”

“Is there any dangerous knowledge?” William asked.

“All knowledge can be dangerous. However, modern weapon designs far outpace anything we might have collected.”

“You would do well to leave out anything involving the destruction of souls. At least… the practical side of it.” William shook his head, “If you have anything like that. Though I doubt any individuals can make much use of it, and large organizations… should know better. Even if sometimes they don’t.” William sighed, “That is my only request. You can do whatever else you want, even including any history books that pain me in a hugely negative light… though I would prefer your sources be accurate.”

She nodded, “I will make your words known.”

-----

William watched the political landscape of the countries around Cruonia. Many of them were becoming more democratic, in the broad sense of the word where leaders were elected by the people for specific terms. Kingdoms were ending, and not generally through violent political uprisings but more peaceful means.

Then there was him, the Eternal King of Crunoia. He had supporters and detractors, and while he liked to think he had more of the former, it didn’t always feel like it. But even if he was good for the country… was he what was best for the country?

He hadn’t ever wanted to become king. He’d only done it because it was necessary. Now… he still didn’t want to be king, and it wasn’t necessary. He barely did anything. He was responsible for meeting with foreign dignitaries, many of which were afraid of him. They might have had good reason for that, but it didn’t change the facts. Sometimes having people be afraid was good… but it could only go so far.

It didn’t matter that many of the leaders of other countries knew how he really was. Their people would see him differently, and reflect poorly on any positive relations between the countries. Besides, William had other things he wanted to do.

Thus, he was going to give up being king. Some might consider a reign of a few gross years rather short compared to ‘eternal’, but he didn’t really care about that. He was a symbol that was unnecessary. He was not just the king of gevai anymore, but of Cruonia. While there were many gevai, there were also humans, elves, dwarves… and every combination of them possible. In fact, pureblood of any sort were more rare. Cruonia didn’t need a pure blooded warrior gevai reminiscent of a Demon King- whether he was the Demon King or not. They had other leaders that were quite functional. While giving up control over the country would mean it could go directions he didn’t envision, that wasn’t necessarily bad. He wasn’t capable of making the right decision in every situation, but with absolute control he felt like he should be making those decisions. That meant changes needed to happen… including him stepping down from the throne. Just not right away, since sudden changes were rarely the best option.
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                Designing a system of government was a big project, and yet it was usually done over the course of a few months or less, leaving future growth to stand on whatever shaky foundations were hastily decided upon during the change of government. In Cruonia they had time to look at what systems worked and what didn’t, including smaller details. 

William had to admit that having him as dictator technically worked. However, he wasn’t sure how well it would hold up in the future… and if he were to die and be gone for a gross or two of years, it seemed less likely to be stable. Sure, Lorelei could hold down the fort… but it was likely that whatever or whoever killed William would be a risk to her as well, and she would probably not reincarnate with full memories.

Likewise, while all of the others running the country were doing an excellent job, they weren’t immortal. They could die through murder, disease, or even old age. Some of those helping run things weren’t gevai, and even gevai could grow old given the right circumstances.

The important thing was the new system should avoid fostering division among the people. It was very easy for a friendly democracy to turn into a split country, with two sides staunchly opposing each other even though individual members might agree with slightly less than half of the other side’s policies. However, they would stand with whoever they agreed with a bit more.

The important starting basis was to have a good voting system that would allow people to agree on moderate candidates instead of having to vote in their extreme or split votes on two people with similar ideals. Such systems were entirely possible, but were often not implemented because there simply hadn’t been research into those areas when most countries were founded. William’s cynical side also said many people didn’t want moderation, but wanted to get everything their way… even though it could also wind up with everything going the other side’s way. 

It was critical that the voting system be robust, practical, and easy to understand. While the ease of understanding seemed to be on the side of straightforward first-past-the-post systems, that was actually untrue. That was because people had to think about voting for the most popular candidate they could tolerate rather than starting with their actual first choice. Conversely, there were several other systems where candidates could be ranked according to preference, which greatly increased the probability of one of the candidates a voter liked being elected.

The government would also need to be filled with checks and balances… but also capable of getting things done. That was a hard thing to pull off, but fortunately William had many years to devote to such research, and he was not alone.

-----

When William finally made his announcement, the results were mixed. Those who benefitted from his style of government were worried, and of course any sort of big change filled people with trepidation. Even those who didn’t like William having absolute power had to admit that Cruonia had been doing well under his rule.

However, although the announcement was grand, the change took place over a few dozen years. That was a very long time for humans, and seemed like a short time to gevai. 

Some of those most displeased with the changes were the remaining gevai lords… but only a few of them. The rest had become very wealthy over the years, and no matter what the system of government was, the wealthy would be at an advantage. Even when a system of government wasn’t corrupt, wealth made things easier.

Though there were a few complaints, that was the end of things. William had long dealt with the truly troublesome lords, either by killing them or merely causing them to be so economically disadvantaged that they no longer had any power. Even if they had some personal combat capability, on the scale of an entire country they weren’t much. Besides, all of the oldest lords were dead, and the newer ones were weaker. Not just because they were younger, but also because becoming strong was more difficult.

There were many more people in the world, and overall that meant less people grew personally powerful. William wasn’t sure on the exact details, and there was still room for growth, but hugely strong individuals would be rare. There was nobody William was aware of that was his match, and very few on the level of Lorelei, Lila, and Tiburcio. However, Lorelei and Lila would still be vulnerable to being shot by a sniper bullet. Tiburcio… not so much. William would have thought a bullet through the head would have been a bigger deal, but when it actually happened… the fact that Tiburcio was up and walking around a week later- or at all- changed his mind.

Not that attempts at assassination would be common. Security throughout Cruonia was fairly strong, and people carrying around sniper rifles were likely to be noticed. It also helped that only a very rare exception was that disgruntled with how things were.

William was often asked why he chose to step down from his position as Eternal King. In fact, he was interviewed dozens of times about that very subject. He always answered that it was for the good of the people… and for himself. He’d never wanted to be king, and quite frankly there were many other things he wanted to do. Like go to space.

-----

The question of William going to space wasn’t a question of if he could, but when he would. Theo was working on all sorts of designs with great enthusiasm, finally having reached the starting point of what his actual career was in his previous life. He skipped over a few of the more inefficient designs, and at the same time integrated magic where it would be most effective. Of course, Theo wasn’t actually doing everything on his own. Even if he had great understanding of how space shuttles and starships worked, that took a team. Fortunately, there were brilliant and well educated people from all over the world who could help.

It wasn’t just a project for Cruonia, but instead the world. While not perfectly at peace, things had been as close as William had ever seen. People were willing to work together, and everyone was excited for the future. Even William, though he also found himself worried about the more negative aspects of technological advancement. If there was another big war, the weapons available could make everything a disaster.
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                William no longer lived in the castle. Not that he’d spent much more than half of his nights there over the years anyway, but as he was no longer king he no longer had a reason to stay there at all. It was more comfortable to stay in a modern home anyway. The castle was now used as a tourist attraction for the most part. It wasn’t designed to be an efficient location for politicians to meet, so there were other buildings constructed for that purpose. They also had more modern security measures, though if it was strictly based on the ability to keep people out the Demon King’s castle would win. It had modern wards and defenses, and would be able to be used as a shelter in the case of any large scale attacks. That said, such attacks were unlikely after the foundation of the World Council.

Lorelei still worked in research of various kinds- whatever interested her most at the moment. It was her passion after all. That meant she came home at odd hours and with varied schedules, but she and William still found time to spend together.

“Do you think I’m a hypocrite?” William asked Lorelei.

“Everyone’s a little bit of a hypocrite. I don’t think you’re worse than most.” 

“I might be…” William sighed, “I want the country to be well managed, but I don’t want to do it myself. I want people to not destroy souls or even study it, but I’m probably the foremost expert in that area.”

“You’re not the ruler type. Too straightforward and honest. It took far too much practice for you not to call people idiots to their faces.”

“Or kill them. I also want people to follow the laws, but I made it so I didn’t have to.”

“I’m not the best person for that one.” Lorelei shrugged, “I find killing people to be a much more simple and effective solution than anything else. You know that. As for the souls thing… we already talked about that, right? People deserve the consequences of their actions.”

“But I could have just killed them normally. They would have forgotten and everything would have been fine.”

“Maybe.” Lorelei shrugged, “There’s no proof that personality does or does not survive reincarnation without memories. Nor are you a perfect judge of who will keep memories. If you want someone to tell you to stop, to restrain yourself… ask someone else. Like someone with more experience with souls than yourself.”

“But I just said there isn’t anyone else…” William frowned, “Maybe Galen, from some perspectives. He certainly has… a lot of practical experience. Even with just a fraction of it remaining.”

“Then… talk to him, and consider for yourself… then make up your own mind on things. From my personal perspective, as long as you keep the effects small enough to avoid disrupting the cycle of things, it’s fine enough.”

William sighed, “I hate talking to Galen. It’s so awkward.”

“That happens when you’ve tried to obliterate someone from existence. You succeeded pretty well too, given the circumstances.”

-----

The World Council met regularly to discuss issues pertaining to the various countries and settle disputes. So far, they had managed to avoid wars of any significant scale for dozens of years. It wasn’t possible to handle all disputes to the satisfaction of every party, but they worked to protect the interests of the world as a whole.

One issue arose as technology developed. Though they had never been used in war, weapons of mass destruction- both magical and purely technological- had come into existence and seen testing in various countries. While the World Council had managed to keep the peace, that didn’t mean some countries didn’t have their grudges. This included some older countries as well as new countries formed as people expanded throughout the globe. Naval technology had advanced such that worrying about deep sea monsters was a thing of the past- though commercial vessels still had to stay to charted seaways.

The World Council members as a whole might have preferred that no weapons of mass destruction existed at all, but it was impractical to completely forbid their construction. Some countries just didn’t trust other countries without some way to get back at them if things turned for the worst. However, even if that was the case they still managed to pass laws limiting the total production and stockpiling of such weapons, and completely forbidding their use, except in the most extreme of circumstances. 

One thing that could make the general populace less worried was that defenses had advanced such that most such attacks could be prevented entirely if necessary. While it took an extraordinarily large amount of energy, shields could be deployed that would block such attacks, and there were also systems in place to destroy any such weapons as they travelled through the air before they could be properly detonated. There were similar defenses for subterranean weapons, though the potential for damaging their own areas was worse for subterranean civilizations- of which there were now several.

The spokesman for the council addressed the councilmembers, “Now that we have voted to forbid any destruction of sapient souls and severely limited any methods involving the destruction of lesser souls… how shall we enforce it? We have a proposal to treat any violations similarly to violations of the laws concerning weapons of mass destruction.”

“I believe I have an idea,” someone spoke up.

“I don’t believe I called upon you to speak, councilman…” the spokesman frowned.

“Oh, I’m not a councilman, but yes, you do recognize me.” William stepped forward, “Former king of the Cruonia and all that, Josef Rutten. Yes, I know I’m not officially allowed here anymore now that I stepped down from my position... which is somewhat my point. I still made it in here without anyone being able to stop me. Don’t worry, everyone’s healthy and I doubt anyone else would stand a chance. I’m not saying it was easy. But, regardless, you need me.”

The spokesman kept his face calm and impassive, “What is it that you think we need you for, then?”

“Why, the very issue of which you just spoke. Enforcement of the laws concerning souls and their destruction. It’s a big mess, isn’t it? Absolutely crazy. However, I have some experience with that area myself.” William shrugged, “I’m sure telling specific details wouldn’t particularly make people happier, so I will just say I have methods to determine whether or not people are complicit. Of course, I’m not here to tell you what you have to do. I’m sure you’ll come up with some methods that you find satisfactory. However, I’m here to tell you what I will be doing, and perhaps to threaten. Not any of you… but anyone who takes interest in destroying souls for any reason. I came here first just so you can all prepare when I publically announce it. Let me just say this- I destroyed the Demon King for it. But wait, you say, wasn’t he destroyed before you were even born? Don’t worry about that. I have a book coming out soon all about it. Well, that’s about all I have to say. Thanks for listening.” William grinned, “Oh, and don’t worry about your security. It was fine, really.”
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                William didn’t like being the bad guy, but if it prevented more souls from being destroyed… then he didn’t care. Besides, regular everyday citizens had absolutely no reason to be concerned. There was no way they- or anyone- was going to accidentally destroy a soul. In fact, from a regular person’s perspective, the fact that things even had souls barely even mattered.

The only thing was that souls were the determining factor in who could use magic. However, as years passed William noted that a larger and larger percentage of the population was able to use magic- at least a little bit. Very few people became very powerful… which is why William had to show up to the World Council in person to remind those there that some people were. People had short memories… so every few dozen years an appearance would be appropriate.

William hoped he never had to carry through on his threats at all. That would mean someone actually had destroyed more souls. It was unlikely for anyone to even start approaching the level of what the Demon King and old gevai lords had done, enough to unbalance the whole soul economy to the level of many souls coming from other worlds, and William would be happy if it remained that way. He still wasn’t sure if Earth was somewhere else in the same universe or in a different dimension of sorts. Maybe he would never find out… but maybe he would. After all, while the universe was very large… and they were just starting to be able to explore it.

While he was at it, William could see just how long he really might live. Gevai had nearly infinite lifespans after all… though other people were growing in lifespan as well thanks to studying them. William hoped that was good. People still died from disease and accident, of course, and even gevai mostly died from old age eventually. Even if it would lead to overpopulation eventually… by that point they would be able to safely travel off-planet. That wasn’t just a vague hope, either, but Theo’s plan pretty much guaranteed it. Humans from Earth had done it, after all. 

-----

There were a few difficulties with space exploration. There wasn’t much in the way of mana in space. Even if there had been, without a medium for sound to travel through it would have been almost impossible to access it. However, mana could be stored for times where conventional technology was less effective. Furthermore, it could even be gathered from what would otherwise be wasted byproducts such as heat energy.

In fact, the biggest remnant parts of magic in technology were generally ways to get energy from otherwise hard to access sources. There were many more cases where it just wasn’t worth the expense to bother. Of course, there were also other limitations to magic. It needed special materials or a powerful enough wizard to function, so using more common materials for technological parts was often better. Of course, some materials useful in technological parts were also rare, but they could sometimes be found or synthesized with magic. The same was true of magical materials, but it was generally more difficult.

While there was no mana in space itself, they did know that the moon and other planets had mana around them. They weren’t completely sure if there would be mana outside of the system, but as far as they could tell there should be.

-----

Even as civilization developed, there were still problems with dragons occasionally even with pacification systems and other attempts to avoid their notice. In total, there were probably only a few thousand adult dragons throughout the entire planet, but they couldn’t be tamed and would attack anything that seemed to be a reasonable source of food or magical materials when they felt the need.

Wiping them out wasn’t a problem, but there were arguments against that. Conservationists of course didn’t want an entire species to be wiped out… but even those not interested in the morality of it still found reasons they should be kept. For example, dragon scales and dragon heart crystals were very valuable and if dragons were wiped out then they couldn’t collect any more. That would increase the value of existing parts, but there were so few going into the market that it wouldn’t be more profitable to stop the supply completely.

Because of this value, there were some would-be poachers of dragons but since weapons to take out a dragon couldn’t be easily concealed they were rarely successful. Likewise, there were few enough people trained enough in magic, ki, or the body to fight with the dragons without large guns or tanks. Magical guns existed, but they required expensive ammunition and at some point there were too many costs and such specialized equipment that it was easy to get caught.

-----

While William wasn’t running things in Cruonia anymore, it wasn’t as if he had no influence. He still had personal sway, and also knew many people who were still involved. Lila had heavy ties to the ministry of education, and while her passions for free education often caused her to butt heads with people who thought it was impractical, she often got her way.

In other areas, Jordan held great sway. Though most of it was behind the scenes, Jordan probably had more power than those who became president of Crunoia. While the military rarely had need of a leader, Jordan’s genius wasn’t just limited to battlefield tactics.

William had taken some time to figure out what it was that Jordan actually wanted with all of that power… but it was surprisingly simple. Jordan wanted control over things for the same reason as anyone else- a sense of security and safety. Most people just weren’t willing to go to such lengths for it. At least Jordan was trustworthy. Along with others, William felt safe leaving the world in their hands. Besides, he would still be around if he really needed to do something. However, he also couldn’t try to solve all the problems himself- even if he could do it, it wouldn’t be good for society functioning if something happened to him.
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                Arriving late for an interplanetary trip was a terrible idea. If you missed your flight, you would have to wait days or weeks for the next shuttle… depending on where you were going. Most people stayed overnight at a hotel nearby a spaceport, unless they lived nearby. Then they tried to arrive a couple hours early, because a bit of standing or sitting around waiting was better than wasting an expensive ticket. Very occasionally, it led to interesting conversations between strangers.

“Sooo… you ever hear about the shadow king?” one bored person asked another innocent.

“No.” They said flatly.

“Well it’s-”

“I didn’t mean ‘no’, I haven’t heard it. That was a no, I don’t want to talk about crazy conspiracy theories involving long dead kings.”

“But he’s not dead!”

“Of course he is. There hasn’t been any news on him since like, a dozen years after he stepped down as king. He was probably already dying then and didn’t want to be public about it.”

“How come there’s no record of his death, then?” The conspiracy fan raised his eyebrows.

“People die alone all the time and slip through the cracks.”

“Nah, listen, I have a cousin who works at the census bureau… they work real hard to maintain good records.”

“They can still miss one. Besides, has this cousin of yours actually looked at the record for that guy?”

“Well… not exactly. That’s the thing, it’s kinda private information.”

“So he’d dead and nobody wants to admit it. Or they forgot to change the status. Besides even if he isn’t marked dead that doesn’t mean he’s alive. Do you know how long it’s been?”

