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    Chapter 1: Reincarnation
I felt my finger twitch as it rested on the silver lever.
It’s no longer a matter of who can pull the trigger first, but whose gut can stomach the pain of being shot the most.
Maybe… This bullet will be my legacy.
The dance of shrapnel, the dance of gunpowder. Screams of terror and screams of pain. A hellsent symphony that I grew up dancing to in the ballroom with my sweetheart.
The visions I had in my old village are finally coming true within the battlefield today.
Will I be able to go back and see ‘her’ after this?
I don’t know.
A tiny ball of metal peeked out of the barrel of the gun. Sweat dripped down as I held my breath.
I don’t know.
Will he shoot me? Should I shoot first?
When will this bloody war end?
It does not matter.
One of us gets to go home, and one of us goes home in a body bag.
My eyes darted around, searching for an answer to my questions, but I found the one I dreaded the most in his eyes.
A home to return to, a family waiting for him, and a paradise calling him.
The pain exploded between my eyes before I could hear the gunshot.
I let my finger drop from the trigger and smiled at him as I fell.
This paradise you seek…
Savour it in my place.
…
At least, those were my memories right before I died.
“Young master, where are you?”
I got shot in the head.
“Young master, I’ve been looking all over the Chateau for you!”
So why am I still alive?
I dropped the book in my hands as a pretty, young lady wearing a maid uniform scolded with her hands on her hips. Her mousy brown hair fell over her heart-shaped face down to her shoulders and accentuated her rosy cheeks.
“…sorry, Penny.”
The words came out of my mouth unconsciously, like they had been habit to this person.
Unfamiliar memories began to surface in my mind, rushing over me like a tidal wave.
My name is Erebus Lafite, heir of House Lafite.
Penny is my personal maid, hired personally by my mother to take care of me.
She sighed as she ruffled my hair, “It’s fine. Your Father was just looking for you to confirm the plans for your twelfth birthday.”
I nodded, “Alright, let’s go.”
We left the vast library into a hallway. The walls were panelled with lacquered oak wood and decorated with several paintings while statues and potted plants were dotted around the marble flooring.
Another servant was busy cleaning the surrounding area.
Or at least, that’s what it looked like.
She was waving her hands around in the air, but specks of dust I couldn’t even see gathered themselves into a ball in front of her.
What is that?
Is that…magic?
Is there magic in this world?
She noticed me and Penny approaching and quickly disposed of the ball of dust in a nearby waste bin, bowing deeply.
“Greetings to the Heir of the House.”
This…could take some time to get used to…
At least she’s doing a good job, though.
*

*I can see my own reflection in the windows.
A young boy stared back at me from behind the glass. His skin was pale, like it had never seen the sun, and his hair was darker than the richest night. He wore a black suit with a white undershirt.
Is that really how I look?*
**
*I look so thin…
But I guess that makes it official.
I was reincarnated into another world.
But…how?
And more importantly, why?
I was so immersed in my thoughts, I didn’t notice when we arrived at our destination until Penny knocked on a set of double doors.
“Come in.”
I stepped inside my father’s study with Penny following silently behind me.
Several bookshelves lined the walls as a tall window let in plenty of light into the room. A man sat behind the desk in the middle of the room with hair as dark as mine. He was leaning on the armrest of his chair, looking over several papers intently.
Several felted couches lay in front of the desk where a woman sat with a book in hand. Her long, wavy pink hair fell past her waist and her blue eyes sparkled when she saw me.
“Erebus! You’re here!”
I bowed a moment later to the man behind the desk as I searched for the proper etiquette through the sea of memories that had flooded over me earlier.
“I greet the Lord of House Lafite.”
“Kyaaa~~~ our son is so smart!”
Without warning, the woman threw herself onto me, hugging me tightly and pinching my cheek.
“It must be my genes. Huhu, as expected of me.”
“…what about mine?” The man feebly asked.
“Yours? Pfft,” The woman giggled, “Can you believe your father, Erebus? That’s why you need to find a woman who’s willing to put up with anything you do!”
“Can you please stop giving him weird ideas, Diana?”
The man cleared his throat and continued, “Anyway, your birthday is in a month, Erebus. We’ll be having your Debutante Ball here at the Chateau. The invitations have already been sent out, but as you requested, we kept it as private as possible.”
The Debutante Ball…
A customary party that a House hosts on the day their heir turns twelve.
It’s where an heir makes their first official appearance in society.
“I understand. Thank you, Father.”
“Don’t thank me just yet. I still had to invite all of the Nine Houses and several representatives from the Church, but still, there’s good news. Your sister’s done with her boarding school so Charlotte’s going to be home for your birthday.”
“You miss her, right? Don’t worry, you can come pick her up with me later when she arrives!”
Diana exclaimed, clasping her hands.
“Now that that’s out of the way, we can go to the Association now. Come with me, Erebus.”
“Yes, Father.”
“I’ll make sure dinner stays warm until you get back. May Fate preserve you, Erebus! I love you!”
Diana hugged me one last time before waving us goodbye as Lucas stood up from his chair and grabbed a coat from a nearby hanger. Penny and I followed him out of the study.
“Penny, get the car ready.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Where are we going, Father?”
Lucas turned to me with a smile.
“You’re getting Awakened today.”
…
A few hours later, we were in the back of a limousine as we made our way from the Chateau through the nearby city, Arkasa. I stared out of the window, immersing myself in the sights.
City blocks whizzed by with the clear, midday sun high up in the sky. Traffic slowly got denser and denser before we finally arrived in front of a square with a large building standing imposingly before it.
A massive, golden plaque that read “Aetheria Association” was inlaid upon the grand stone facade along with intricate carvings. Large windows on either side of the open doors looked out over the square.
People passed by in droves with a few even glancing at us in curiosity.
My father stepped out of the limousine with me. Penny followed soon after, carrying a secure looking briefcase with her. A man in a suit came running towards our car and bowed.
“It is an honour to meet you, Lord Lafite. My name is Mitchell Simmons. Archmage Sterling is waiting for you.”
Lucas nodded, “Thank you for responding to my request.”
“The pleasure is ours. Please come this way.”
As we entered the Association building, a massive open hall stretched out before us like a train station. People were gathered around a busy receptionist’s desk, but we walked past the crowds of people through several back corridors until we reached a particularly secure steel door.
Mitchell pressed a red button to the side and a woman’s voice spoke,
“Identification please.”
He pressed a finger against a sensor before it beeped.
“Welcome, Mitchell Simmons.”
“After you, gentlemen.”
A spacious, circular hall opened up behind the steel door. The ceiling was painted with a mural depicting a stunningly beautiful woman with long, silver hair sitting on a throne overlooking the continent while people bowed down before her.
“It’s been a while, Lord Lafite. How’s your father doing?”
A silver haired man appeared from behind a nearby door and asked.
Lucas nodded, “Last I heard, he was doing well, but you should know of his exploits better than I do. Erebus, meet Micah Sterling. He’s one of the few Archmages we have in the world.”
I nodded to the man as well.
“Nice to meet you, Archmage Sterling.”
“So, you’re Lucas’s son, huh? How are you feeling? Nervous for your Awakening?”
“A little. Will it hurt?”
“Depends. Awakening gets rid of the impurities blocking mana from flowing inside of your body. We’ll do a little test before we start the Awakening process to see how many impurities you have in your body. If you don’t have that much, Awakening should be a piece of cake for you.”
I nodded in understanding.
“Did you bring a mana core for your Awakening?”
Lucas signalled to Penny who handed Micah the briefcase she had been carrying. He opened it with a click and inside was the largest gemstone I had ever seen. A black pearl the size of a volleyball seemed to absorb the light around it as it stared back at us.
“Good. Come, Erebus. Sit down over here. Lucas, you and the maid can wait outside. Mitchell, you can go back to work.”
Lucas nodded as he walked over to a nearby chair. Penny grabbed my arm and whispered to me.
“You can do it, young Master. I believe in you.”
“Thanks Penny. I’ll see you soon.”
I followed Micah into the next room and sat down on the floor in the middle. Micah let his mana flow around me and several, complicated looking magic circles rose from the ground.
“Alright, now relax. Breathe in and breathe out. I’ll be checking how many impurities you have inside of you by simulating the Awakening process. You might feel some sense of nausea, but please do try to keep it in. Are you ready, Erebus?”
I nodded. A halo of light appeared in Micah’s hand and the circles began to glow. I braced myself for the nausea Micah warned me about, but after a moment or two, nothing happened.
Huh, I’m alright-?
Suddenly, I felt a bout of vertigo hit me like a sledgehammer. I nearly hurled all of my organs out right then and there. Pain stabbed my entire body from all sides as I gritted my teeth and wrestled with the breakfast clawing its way back up my throat. After what seemed like an eternity, the circles stopped glowing.
I gasped for air with tears streaming down my face.
That was just… a simulation?
“It’s done, but I’m afraid I have some bad news for you, Erebus.”
Micah’s face looked grim as he approached me.
“There are too many impurities inside of you, Erebus. I’m sorry, but I don’t think it would be safe to Awaken you.”
I nodded in understanding, but my heart felt like it had sunk into the abyss. Rage built up inside of me out of my control.
Why do I feel like this?
Is this…the original body’s emotions?
Was the real Erebus really looking forward to this day?
…I’m just a thief.
I stole this young boy’s memories, his life, his family, everything he’s ever had.
I don’t even know where he is or what happened to him.
…but I can’t let him give up on his dreams without even trying.
I don’t know how I can give him his body back, or if that’s even possible.
So for now, I’ll just try my best to live his life to the fullest.
I looked up at the Archmage and said.
“Let me try.”

 
    

  
    Chapter 2: Awakening
Impurities were a natural part of the body.
No one was born with the ability to use mana, not even the Archmage Micah Sterling himself. Impurities inhibited the flow of mana inside the body and person needed to undergo the Awakening process in order to eject these impurities.
The problem was that impurities were everywhere: blood, skin, muscles, even organs. Expelling the impurities that hid itself within such important parts of the body would kill the Awakener before they could even start to manipulate mana.
That was why the Awakening process had to be conducted quickly.
Micah sighed inside his head as looked at the boy in front of him.
Cornelius Lafite, the Conqueror.
The greatest Lord House Lafite had ever seen.
Fate must really be cruel.
‘How could such a person have such an untalented grandson?’
And worst of all, he didn’t even know his place.
“Listen, Erebus. You already had a taste of what the Awakening process will be like. With the amount of impurities you have inside of you, it would take hours for you to even reach the same level of mana flow as a regular Awakener, and that’s if you didn’t die of blood loss first.”
‘So why?’
“Please, Archmage Sterling.”
‘Just why?’
Micah looked at Erebus in his eyes.
‘Why does he have the same eyes as his grandfather?’
“Let me try, just this once.”
‘And why do I feel like he’ll actually succeed?’
His years of knowledge and experience told him he would kill the boy if he granted Erebus his request.
Even logic would agree.
‘But I am only an old man with a heart, and I, too, was once young like him.’
‘The record for the longest Awakening was three hours and forty minutes.’
‘Let’s see if he can beat his grandfather’s achievement.’
…
“Fine. Here, hold the core in your hands. Can you feel the mana inside of it?”
Archmage Sterling handed the orb to me.
The mana core was smooth like marble and colder than ice on my fingers. Dark, swirling energies tingled my fingertips as if it would explode at any second.
I guess that’s what he means.
I nodded.
“Then, I’ll start the magical formation again. It’s going to create an environment rich with mana that will awaken your internal pathways. I want you to channel mana from inside the core through these pathways in order to push out the impurities blocking your mana flow. Can you do that?”
“I hope so.”
“Good. Remember, just let the mana flow. The longer you hold on, the more impurities you shed and the more efficient your mana flow will be. Are you ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Then may Fate preserve you.”
The mana circles around me began to glow again. I could already feel the raging nausea surging back like the rising tide, but I tried to concentrate on the stored energy inside the core. I began to draw the stored energy inside of it when I was suddenly engulfed in darkness.
My body went numb and the nausea suddenly went away. I couldn’t see anything either. It felt like gravity didn’t exist as I floated around in nothingness, completely free.
This feels nice.
I could definitely get used to this.
What if I just stayed here and didn’t come back?
…No, I promised the boy I’d try my best.
I need to keep circulating the mana inside of me.
My senses had disappeared along within the wave of darkness, but I could still feel the mana inside of me. I began to circulate it throughout my body when the darkness whispered in my mind.
‘Isn’t it better to just quit?’
‘Why are you putting in this much effort?’
‘Just close your eyes and go to sleep.’
My thoughts began to waver as the darkness tried to erode my mind, but I ignored their sweet words and focused on the flow of mana inside my body.
Circulate…
…
Micah watched over the boy in silence as he kept the mana formations running.
A storm of emotions stirred inside of him.
‘He should be feeling pain far worse than that of his wildest dreams.’
Black impurities oozed out of his skin in buckets. Although they instantly evaporated due to the mystical formations, Erebus had shed so much that the room was filled with a foggy mist.
‘His body should be tearing itself apart with the amount of impurities it has shed.’
‘How can he keep going?’
A memory suddenly surfaced in his mind.
The Second Outbreak.
Fifty years ago, the Fell King had sent hundreds of thousands of his twisted monstrosities to destroy the continent.
The sun shone high in the sky, but the earth received no light as the Fell Beasts swarmed towards the regiment of Awakeners guarding the border.
Micah had been much younger back then, having only recently awakened. His hand trembled as he gripped down hard on his staff. The sound of their roars and growls reached him all the way at the top of the Iron Wall as he watched the army of Fell Beasts, his heart sinking deeper and deeper.
‘Is it over for humanity?’
‘How are we ever supposed to stop that.’
“Why are you worried, Micah?”
A hand laid itself on his shoulder, making Micah jump in surprise. A blonde haired soldier asked him as he joined him.
“Cornelius…”
“I’m still here.”
Pure arrogance flowed from his very being.
“And I’m still breathing.”
No, should he call it confidence?
Something bloomed in Micah’s heart as the blonde haired soldier put a foot down on the parapet of the wall.
Hope.
“Trust in me. I’ll be right back.”
He jumped off the wall into the swarm of Beasts, a sea of teeth and claws.
“Cornelius…!”
Suddenly, the Fell Beasts went quiet. Micah couldn’t hear any of their growls anymore. He leaned over the parapet and saw darkness surrounding the landscape as Cornelius gripped the sword by his waist.
“You may be Beasts so you might not understand my words, but know this. No matter how rich and dark the night is, the morning shall always come.”
Cornelius unsheathed his sword. It wasn’t particularly fast, or flashy.
He simply drew his sword, and the world exploded with light.
Eclipse Swordsmanship First Form: Morning Daybreak.
From that day on, the world witnessed the strength of Cornelius Lafite and gave him an appropriate title.
The Conqueror.
‘Fate must have blessed me. I’m witnessing the birth of two legends of the same bloodline.’
Erebus finally opened his eyes as the core inside his hands shattered, signalling that all the mana inside of it had been drained.
Micah checked his watch.
‘Eight hours and fifty-six minutes. Cornelius would be proud.’
…
When I finally opened my eyes, my body was burning up like a furnace and completely drenched in sweat.
I’m alive.
I did it.
I tried making a sphere with my mana and something black, almost gaseous, took form on the palm of my hand.
It’s not perfect, but it’s there.
I’ve been Awakened.
“Welcome to the world of Awakeners, Erebus Lafite. You have taken your first and last step into this world from which there is no turning back.”
I dispersed the ball of mana and grabbed the hand Micah gave to me.
“Congratulations, your Father will be proud.”
I bowed towards him.
“Thank you for your help, Archmage.”
“I expect great things from you, Erebus. Remember to rest when you get home. We’ll meet again at your Debutante Ball, but in the meantime, I want to go grab some dinner.”
“Alright… wait, dinner? I thought it was noon. What time is it now?”
“Around 10 p.m. Your Awakening took exactly eight hours and fifty-six minutes.”
Micah left me alone with that jaw-dropping revelation as Lucas and Penny came inside the room.
“How are you feeling, son?”
I looked up at Lucas and grinned.
“I-I think I have leg cramps.”
Lucas laughed.
“You did well. Get some rest when we get back to the Chateau. Go straight to bed, and no reading.”
“Yes Father.”
Lucas suddenly scooped me up in his arms before I could react, carrying me all the way back to the limousine. I was about to object when a wave of drowsiness washed over me.
“Good night, Erebus,” my father whispered to me.
I nodded half-consciously as I drifted off to sleep.
It had been a long day.
…
I woke up the next morning to the sound of raindrops drumming against the window. My muscles felt sore in places I didn’t even know had muscles. I groaned as I tried to sit up in my bed.
Urgh, this sucks.
I muttered to myself before I looked up.
A floating window stared back at me at the edge of the bed.
[~~Hero System~~]
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Huh?
What is this?
Hero System?
[Yes, hello! Nice to meet you!]
“Who’s there?”
[It’s me! I’m your System!]
“You can talk?”
[Yes! The Goddess created me to assist the Hero who will save this world from danger and deemed it important for me to be able to speak!]
“What Goddess? And what kind of danger?”
[The Goddess of Fate, Aetheria! She watched over the fates of the humans in this world and has foreseen a great Calamity approaching this world. That’s why she has chosen a hero to save this world from the Calamity!]
“Seems like a very complicated way of doing things. Why doesn’t the Goddess take care of the Calamity herself?”
[She can’t! She can only manipulate the fates of those born of this world. The Calamity comes from a place outside her domain. This is the only way she can stop the Calamity.]
“I see. Can anyone else see you?”
[I can remain hidden from other people if you wish.]
“Yeah. How am I supposed to explain a floating window following me around wherever I go?”
[Good point. You can also summon me at any time by saying, “Status”. For now, I suggest that you do that one Quest and learn more about this world.]
“Alright, I’ll do that. Thanks System.”
[May Fate Preserve You, O Hero.]
“Actually, I have one last question, System. Why does my Fortune look different from the rest of my stats?”
[Huh? What Fortune stat?]
“It’s on my stat page. Right there.”
I pointed to the odd looking stat on the window and the System cursed.
[Fuck! I should have checked again before I activated the System! I’ll have to redo this part.]
[Hidden Quest: Emergency Fortune Patch COMPLETE]

[Reward: Memory Wipe]

[Memory Wipe In Progress…]



…
[May Fate Preserve You, O Hero.]
A sense of disconnect hit me as I wrinkled my eyebrows.
[What’s wrong, Hero?]
“…It’s nothing. Thanks System.”
Weird, I remember having a question I wanted to ask the System, but I can’t seem to remember what it was.
Oh well, if I can’t remember it, it can’t have been that important, right?
But the System is pretty interesting.
Even controlling Mana requires a Skill, huh?
And it gives me quests that I can complete for rewards.
I guess I’ll need to go to the library.
However, just as I got up, my stomach rumbled loudly.
…maybe after breakfast.
I left my room, and the shadows remained still behind me.

 
    

  
    Chapter 3: The Fell
“Erebus! You’re awake!”
Diana exclaimed as she got up hurriedly from the dining table. She placed her hand on my forehead and checked the rest of my body,
“Are you feeling okay?”
“Yeah, I’m alright.”
Diana sighed in relief, “Thank goodness… I was worried after you immediately went to sleep yesterday. Why did the Awakening take so long? This clown of a father won’t tell me, saying it’s a secret. Did something go wrong?”
I told her everything that had happened during the process, except for the part where I insisted on Awakening despite the Archmage’s warnings.
“Almost 9 hours…”
It was unprecedented. After all, the previous all-time record was less than half of that.
“My son is amazing~~!”
She pounced on me, rubbing her cheek against my face. I looked towards my father with a silent cry.
‘Help me.’
Lucas merely clasped both of his hands together.
‘I pray for your safety, my son.’
He left the dining room in silence.
‘…Father, why have you forsaken me?’
Breakfast lasted for a long time afterwards.
…
After escaping from my mother’s embrace and grabbing a bite to eat, I went back to the library.
Tall, oak shelves reached high up towards the ceiling. Arched windows lined the walls, filling the space with warm, natural light.
The soft scent of paper brought a sense of comfort to me as I walked past several bookshelves towards the history section of the library.
I picked out a random book and sat down on a nearby armchair.
Soon, I became immersed in reading the book in front of me.
Humanity had lived in relative peace for thousands of years. Civilizations had risen and fell throughout history, but people were still divided by their differences.
That all changed when the First Outbreak arose.
The Fell King unleashed his foul corruption onto the world. Infected creatures mutated into ghastly monstrosities that slaughtered everything in their sights.
Almost half of the population of the continent was wiped out during the First Outbreak. As the Fell King’s army continued to slaughter everything in their sights, nine people discovered something that would change the world forever.
Mana.
They were the first Awakeners. Together, they pushed back the Fell King’s army all the way back to his ruined Kingdom.
The Nine fought against the Fell King, the source of all the Corruption, yet one by one, they fell to the King’s blade.
The Fell King raised his sword once more to end their lives when the Goddess Aetheria descended upon the Nine, taking the blow for them and whisking them away from certain death.
They returned victorious along with the Goddess, having defeated the Fell King’s army, but the Fell King himself still lived and the Goddess had sustained a critical injury to protect the Nine.
Moreover, the King’s corruption remained in the soil where his army had marched as the land turned infertile and barren.
Hunger and poverty grew rampant alongside crimes. The people cried out in anguish, so the Goddess used the last of her power and smiled.
[Fear not, My children, and trust in Me, for I shall send a Hero to liberate you all from this evil.]
Thus, the Goddess blessed humanity and gave them the ability to be Awakened, to use mana.
The Nine soon forged their own Houses and formed a Council to lead the remaining survivors, raising a giant wall of steel facing the ruined kingdom.
Three centuries have passed since the formation of the Council. House Lafite was still well respected as one of the Nine Houses and a member, but even more so due to the actions of Cornelius Lafite, my grandfather, during the Second Outbreak where he single-handedly defended the Iron Wall against hundreds of thousands of Fell Beasts.
He must be incredibly powerful. I wonder if he’s coming for my birthday.
[Quest: Learn More About This World COMPLETE]


[Reward: 50 XP]



Nice, I completed the quest!
Also, I guess I am the Hero prophesied by the Goddess.
Is this the Calamity the System mentioned?
Will there be another Outbreak?
But honestly, something’s not adding up.
The Goddess blessed humanity with the ability to be Awakened and the Nine Founders were the ones who first discovered mana, yet the Fell King managed to single-handedly beat all of them, raze half the continent to the ground, and even hurt the Goddess?
All without having been Awakened?
No, it can’t be. He must have at least known how to use mana.
But if so, how did he figure it out?
From what I’ve read, to use mana, you had to receive the ability from the Goddess or be one of the Nine Founders that first discovered it.
Did he discover mana even before the Founders did?
Or… did the Fell King receive mana from the Goddess?
[Hidden Quest: The Truth? COMPLETE]


[Reward: Memory Wipe]

[Memory Wipe In Progress…]



…
I lost track of time as I read, only noticing its passage when I had to turn on a light to continue reading.
The door to the library creaked open, interrupting my reading, and Penny called out.
“Young Master, are you in here again?”
“Yeah. Do you need me for something?”
“Yes. The Lord of the House was asking for you. I’m not sure why.”
“Father? Alright, let’s go.”
The Chateau’s residential area was located on the west wing while the ‘business side’ including the library, gardens, and Father’s study were in the east.
After a short walk, I knocked on the door to the study while Penny stood by with her arms folded behind her back.
“Are you not going in?”
“The Lord said he wanted a private conversation with you.”
Penny shrugged her shoulders when my father’s voice rang out from behind the door.
“Come in.”
Lucas was sitting down behind desk when I entered. He smiled warmly.
“Ah, Erebus. Were you reading in the library again?”
“I was, Father.”
“I suppose Penny has learned all of your usual hiding spots by now. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about something.”
He cleared his throat and continued.
“One of the Nine Houses, House Camden, has recently discovered a new vein of mana crystals. So far, House Lafite has been the only one with a grip on the market. However, another House, House Richwell, wants to overthrow our domination of the supply and is asking House Camden if they want to sell it.”
Lucas took a sip of water before continuing.
“I have also reached out to them with interest, but House Camden doesn’t want to sell. In fact, they’re announcing that all proceeds from the mine will go towards charity instead. What do you think I should do?”
I blinked in surprise, trying to process the influx of new information. I searched through Erebus’s memories for what mana crystals were.
They were also a part of the Goddess’s blessing. They are similar to the mana core I used to Awaken in that they’re both crystallized forms of mana, but mana cores are found in the bodies of powerful Fell Beasts. Mana Crystals form deep underground and are mostly used to generate power.
The lights around the Chateau were powered by mana crystals, for example.
Lucas chuckled as he observed my face.
“It’s fine if you don’t come up with a solution. I just wanted to show you what it means to be the Head of the House.”
“Father, which charity will House Camden be donating to?”
“Yes? Ah, that’ll be their own orphanages and healthcare programs.”
I scoffed, “So, the lion is saying it’ll be generous and become vegetarian so that it can give its cubs meat?”
“Well spotted. Yes, I have multiple sources confirming House Camden is planning to commit charity fraud by pocketing the profits from the mana crystals in the name of charity. This is a lesson I want to teach you, Erebus. We may be part of the Nine Houses, but you must always remember, we are not the heroes you may read about in the library. We are all humans.”
Lucas’s eyes darkened.
“Humans lie, cheat, and steal. They are selfish, arrogant, and make mistakes. You might argue that House Camden should be punished for what they are trying to do, but they also invested a lot of money into finding that vein in the first place. Even after they’ve found it, they still couldn’t reap their rewards in peace without the other Houses eyeing them hungrily. This was the only way they could protect themselves, by using their public image.”
“You’re saying you would do the same thing?”
“If it meant making sure you, your mother, and your sister will never know what hunger is, or what sleeping in the pouring rain with only rags to clothe you feels like, I would even stab the Goddess in her back.”
“Humans cannot sit back and rely on Fate to save them.”
His words were undeniably blasphemous.
If anyone from the Church had heard what my Father just said, they would hang his head at the Cathedral and destroy the bloodline of House Lafite in a heartbeat.
But his eyes were dead serious.
“…I understand, Father.”
“Good, and Erebus?”
“Yes, Father?”
“I am proud of you. Archmage Sterling told me about what happened during the Awakening, including the parts you omitted. Just remember this Erebus: Never risk your life again. Whether or not I am disappointed, you are still my son. Got it?”
“Understood, Father. I won’t do it again.”
Maybe.
With all the saving the world thing, that’s kind of hard to promise.
“Alright. How are you feeling? Do you feel pain anywhere?”
“My muscles are a bit sore, but I think that’s normal.”
“With what you’ve gone through, it’s a miracle that that’s the only thing you’re feeling. Well, if you ever need anything, just ask Penny to take you to the hospital. I need to get back to work now.”
“Have fun.”
I left Lucas’s office with a bow. As soon as I made sure no one was around, I sighed heavily.
…I’m not the person you know.
Penny, Diana, Lucas.
I’m not your ‘young Master.’
I’m not even your son.
I just possessed this body.
Your feelings… are not meant for me.
But still…I will try to accept them as best I can.
As…Erebus Lafite?
Or…?
Huh?
Why can’t I remember my old name?
[Hidden Quest: Remember Me? COMPLETE]


[Reward: Memory Wipe]

[Memory Wipe In Progress…]



…
{Too many questions and too little answers…}
{Opportunity comes, and opportunity goes.}
{Fate, seat yourself amongst your coat of furs.}
{Fortune shall serve you all your woes.}
…
“This fucking fox!”
She slammed her fist on her throne as she cursed.
“Sneaking that thing into the stat page! Now, he’s thinking too much since I wiped out his memories!”
“This damned fox is already dead and she’s still causing a fuss wherever she goes! I can’t keep wiping his memories because I’m already running out of Divinity!”
“Haah, allright. It’s fine, Ria. I already erased the fates where he asks the questions about Fortune, his real name, and the truth. He’ll never ask those questions ever again. If he becomes the Hero I prophesied about, he’ll gather enough faith for me to restore my Divinity, and maybe even enough to surpass our Creator. I just need to be patient and silence any other doubts he has.”
“Come on, fox. Let’s see how long you can play before you truly die.”
…
After a while, I finally found the training grounds behind the Chateau. From the outside, it looked like a regular warehouse, but inside, the building was equipped with all the latest technology, like an Awakener gym.
One area had its floors all made of dirt to simulate real combat scenarios. Tall, corrugated steel walls stretched at least fifteen meters into a web of catwalks where the lights hung.
The sun had already set by the time I had gotten there, but that didn’t matter.
I just want to test out my stats.
I’m curious to see how well these numbers translate to my actual movements.

 
    

  
    Chapter 4: Fell Beast
“Status.”
[Hero System]


[Name: Erebus Lafite Level 1: 50/100]

[Age: 11]
[Rank: E+]
[Stats:]
[Health: 100    Mana: 100      Stamina: 100]
[Strength: 15]
[Agility: 14]
[Dexterity: 12]
[Endurance: 15]
[Intelligence: 14]
[Luck: !@#+~]
[Quests]
[Main Quest: Please Save This World, O Chosen Hero Progress: 0.23%]
[Reward: You Will Live Happily Ever After]
[Skills:]
[Mana Flow S: Allows User To Manipulate Mana To Their Will]
[***]



Huh, the weird Fortune stat turned into a Luck stat, but something seems wrong with it.
The text seems to be blurred out for some reason.
“Hey System, do you know anything about this?”
…
She screamed in agony as the Divinity inside her wreaked havoc on her very flesh. Ichor dripped from every orifice of her body, staining her throne golden yellow.
“I have been turning a blind eye to your schemes, Fate, but you dared to impersonate a Domain of the fallen.”
She glared at the featureless humanoid that floated above her and spat out the ichor inside her mouth.
“Order…”
The being seemed to contain the cosmos within itself as galaxies swirled around it. A halo of stars wreathed itself above its head as it brought down judgement upon the sinner.
“Know your place, sister.”
Seemingly satisfied with its work, it teleported away from her Divine Palace. She clutched her stomach in pain, her silver hair strewn about haphazardly.
“Kuh, I messed up… Have to… go… heal…”
With the last of her strength, she shut the System down and fell into a deep slumber.
…
[Sorry, but that feature is unavailable right now! Please try again later!]
Huh? What’s wrong with the System?
“Status.”
[Sorry, but that feature is unavailable right now! Please try again later!]
It was working just fine a minute ago though…
Oh well, whatever.
After some light stretching, I made my way to one end of the area. A field track had been drawn out like the edges of an arena around the centre where several training dummies stood, but I was only interested in the hundred meter sprint area for now.
I set up the timer at the end of the track on a computer and got into position on the ground, clenching the muscles in my legs.
Let’s see how fast I can run.
I watched as the timer ticked down on a display above the track.
3, 2… 1!
I darted across the field as fast as I could, only stopping once I reached the mark at the end. I circled back towards the computer to check my speed.
Ten meters per second…
I’m already as fast as the fastest person in my previous world was.
This is insane…
I’m only eleven, too.
I have so much more room to grow.
Now, let me see what I can do with my mana.
[Sorry, but that feature is unavailable right now! Please try again later!]
Huh, why can’t I use my mana?
Oh right, the System isn’t working.
I don’t have my Mana Flow skill.
Still…
I turned towards the training dummies in the middle of the arena and I could swear I saw sweat beads dripping down their foreheads.
I grinned.
I don’t need mana to punch something.
…
The moon was already shining brightly in the sky by the time I stepped out of the training grounds. Summer was coming to an end as the chill of fall creeped into the night. I shivered in my sweat-drenched clothes.
I’ll grab something to eat and have a hot shower before I sleep.
As I walked back towards the main building, I admired the Chateau’s beautiful garden, illuminated by the moonlight. Neatly-trimmed hedges surrounded the whole estate alongside its lawns and provided a touch of greenery that pleased the eyes.
It would be even prettier in spring when all the flowers bloom.
Just then, I heard something rustling in the bushes behind me. I turned around to see what it was.
But all I saw was a snout full of fangs rapidly chomping down on me.
I ducked onto the ground and the Beast rolled onto the lawn by my side. I got a good look at it as it got back to its feet.
A gigantic, shadowy fox towered over me at over five meters in height. It growled as fiery orbs burned around it. Its bushy tail twitched in the air behind it.
Or rather, all nine of them.
A Fell Beast?!
How did it get inside the estate?
The Beast pounced at me again, interrupting my thoughts, but I rolled on the ground to my left. I felt the heat of its flames scorch the air as it soared above my head.
The moonlight above us waned as darkness crept in from all sides. I couldn’t see anything except for the giant, flaming fox that wanted to kill me.
I can’t run.
Can I kill it?
I don’t have any weapons…
…I’ll have to do it barehanded.
I steeled myself against the fox, keeping my body low to the ground as I faced the beast.
Judging by the darkness surrounding us and the fireballs around it, it seems like it can manipulate fire and darkness, but it’s only trying to bite at me.
Is it playing with its food?
The fox charged at me once more, its nine tails whipping in the wind.
I dropped to the ground, but this time, instead of just rolling on the ground, I aimed a kick at the fox’s shin with all of my strength.
The fox simply turned around and leered at me, almost laughing at my pitiful attempt.
It didn’t work…
The fox was about to jump at me again when a voice suddenly called out.
“Erebus, are you there?”
The darkness that had shrouded us disappeared and I saw Lucas run up to me, hair disheveled.
“Erebus! Where have you been? Penny couldn’t find you anywhere in the Chateau.”
“At the training grounds, but look! There’s-”
I turned around to point at the fox, but it was nowhere to be found.
Huh? Where did it go?
“What are you pointing at?”
“A Fell Beast attacked me, Father. It looked like a giant, shadowy fox with flames around it.”
“A Fiendfyre Fox? That’s an B-Class Fell Beast, Erebus. Are you sure that’s what you saw?” Lucas asked as he nodded towards the surroundings.
The grass around looked as pristine as ever as if a giant fox had never jumped off and landed on the ground.
The fox left no wounds on me either, leaving zero evidence of its presence.
“I’m not doubting you, Erebus, but-”
“I know it looks like I’m lying, but I know what I saw.”
Lucas stared right into my eyes before sighing.
“Alright, I’ll ask Penny to look into it later. Anyway, what were you doing all the way at the training grounds?”
“With all due respect, Father, what are the training grounds used for?”
“Point taken. Let’s get you inside the Chateau for now. You must be freezing with all that sweat on your clothes.”
Lucas’s nose crinkled. An idea bloomed in my mind and I smiled.
“I don’t like that look on your face. Your mother has the same smile whenever she’s about to do something.”
“Let me give you a hug, Father!”
“No, stay away from me! You stink!”
I chased Lucas all the way back to the Chateau, laughing under the moonlit sky.
…
The next day, I woke up to the sound of birds chirping outside my window. I slept peacefully, despite the events of last night.
Perks of having been a soldier, I suppose.
At some point, you learn to sleep even when death is peeking over your shoulder.
Those who don’t, die.
I yawned as I snuffed out the scented candles on my desk. The wax was running low and the sweet scent it gave off was starting to fade.
I should get some more later.
I guess I’ll go to the city today.
I had already showered yesterday when I arrived at the Chateau so I didn’t need to change my clothes again. I muttered underneath my breath.
“Status.”
But all I got was a message.
[Sorry, but that feature is unavailable right now! Please try again later!]
I still can’t access the system.
…Something’s wrong, but what can I do about it?
I don’t think there is anything I can do.
I guess I’ll just wait.
I left my room and headed for the dining hall.
Lucas and Diana were already seated and smearing butter on several slabs of toast by the time I got there. My mother waved excitedly, knife in hand, as I entered.
“Erebus! Come sit here beside me!”
“Dear, can you put the knife down?
“Why? Are you scared of a little knife?”
“…you might hurt yourself.”
Diana’s cheeks turned bright red as she hid her face behind her hands, dropping her knife onto her plate.
“…not fair.”
“Pardon?”
“It’s not fair! Why is my husband so cool?!”
“Ahem. Come sit down, Erebus.”
I handed the bucket of popcorn and sunglasses back to Penny who had silently handed them to me as the breakfast soap opera started.
“Regarding the thing you asked me yesterday, Penny looked around but she couldn’t find anything, Erebus.”
What?
How could that giant fox leave no traces?
“Anyway, what are your plans for today?”
I shoved my thoughts to the back of my head and responded.
“I was thinking of going to Arkasa with Penny for a little shopping. After that, maybe I’ll go to the training grounds again.”
“Alright, go ahead. Penny might be a little busy though so I’ll have someone else accompany you.”
I nodded as I picked up my own slice of toast.
“By the way, is there any news about that mana crystal vein House Camden found?”
“You’ll have to ask your mother about that.”
I turned to Diana who seemed to have recovered from her previous embarrassment as she chuckled sinisterly.
“Ohoho, yes. My cute, little son wants to know what his genius mother has been up to, does he? Fine, this noble self will tell you, but you have to kiss me on the cheek first!”
“It’s alright. I was just curious. I understand if it should be kept a family secret. I think I’m full now so I’ll excuse myself. Have a great day, Mother, Father.”
“E-eh?! Wait, come back! I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything! Wait!”
I left the dining hall with a half-eaten ham sandwich in hand and waved goodbye, Diana wailing after me.
…
House Lafite had established a presence in the surrounding area of Vichera during the start of the Corruption. In fact, each of the Nine Houses had marked out their own territories within the Iron Wall.
Although the Nine Families were all a part of the Council, as seen with the mana crystal incident, they were not as united as the common people might think. Everyone had their own agendas and interests to uphold.
Arkasa was the largest city within House Lafite’s territory with a population of about three million. Refugees from all over the continent had brought their culture with them and that was clearly reflected in its very structure.
Each building was a blended hybrid of artistic design with high-tech architecture. The sleek, minimalist style of the North intertwined with the traditional, oriental style of the east and the rustic, gothic style of the west.
Erebus arrived at the Promenade, the biggest shopping mall in the area wearing a sporty jacket, red shirt and white pants.
Although it was a weekday, there were still plenty of people around in the mall.
Couples and friends gathered around various restaurants, cafes, and stores on every floor as they chatted together. Families gathered around the play area, letting their children laugh and play in the play area.
As Lucas had mentioned, Penny said she was busy unfortunately and declined my offer to go to the city, but she gave me the address for the shop where she usually bought my candles. Thus, I was left along with Aaron, the driver, as we walked around the mall.
“Now, I may not be as good as Penny when it comes to handling children, but I assure you, young Master. You won’t be able to tell that she’s gone!”
He flashed a wide grin and gave me a thumbs up. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses, but I’m pretty sure they were smiling too.
You’re already way noisier than her…

 
    

  
    Chapter 5: Accident
We strolled casually around the mall until we found the candle shop on the top floor of the Promenade. It stood out among the other shops around the mall as it was the only one with a wooden storefront.
Just as I was about to enter the shop, something to my left caught my eye.
A young woman with mousy brown hair was walking towards the nearby ice cream parlor. Her face was covered by a face mask and she wore a maroon velvet coat together with a bowler hat instead of her usual maid outfit, but I still recognized her.
“Penny?”
The woman didn’t respond and continued walking, soon disappearing behind the parlor’s doors.
“Young Master? Is there a problem?”
Aaron asked as he walked up behind me.
“…It’s nothing. I must have been mistaken.”
Yeah. There’s a lot of women with Penny’s hair.
Let’s just finish what we came here to do.
A bell jingled as I opened the door to the store. The inside of the shop was just as wooden as the outside, with the walls and the floor covered in polished oak.
In the middle of the store, a young woman with long, wavy, purple hair and emerald-green eyes greeted us.
“Welcome. I’ve been expecting you, Mister Lafite.”
“You have?”
“The Chateau called ahead,” the woman nodded. “They asked me to prepare a ‘special’ delivery.”
Aaron put his hand on my shoulder and asked.
“May I see it?”
“Sure, here you go.”
The woman handed a brown, wrapped package to Aaron before turning back to the counter.
“I also have your regular order right here, Mister Lafite: a pack of twenty vanilla scented Neapolitan candles.”
“Thank you, Miss-”
“Arianna. Call me Arianna.”
“Thank you, Miss Arianna,” I said as I dug around my pockets for my wallet.
“Oh, you don’t have to pay, Mister Lafite.”
“Are you sure?”
“Everyone in Arkasa knows where the Lafite Chateau is. I know who to bill for your purchase, but it will never cover the cost of your grandfather saving my family’s lives.”
“I can’t accept this. I’m not my grandfather.”
“Then just think of it as a small gift, and remember to keep buying candles at my shop if you ever become the Lord of the House.”
She said with a wink. Too overwhelmed by her generosity, I simply nodded in thanks and left the shop with my candles in hand. Aaron followed me shortly afterwards, throwing his package’s wrapping in a nearby trash bin.
“What was in there?”
“Don’t worry about it. I just have to go get changed for a bit. Oh, here’s a note for you, by the way.”
Aaron handed me a card with some writing on it.
“Since you left the dining hall before I could tell you my plans, I’ll just put on a show for you! Hope you like it!”
Mom?
“By the way, young Master. The heir of House Camden is severely allergic to peanuts.”
“What do you-?“
A scream suddenly rang out through the mall before I could finish my sentence.
“Someone help! A young boy just collapsed on the ground!”
I ran towards the railing of the top floor and leaned over to see a red-faced boy wheezing as he tried desperately to breathe.
Some brown looking liquid flowed onto the ground.
With a smashed ice cream cone right beside his head.
Chills ran down my spine as I turned towards the ice cream parlor, only to find the woman I had seen earlier in her maroon coat and bowler hat. She took off the face mask covering her face.
Penny stared back at me, her eyes unflinching.
“Oh no, what a terrible accident. I hope someone can save him.”
I stared at Penny before asking.
“Did you do this?”
“I don’t know what you mean, little boy, but that kid down there is going to die. What a shame.”
Are you seriously still committing to your disguise now?!
“What about the first aid kits?”
“House Camden’s heir must be very unlucky. Someone just stole the Epipen in the nearest kit and all of the others are currently being inspected due to an anonymous tip about a bomb threat. Two more minutes and he’ll go into cardiac arrest. Oh, if only there was someone who could help… or you could just let him die.”
I searched her face for any sign of remorse or laughter, if this was just some sick joke or not.
All I found was the face of a killer who also just happened to be a maid at the Chateau.
“After all, who knows what a grief-stricken family might do? Maybe the death of their heir will get House Camden to realize what it means to say no to House Lafite.”
Her warm smile was gone, replaced with a cold-blooded facade that didn’t even blink at the death of an innocent child.
Humans lie, cheat, and steal…
Lucas’s words rang in my mind as I held out my hand in front of Penny, bloodlust leaking from my body.
“Give me the Epipen, now.”
Penny rifled through her purse and handed me the medicine.
“It won’t matter, anyway. You can’t get down there in time to save him.”
“Watch me.”
I stuffed the Epipen down the pockets of my pants before vaulting off the railing of the top floor. Penny’s stone-like mask crumbled instantly as she ran towards me and reached for the hem of my clothes.
“Wait, young Master-!”
“Get out of the way!”
I yelled at the top of my lungs, drowning out her cry. The crowd that had gathered around the collapsed boy looked up at me before instantly backing away. I tried to reinforce my body with mana, but my mana wouldn’t budge.
Wait, the system is still offline…
I don’t have my Mana Flow Skill.
“Oh Goddess!”
The polished floors of the mall grew right before my very eyes as I plummeted down.
Think, Erebus!
Regular people don’t have a system like you do, but they can manipulate their mana just fine!
You don’t need a Hero to manipulate mana.
You don’t need a system.
I recalled the sensations I had felt during my Awakening when I had circulated mana throughout my body.
Let your mana flow.
If I hit the ground like this, I’ll die.
Come on, please work!
{O ye, who have not given up even when the jaws of failure close around you…}
{May Fortune Find You.}
The voice I heard before my Awakening spoke again inside my head.
With no time left to spare, a thin layer of mana enveloped me as I hit the ground with a resounding crash. I grunted in pain as the reinforcement shattered instantly, but it had helped me absorb most of the impact.
That’s going to leave a mark tomorrow.
But still, I’m alive!
It was no time to celebrate though. House Camden’s heir’s lips were already turning blue. I took out the Epipen from my pocket and stabbed it into the suffocating boy’s thigh.
He gasped for air, finally able to breathe again. The swollenness around his face also began to subside. Tears streamed down his face as he wheezed.
“…thank…you…”
The crowd erupted into applause and cheer once they realized the boy was safe.
“Way to go, kid!”
“Is he an Awakener? He looks so young.”
“Mommy, that was so cool! Did you see that?”
I searched the crowd until I found someone in a security outfit and spoke.
“He should be fine for now, but take him to a hospital far away from here. He still needs to recover. I also have something to report, but could we do this in private?”
The security guard nodded before he shouted.
“Alright, move along now people. Nothing to see here. Let the boy rest.”
One by one, the crowd slowly disappeared. As soon as we were alone together, the security guard took out a pair of sunglasses and shot me a grin along with a thumbs up.
“Already called an ambulance. You did very well today, young Master. Penny’s already waiting in the car at the lobby.”
“…Aaron?”
“Yeah, something wrong, young master?” Aaron asked as he tipped his sunglasses down.
“…It’s nothing. I just have a lot of questions.”
A lot.
Of questions.
Aaron chuckled.
“Save them for your mother, and maybe try not to skip out on breakfast in front of her.”
…
“Ah, Erebus. How nice of you to finally sit down for a chat with your mother.”
Diana waved at me as she sat down under an arbour in a nearby park. Plates of cookies lay served on the table by a picnic basket as well as a pitcher of hot tea with two cups nearby.
She handed me one of the cups, but I slammed my fist down on the table.
“Did you really try to kill that child?”
“Dear me, I don’t know what you mean, Erebus.”
“Don’t fuck with me! I know what you did! You ordered Penny to drop a cone of peanut butter ice cream from the top floor of the Promenade onto House Camden’s heir’s head. All because they wouldn’t sell the vein to you!”
“Language, Erebus! And I really don’t know what you mean. That was not what happened at all.”
“Enlighten me.”
“Finally willing to let me tell my story?”
Diana tapped her cheek expectantly. Disgust crawled up my throat, but I suppressed my feelings and kissed my mother on the cheek.
“Kyaa~~ My son is so cute!”
I grabbed a cup from the table and poured myself some tea as I sat down.
“Alright, let me tell you what really happened~~”
…
Penny flipped through several sheets of paper before dialing a number listed on one of the pages.
“Halcyon Industries. Only the best for the best. How may I help you?”
“Rats in the dead of night.”
“Your order, dear customer?”
“One liter of poison from B rank or higher Fell Beasts.”
“And how would you like to pay?”
“I have information on the Camden Family that could help you in your hunt.”
“Please wait a moment.”
The call went on hold for a moment. When it connected again, a different person was speaking over the phone.
“What information do you have?”
“House Lafite is aware that you are plotting the assassination of House Camden’s heir in their territory under commission from House Richwell.”
“…I’m listening.”
“How would House Camden react if they found out Halcyon had accepted this commission from House Richwell? How would House Richwell react if this information gets leaked?”
“Where would you like your order delivered?”
“A storage box by the teleportation station. A-12.”
“Pleasure doing business with you and know that Halcyon will not forget this incident.”
“Neither will House Lafite. Watch every shadow you pass by.”
Penny hung up with a sigh.
“So? How did it go?” Aaron asked as he lit a cigarette.
“The Madam’s investigation was correct. House Richwell offered a bounty for whichever mercenary company could bring them House Camden’s head. They’re planning to use the chaos caused by the death of the heir to gain rights to the mana crystal vein.”
“Never thought Sophie would be the one to take the bait, though.”
“Halcyon must be having its own issues.” Penny said with a shrug. “It’s not like we can judge her either. We left that life behind.”
“True, but knowing Sophie, she’ll still go through with the assassination.”
“Which is why the Madam told me to gather evidence of their attempt and make sure Erebus has an opportunity to save the heir.”
“You don’t think he’ll hate you for making him choose whether or not to save the boy?”
“He can hate me all he wants. I don’t mind. He’ll have to make the same choice one day or another as the Head of the House. I… ran away when I got my chance, and I still regret my decision to this day.”
Aaron took a long drag from his cigarette and blew the smoke into the air where it dispersed within moments.
“I don’t know how you quit smoking.”
“Life’s bitter enough without it.”

 
    

  
    Chapter 6: Fox Hunt
“And so, that’s what happened!”
Diana took a sip from her cup of tea as I leaned back on my chair.
“So…you knew the boy was going to die, but you left his life in my hands?”
“A gross oversimplification of my genius plan, but yes, that’s pretty much it. Now that House Lafite saved House Camden’s heir, they’ll be indebted to us. Along with the evidence of House Richwell’s plan I’ve gathered, we can deal a massive blow to their family, maybe even get that monopoly on mana crystals Lucas always wanted. Ooh, that would be a wonderful birthday present!”
Diana giggled at her own fantasies.
“…what if I had let him die? Wouldn’t that have disrupted your plans? Why did you make me choose?”
“I didn’t, though? I knew you would save the heir, no matter the odds.”
“Why?”
“Because you have your father’s eyes.”
Diana smiled as she stroked my hair gently.
“Can I tell you a secret, Erebus?”
“What is it?”
“I’m really ugly. I can smile, wave, and act pretty, but I don’t understand what ‘kindness’ is.”
Her smile never reached her eyes.
“Something’s wrong deep inside of me that makes me different from everyone else. I used to think everyone would hate me if I showed them who I really was so I just kept smiling and waving, but your father’s eyes never changed.”
“Humans may lie, cheat and steal, but remember that we are but human too. Therefore, be kind to each other for mercy is far greater than judgement.”
The spring sun shone warmly down on us as we sat together in each other’s company.
…
“Hello and welcome to the three o’clock news. My name is Rowan Peters. Today, morning shoppers at the Promenade Mall in Arkasa were shocked when Brody Camden, the heir to House Camden, suddenly collapsed due to an allergic reaction after a cone of peanut butter ice cream fell on top of him from the top floor of the mall. Thanks to the quick actions of bystanders; however, he was given an Epipen and swiftly rushed to the nearest hospital. Fortunately, our sources have confirmed that although he is still currently in the ICU, his life will not be in any more danger for now.”
“Local investigation attempts are being aided by House Lafite. A receipt for the ice cream cone used as the attempted murder weapon has been found and traced back to a bank account that has received a significant payment from one of House Richwell’s subsidiary companies. Verbal confirmation of House Richwell’s involvement in this incident as per an agreement with an anonymous mercenary group has also been obtained and is being further investigated.”
“Authorities say that the evidence is quite conclusive and it is highly likely that House Richwell will face significant charges…”
“Damn right they are. They’ll probably just get a slap on the wrist.”
Brody Camden growled as he switched off the TV and laid back on the soft pillows of the hospital’s VIP Wing. A knock on the door came from outside the room.
“Sir, there’s someone here to see you. He says he’s from House Lafite.”
“Let them in.”
He sat back up on the bed as a pale boy with hair darker than the richest night walked inside accompanied by House Camden’s security guards.
“You’re…Erebus Lafite, right?”
The boy looked surprised when Brody mentioned his name.
“Charlie often mentions you. We go to the same boarding school. Thank you for saving my life.”
Erebus nodded, “It was nothing. I heard you would be stuck here for a while so I came to visit.”
“Yeah. I feel fine already, but the doctors just said they wanted to make sure I was stable first before they discharged me. Luckily, the ice cream only hit my face and throat. If I’d swallowed some of it, I would have died.”
Brody shuddered as he recalled the incident.
“If you need anything, just call one of the doctors. House Lafite will make sure your stay here is as comfortable as possible.”
“Actually, there is something you could do.” Brody grinned. “All of this happened because House Richwell wanted that mana crystal vein right?”
“Yeah?”
“We’ll sell it, but not to them. Erebus, can you contact your Family Head?”
“You’re not saying…”
“It seems House Camden and House Lafite have a lot to talk about.”
…
After talking with Brody for a while, I said goodbye to him and left for the Chateau.
I told Diana everything Brody had said over the phone and she squealed in delight. She was so excited she said would go ahead, saying she needed to finalize a few details regarding House Camden and the acquisition of the mana crystal vein back at the Chateau.
Thus, it was just me, Aaron, and Penny in the car, sitting in awkward silence on the drive back home.
I stared out of the window at the passing scenery, my head still spinning in a daze from the events of this morning.
Penny sat next to me wringing her hands, seemingly anguished over something.
“Young master? May I ask you something?”
“What’s wrong, Penny?”
Her stoic face remained still like a statue, but her eyes quivered as she asked.
“Do you hate me?”
“Are you going to quit if I do?”
Penny bowed her head, “If the young Master wishes it.”
“Hmm, I don’t know. Maybe if you don’t report my nightly activities to my parents, I’ll reconsider…”
Her face instantly brightened.
“I’ll let you go to the library all you want, young Master! I’ll even make you some snacks myself whenever you read!”
Aaron chuckled in the driver’s seat as he turned on the radio.
“Alright, time for some music in here!”
“No! Stop him, young Master! His music taste is terrible!”
“Who gave you permission to turn on the radio, huh?”
“The driver decides what music plays in the car.”
Aaron pressed a button to his side and a soundproof window rolled up in between us.
We yelled out our complaints, but he couldn’t hear us.
“I’m on a highway to hell, baby!”
…
{Fortune may have found you in your darkest hour,}
{but only fools believe it to be their own power.}
{Opportunity hides like a fox in shadow.}
{Catch it before it flies away like a sparrow.}
…
“No, no, no, no, no!”
She tore her silver hair out in frustration.
“This can’t be happening! How does that fox still have enough power to interfere with my plans?! That boy should have gotten severely injured and been treated by the priests of the Church using my Divine Power, gathering faith from his family and the region they lead. Instead, he went to the hospital and was treated regularly!”
“And since the system was offline, I couldn’t control the Hero’s actions through the quests. Now, he’s found the fox’s Domain and is asking questions about it!”
“It’s not like I can erase his memories again because that fate is already too unlikely. I can’t spend all my Divinity just to erase it when I don’t even know what that fox is planning next.”
“Still, that fox shouldn’t have that much power left. Although everyone on the continent worshiped her, she’s already been dead for three centuries. She’s just living out the last of her days annoying me.”
“Once she’s gone, not even Order will be able to interfere with my plans ever again. Let’s just be patient and monitor the Hero even closer.”
…
{Thus the sparrow flies from the nest.}
{Fate, hoping things turn out for the best.}
{Peace she wove, her mind grew blunt.}
{So the fox shall begin her hunt.}
…
In the end, it felt like we had listened to about ten hours of Aaron’s music during the ride back.
Although, I had to admit. Some of his selections were actually pretty good.
Penny, however, begged to differ as she glared murderously at Aaron as soon as he stepped out of the car.
I had zero intention of listening to their argument so I immediately left them to their bickering and headed for the training grounds behind the Chateau.
I want to get some exercise before dinner.
As I walked past the Chateau through the gardens, I suddenly had a thought.
That fox isn’t here again, is it?
…well Penny said she didn’t find any traces of it.
It should be fine, right?
I resumed walking, albeit a little more cautiously as I looked around for any signs of giant, flaming foxes.
I found none by the time I reached the training grounds, so I shoved that thought to the back of my mind as I clenched my fists.
“Status.”
[Sorry, but that feature is unavailable right now! Please try again later!]
Is the system ever going to work?
What’s going on?
Oh well, I wanted to practice controlling my mana without the help of the system anyway.
I was saved once already by that voice, but I can’t always depend on it.
Come to think of it, it mentioned that Fortune had found me.
Fortune… wasn’t that also on my stats before it turned into Luck?
Then, the system suddenly shut down and the fox attacked me.
…A lot of things seem to be related to Fortune.
What is Fortune?
So many questions and too little answers…
Like why has it suddenly gone dark?
Dark?
I rolled to my side right before a giant, shadowy fox leaped out of the shadows, nine tails blazing with ghastly fire, and snapped its jaws around where my prone form had been lying.
It’s here again!
The fox snarled, swiping at me with its claws. I ducked underneath the attack and punched it in the stomach, but just like before, the Beast laughed at my weak jab.
I need more strength.
Can I do that thing in the mall where I covered myself with mana?
That time, the voice had done it for me, but I should be able to do it myself.
I tried to circulate my mana throughout my body, but was surprised to see how easily it responded to me now.
If it had been like a wild stallion before, it was now tame and obedient.
I don’t know why it’s flowing so well right now, but I don’t have time to figure that out.
The fox eyed me warily. Mana creeped over my body and clung to me like a second skin. I was momentarily distracted by the surge of strength as the reinforcement energized my cells.
This feels…amazing!
The fox howled as the fire on all nine of its tails flared up.
Looks like it’s finally getting serious too.
We stared at each other, waiting for someone to make the first move.
The fox’s patience ran out first as it breathed fire at me. I leaped backwards, but the fox instantly shot towards me, claws outstretched.
It’s fast!
I braced myself as the fox slashed at me with its claws. The force sent me flying into the wall behind me with a crash.
I coughed up blood as I looked for the fox. The impact had kicked up a cloud of dust and the darkness that the fox summoned didn’t help me with spotting it.
Where are you?
I suddenly had a gut feeling and jumped left just before the fox leaped out of the shadows at my feet.
I kicked the fox’s snout as it bit at me and it yelped out in pain.
It’s working!
The flames on the fox’s tails suddenly flickered out. It opened its jaws and rays of light shone menacingly at me as it aimed at me.
I was still falling.
Ah shi-
A fireball shot out like a blur from the fox’s mouth and pain exploded on my chest as I was thrown backwards from the blast.
The last thing I saw as my consciousness faded away was the darkness receding as the lights in the training grounds flickered back on.

 
    

  
    Chapter 7: Training
“So, how was your day today?”
Lucas asked as he stabbed at several wedges of potatoes with his fork. The family was sitting together around the table at the dining hall for dinner. Diana stood up excitedly.
“Great! Our son is amazing, you know?”
“Really? What happened?”
“He saved House Camden’s heir’s life! The heir is so thankful, he’s willing to convince his family to sell us the mana crystal vein!”
Lucas raised an eyebrow, “…this isn’t another one of your schemes is it, Diana?”
My mother shrank back into her chair.
“N-no, it isn’t. Hey Erebus, tell your father it isn’t.”
Diana tugged at my sleeves, pulling me back to reality.
“H-Huh? What did you want me to do?”
“Tell him I didn’t do anything.”
“Father, Mother didn’t do anything today.”
“See, see? Erebus said it. You should learn to trust me more, Lucas.”
“Of course I should. Sorry, dear.”
“Erebus, did you hear that? He just called me ‘dear’!”
Diana yanked my arm and squealed in delight as she pointed toward Lucas.
I glanced over at Penny who had taken out a third bucket of popcorn and was slapping Aaron’s thieving hand away.
‘Save me.’
I cried out to her silently.
‘Hang in there, young master.’
She cheered for me with a thumbs up as she took a sip from her soda cup.
Dinner lasted for a while as we continued to talk as we ate. Afterwards, Diana left, saying she wanted to finish some work before going to sleep. Lucas was about to go to his own study before I approached him.
“Father, can I talk with you for a second?”
Lucas turned around and looked at me in surprise.
“Sorry Erebus, I’m really busy, but what’s wrong?”
“I saw that fox again while I was at the training grounds.”
“The Fiendfyre Fox?”
“Yeah, but it was acting strange. I tried to fight it, but it shot me in the chest with a fireball before I blacked out.”
“What? Are you hurt?”
“That’s the strange part. When I woke up, not only did I not have a single wound on me, my clothes weren’t even burnt.”
I showed Lucas my clothes. They were somewhat unkempt after falling from the top floor of the Promenade and the long hours in the car, but otherwise, they were completely fine.
“The fox didn’t try to kill me while I was unconscious either. The moment it knew I got hit by the fireball, it ran away.”
“That is strange,” Lucas muttered with a hand on his chin. “I’ve never heard of a Fell Beast that would give up on its prey like that. Then again, if a Fell Beast even got close to the estate in the first place, no one in the Chateau would have remained silent.”
“What if it was a new type of Fell Beast? One specialized in stealth?”
“It would still have to get past the Iron Wall and travel around three hundred kilometres to get here. Also, it seems to be solely fixated on you, since no one else has seen it.”
“Do you think I should learn how to defend myself in case it attacks again?”
“It wouldn’t hurt. I’ll tell Penny to teach you some of the basics. Maybe if I’m free tomorrow, I can show you some swordsmanship. In the meantime, I’ll try asking some people I know about this fox problem of yours.”
“Alright, thank you, Father. Good night.”
“Good night, Erebus.”
Lucas resumed his steps towards the right wing of the Chateau while I made my way back to my room.
Fresh candles burned away brightly at my desk as I flopped onto my bed with a sigh.
So tired…
It’s been a long day.
…
[Good morning, Hero! Time to wake up!]
A voice yelled inside my head. I yawned, rubbing my eyes as I muttered groggily.
“Five more minutes…”
[Come on, Hero. Wake up! Now’s not the time to be slacking. It’s already eight in the morning!]
“Wake me up when it’s eight at night.”
[What?! No way! Ugh, fine.]
Ding!

[New Quest Received!]

[Quest: Wake Up!]
[Reward: 10 XP]



“Fine, fine. I’m up.”

[Quest: Wake Up! COMPLETED]

[Reward: 10 XP]



I stretched my body when the cobwebs clogging my brain suddenly cleared.
“Wait, System? You’re back?”
[Duh! Took you long enough to realize! Did you miss me?]
“It was definitely quieter without you.”
[Hey! I’m only trying to help!]
“You’d help by being silent.”
[…]
“So anyway, where have you been? I couldn’t access you at all for two days.”
[…]
“You can talk now.”
[…don’t want to. The Hero is being mean.]
“Fine. Status.”
[Hey, hey!]
Hero System


[Name: Erebus Lafite Level 1: 60/100]

[Age: 11]
[Rank: E+]
[Stats:]
[Health: 100    Mana: 100      Stamina: 100]
[Strength: 15]
[Agility: 14]
[Dexterity: 12]
[Endurance: 15]
[Intelligence: 14]
[Shop]
[Quests]
[Main Quest: Please Save This World, O Chosen Hero Progress: 0.23%]
[Reward: You Will Live Happily Ever After]
[Skills:]
[Mana Flow S: Allows User To Manipulate Mana To Their Will]
[***]



[You…you!]
“What’s wrong? I just wanted to see if anything had changed since the last time I saw you.”
[Don’t suddenly say “Status” in the middle of a conversation like that! It’s like you’re looking at my insides! It’s embarrassing!]
“Huh? There’s literally nothing there to see. Why are you so embarrassed?”
[Huahh!! The Hero is an insensitive jerk!]
“Hey System, what’s this Shop thing over here? That wasn’t there before. And where did the Luck stat go?”
[…Ahem, ahem. That was the reason I was shut down so suddenly. The Goddess found an error that had slipped in unnoticed while she created me, so she had to do some emergency repairs. As compensation, she added in a new feature: the Shop! Go check it out! Just say the word “Shop!”]
“Shop.”
[No, you have to say it with more enthusiasm for it to work! Say Shop!]
“Shop.”
[It’s still wrong! Are you even trying to change the way you say it?]
“Shop.”
[Urghh, fine!]
Shop


[Strength UP: 100 XP]

[Agility UP: 100 XP]
[Dexterity UP: 100 XP]
[Endurance UP: 100 XP]
[Intelligence UP: 100 XP]
[Strength Booster: 10 XP]
[Agility Booster: 10 XP]
[Dexterity Booster: 100 XP]
[Endurance Booster: 10 XP]
[Intelligence Booster: 10 XP]
[Mana Flow S - Upgrade Available: 300 XP]
[***]



[You can upgrade one of your stats permanently for just 100 XP! Or alternatively, you can spend 10 XP to temporarily boost one of your stats for ten minutes!]
“I see. So I would be trading permanent growth for a temporary boost.”
[It could save your life in a fight! After all, what’s one more permanent stat point if you’re not even alive to earn it?
“That’s true I suppose.”
I left my bed and walked over towards the door to my room.
“Alright, I’ll head to the training grounds and see what Penny has in store for me.”
[Hmph! I would give you a Quest for this, but since you’ve been so mean to me, I don’t think I will! But…I might reconsider if you apologize…]
“Alright, suit yourself. If I can’t stop whatever Calamity is coming because I’m too weak, I know who the Goddess will blame first.”
[You…! I hate you!]
Ding!

[New Quest Received!]

[Daily Quest: Training]
[Rewards: +3 Random Stat Points]



That’s the same amount of stats I’ll get from 100 XP…
Alright, I know what to do now.
…
By the time I arrived at the training grounds behind the Chateau, Penny had already arrived. She had traded her usual maid outfit for a loose white shirt and a pair of black slacks. Her mousy brown hair was tied into a ponytail behind her and whipped around as she turned towards me.
“Did you sleep well, young Master? I was beginning to think the Lord was planning a surprise party for me and simply wanted me out of the Chateau.”
“I took the scenic route,” I replied to her with a grin, making her scoff.
“Alright, young Master. Enough jokes. The Lord asked me to teach you how to defend yourself. Make no mistake, young Master. I will not be as kind as I am in the Chateau.”
The cold expression I had seen on her at the Promenade resurfaced as the cold eyes of a killer tracked my every move.
“Please take care of me, Penny.”
“I will do my best, young Master. We’ll start off with an endurance test. Run around the field until I say stop.”
“Alright.”
“Never say ‘Alright’ to me. Say ‘yes, ma’am.’”
“Yes, Ma’am!”
“I don’t see those legs moving, you worm! Start running now!”
“Yes, Ma’am!”
I began running around the track field as Penny stood in the middle with her arms folded.
Her instructions were really vague.
How long am I supposed to run?
How fast should I run?
Should I circulate my mana while I run?
I’d get tired faster, but I do think it’ll be more productive than running around for an indefinite amount of time.
Let’s try it out.
Now that I had the System, I tried activating my Mana Flow skill.
The sensation felt different to the one I had yesterday when I controlled the mana myself. If the feeling I had before was like leading a tame mare, the skill made controlling mana feel like wielding a sword.
One sought cooperation and understanding between two different wills, the other treated mana like a tool.
Mana instantly flared up around my body and I ran faster than ever before, but the reinforcement had no form.
Although it is harder, I think I should try controlling mana myself.
Besides, I don’t know if the System will ever shut down again in the future, but it won’t hurt to be able to live without it.
I deactivated the skill, trying to circulate mana myself. I was so busy focusing on the flow that I didn’t spot a dent in the track and tripped over it.
“Worm! I didn’t say stop yet! Why did you stop running?”
“Sorry, Ma’am. It won’t happen again!”
I got back to running as I tried to get my mana to flow again when I spotted the ground sinking right where I was about to step.
I caught myself right before I fell, but I had a sneaking suspicion and looked towards Penny.
Two holes in the track?
One time might be a coincidence, but two times back to back?
Penny grinned, “What’s the matter, worm? Got something to say to me? Say it while running.”
“Nothing, Ma’am!”
Seems like she’s the one making all the holes in the track.
“If there’s nothing bothering you, then run like you did before! Are you slacking off right in front of me?”
“No, Ma’am!”
So I have to maintain my mana reinforcement as I watch out for the pitfalls Penny makes in the track.
This is pretty tough.
I have to focus on two different things at the same time while I run…or maybe not?
What are the three things I have to do?
Circulate my mana, watch for changes in the track, and run.
But why do I only have to concentrate on two things?
I don’t need to concentrate on running,
Everyone knows how to run.
Everyone’s used to running already
So much so that it doesn’t even require concentration.
What if…I got used to circulating my mana passively?
Like blinking or breathing?
…
‘The young Master is a genius.’
‘He’s already on the way to forming his own Aura.’
‘I was only planning to test his endurance today, but I guess I ended up giving him the practical part of the Aetheria Academy’s entrance exam. That sure brings back memories.’
‘But something’s odd.’
‘His mana reinforcement seemed to flare up earlier. Now though, it seems weaker but with more form.’
‘Did he condense his mana reinforcement in that short period of time?’
‘And he only recently Awakened too.’
‘If he works hard enough, he could probably attend the Academy along with the young Miss.’

 
    

  
    Chapter 8: Swordsmanship
I lay collapsed on the ground as I panted heavily, drinking from a bottle of water Penny had offered me.
I lost track of how many laps I had run, but it felt like I had been running for hours.
Still, it’s not like I hated it.

[Daily Quest: Training COMPLETE]

[Rewards: +3 Random Stat Points]
[You have gained +1 Strength]
[You have gained +2 Agility]



“Status.”
[Hero System


[Name: Erebus Lafite Level 1: 60/100]

[Stats:]
[Strength: 16]
[Agility: 16]
[***]



It really gave me three extra stat points.
That’s amazing.
[Huhu, that’s right. I’m amazing, aren’t I? Praise me more!]
“Oh, go away.”
“Huh? Did you say something, young Master?”
“It’s nothing.”
I dismissed the System with a wave as I replied to Penny.
“Seems like you’ve rested enough, young Master. Ready to run again?”
“Seems like you’re having fun here.”
Lucas remarked as he appeared from the door to the training grounds. Penny bowed towards him as I sat up and waved.
“Hello Father, what are you doing here? I thought you were busy.”
“I wanted to see how you were doing. You weren’t going easy on him, were you, Penny?”
“I would never dream of it, my Lord.”
“He certainly seems like he’s been through a lot,” Lucas chuckled. “His hair looks exactly like a seaweed salad.”
He walked over to a nearby weapons rack and pulled out a thin estoc. He inspected the blade, adjusting his grip on the handle as he performed several practice slashes.
“I figured I could show you some of the basics of swordsmanship while I had the time.”
“Should I leave the room, my Lord?”
“It’s fine. You might even learn something new, Penny.”
Penny nodded and decided to sit beside me as Lucas moved towards the centre of the room.
“House Lafite’s Creed is elegance through restrained strength. People often assume that means we intentionally restrict ourselves against our enemies, but they do not truly understand why.”
Lucas took a stance several steps away from a training dummy.
“There is an Order to this world. Behind the chaos there is always logic, and within the madness lies method. Perceiving the thin line between the two makes the difference between a butcher and a surgeon.”
He took a step forward.
“What does it take to kill a human? Severing its head will do it, but can you always sever the opponent’s head? What about the heart? What about poison? How will you sever the head? An upward slash, down, sideways? How will you get through his defences? Parrying his attacks and catching him off guard?”
Another step.
“Ask all of these questions before a fight. If you can answer them, then logic itself will be your blade. Unnecessary strength will be eliminated from your movements and Order shall guide you to victory.”
His sword flew, whistling in the air.
A simple slash.
Yet, the dummy’s head fell cleanly off its neck.
A straight, even cut, perfectly linear.
Lucas walked back to the weapons rack and returned the estoc to its place. We watched him leave the training grounds with a smile and a wave.
“Winning a fight may feel good, Erebus, but the real winner is the one that never has to fight in the first place.”
…
After Lucas left, Penny made me do one more drill run before letting me go for lunch. My legs were aching and my shirt was completely drenched in sweat. I trudged like a zombie all the way back to my room in the Chateau.
After a brisk and very much needed shower, I felt refreshed and joined the rest of the family at the Dining Hall. The servants had already finished serving the food on the table. Penny had changed too and was munching on a bucket of popcorn as she watched Lucas and Diana at the table. I reached out to grab some when I felt a stinging smack on my hand.
“No popcorn for you, young Master. You have to eat actual food to recover quickly.”
I clicked my tongue in annoyance, giving Penny the stink eye which she responded to by sticking out her tongue, and took a seat at the dining table.
“Here, Erebus. Try the beef stew. It’s really good!”
Diana poured a ladle full of stew into a bowl and handed it to me with some croutons.
“Thank you, Mother. Do you know how Brody is doing?”
“House Camden’s heir? He’s still in the hospital, but his parents should come and visit him later. They appreciated our hospitality, and if we offer them a good enough deal, I think we can get House Camden to sell that mana crystal vein.”
“I see. Good luck with that, Mother.”
“Aww, that sounds so sweet. Thank you!”
Diana’s blue eyes sparkled with joy. Lucas drank some juice from his glass and said.
“By the way, Erebus. Charlotte said she’ll be back in a week. She’ll be arriving at the Arkasa train station along with your cousins, Harley and Miranda. Some of their friends from the boarding school will be joining them. Can you pick all of them up from the station when they arrive?”
I nodded, “Sure. Are they all going to be staying at the Chateau?”
“Maybe. I’m not sure if their friends have arranged for accommodations, but Charlotte didn’t mention it in her message.”
“Alright. I can’t wait to meet them.”
I want to see how strong they are.
…
“Abby, have you seen my blazer?”
A girl yelled out as she dug through her roommate’s wardrobe.
“It’s hanging right there inside your closet!”
“Why did I leave it there?! I thought I packed it in already.”
“You took it off and hung it up there yourself last night!”
“Hurry up, you two. Miranda and I have already finished packing.”
Charlotte urged the two bickering girls as she kept a hand on her suitcase. The fourth girl, Miranda, adjusted her glasses and said.
“Wait, I’m going to the boy’s dorm. I need to find Harley. I’ll be back in a second.”
“Alright. Tell them we’ll meet up at the lobby in ten minutes.”
Miranda left the room, leaving Charlotte with Abigail and the other girl still packing.
“Seriously, how would you survive Aetheria Academy without me, Vivi?”
“Sh-shut up! I can take care of myself. My House got into some trouble with House Camden and I’ve been really busy!”
“Speaking of brothers, thanks for inviting us to your brother’s birthday, Charlie,” Abigail, Abby for short, said, turning to Charlotte.
“No problem. I just wanted to help him make some friends since he stays inside the Chateau all the time.”
“Seems like a weirdo to me. Why don’t your parents send him to school like you?”
“What he and my parents do is none of your business, Vivi,” Charlotte said coldly and Vivi shrugged.
“Whatever. I think I’m ready to go.”
“Same. Let’s go to the lobby.”
The girls dragged their luggage out the door towards the lobby where the boys were already waiting with their own belongings and Miranda.
“You took your time. Did Vivi sleep late again?” A boy asked as he laughed.
“N-no I didn’t.” Vivi retorted, blushing up to her ears.
“Ugh, get a room and spare us from the diabetes already.”
“Harley!”
“What? Everyone already knows both of you like each other. You guys are too serious. We still have two months before Aetheria Academy starts. Just relax and have some fun!”
“Alright, alright we get it, Harley. Did anyone leave anything behind?”
Everyone shook their heads.
“Then let’s go!”
…
After lunch, I made my way back towards the training grounds alone. Penny had emphasized that taking breaks was just as important as pushing yourself during exercises, but I wasn’t going there to exercise.
I opened the door to the training grounds and the lights inside flickered on. Penny had turned the field track back to how it was before our run and the training dummies still stood in the middle of the room, minus the one dummy that Lucas had decapitated during his demonstration.
I wasn’t interested in any of that though.
I’m alone now.
If you’re there, come out.
Darkness creeped in all around me. The lights inside the training grounds flickered out as even the floors were consumed by shadows. The giant, shadowy fox emerged sitting from out of the ground, all nine tails sprouting majestically from behind it.
It looked at me, as if asking what I wanted.
“Can you understand what I’m saying?”
The fox remained silent. I tried to approach it, but it growled at me, shadows flaring as it bared its teeth.
“Krrr…”
“I’m not trying to hurt you.”
I held both of my hands out, showing that I had nothing hidden to the fox. However, the fox didn’t stop growling.
“I know you’re not trying to hurt me either. You didn’t try to kill me when you could. I just want to know why and why you’re only showing yourself to me.”
I kept approaching it step by step until I could feel its breath on my face. Now that I was standing closer to the fox, I noticed that the shadows around the fox were actually parts of its mana reinforcement dissipating into the air.
It wasn’t actually made of shadows. It had a rich, black fur coat that stood on end as it continued to growl at me.
“So the shadows I saw were a part of your mana. Does that mean you were also using mana when you disappeared into the shadows?”
Well, it’s not like it can respond.
Suddenly, the fox stood up from its spot. The shadows coating it grew more active as they wriggled around like they were alive.
Is it trying to show me how?
I paid attention to how the fox circulated its mana.  The fox seemed to use mana in every cell of its body, wrapping each one in its own tiny little sheath of reinforcement.
Like a second skin.
I tried to copy the fox’s technique, but forcing the mana to flow into such tiny spaces felt like trying to jam a ship’s mooring line into a needle’s eye.
How is it doing that?
The fox, seemingly having gotten impatient, disappeared into the shadows and the darkness faded away, leaving me alone in the training grounds.
I didn’t even have time to thank it.
[Hey, Hero! Where did you go?]
“Huh? What do you mean, System?”
[You just disappeared for a few minutes! I couldn’t see anything you were doing.]
“I was right here, though?”
[That’s weird. Oh well.]
Can the System not see what goes on inside the fox’s darkness?
I thought Lucas said it was a B Rank Fell Beast.
How can it block something the Goddess created?
…I hope Father has some answers soon.
…
Petrified trees stood like statues along the dilapidated road, but no grass grew on the corrupted soil. It glowed in a ghostly blue hue as darkness covered the land. The sun shone bright in the sky and there were no clouds in sight.
One man walked through the ruined landscape that had been consumed by the Fell.
He walked towards the Iron Wall that towered high above him. It stood at least fifty metres tall, dominating the horizon as it grew bigger and bigger in his sights.
He looked up at locked eyes with a man who appeared to be a soldier at the top of the Wall.
“A-A Fell Beast! A corpse Fell Beast!”
A fellow soldier looked over the wall in panic before slapping his colleague in the head.
“No, you idiot! That’s the Conqueror, Cornelius Lafite. Hey, lower the gates!”
“No need, gentlemen. I can let myself in.”
Cornelius said as he hopped off the parapet of the Iron Wall. His blond hair was neatly trimmed and his skin pale, like it had never seen the sun. He wore a spotless, black fur cloak made from some monster hide. The two soldiers jumped in fright as they turned towards him and bowed.
“Sir! It’s an honour to meet you!”
“Sorry for interrupting you. Carry on with your business.”
Cornelius passed by as silently as he had arrived.
“H-How did he get up here?”
The two soldiers looked over the wall.
A giant had seemingly dug out the nearby ground as a gaping crater lay carved permanently in the landscape.
“Monster…”

 
    

  
    Chapter 9: Arrival
“Psst, Charlie. Are you awake?”
Charlotte stirred awake and stretched herself in her seat.
“I am now. What’s wrong, Abby?”
“Sorry, I just wanted to ask. What’s your brother like? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him at any other events before.”
“He’s… quiet,” Charlie said with an awkward smile. “He likes reading books in the library and he rarely leaves the Chateau. Also, he’s pretty short, but don’t tell him that or he’ll get mad.”
Abby giggled, “So a shy, self-conscious nerd who likes reading?”
“W-well… if you put it that way…”
“I’m just kidding! He’s not going to join us at Aetheria Academy, is he? I mean, no matter how much he prepares privately, the entrance tests are pretty hard, even for the people who went to prep schools like we did.”
“I’m not sure. I’ll ask my parents when we get to the Chateau.”
Abigail shrugged as she turned back to her in-flight entertainment. Vivienne continued snoring by the window seat beside her and Charlie was left to her own thoughts by the aisle.
‘It’d be great if he was coming to the Academy.’ She thought to herself with a sigh.
…
I tapped my feet on the ground as we waited for my sister’s train to arrive.
“She should be here soon.”
“Yes, young Master. You’ve said that already.”
“Why isn’t the train here yet?”
“Young Master, I am neither a passenger on the young Miss’s train, nor am I one of the staff on board. There have been zero announcements from the station, so I don’t know anymore than you do.”
Penny said exasperatedly.
Hey System, do you know why the train isn’t here yet?
[Go run down the train tracks and ask the conductor yourself!]
Actually, that’s a good idea.
I can train my mana reinforcement as I run.
It’ll be like the drill runs I do with Penny in the training grounds!
[No, you stupid Hero! Wait-!]
“Train A-819 from Virgil to Arkasa is arriving at Platform 1. Please stand before the yellow line and let the passengers onboard disembark before getting on the train so that the trains can run on time. We thank you for your patience.”
The announcement played from the station’s speakers overhead. Penny breathed out a sigh of relief.
“That’s her train right there. She’ll be here any minute now, young Master.”
Sure enough, after scanning the crowd of passengers walking through the station, I spotted a girl with Diana’s wavy, pink hair.
“Ah! There he is!”
She ran towards me with her luggage in tow, hair bouncing in the air behind her.
“Erebus!”
She pulled me into a bear hug.
“Welcome back, Charlotte.”
“I missed you so much!” She said as she sniffed my clothes.
“Huh, you smell different. Did you change your soap?”
“…why do you know what I smell like?”
“Hey, Penny! It’s been a while.”
‘She ignored my question…’
“Welcome back, young Miss,” Penny bowed her head as she took Charlotte’s luggage in her hands.
Erebus looked back and saw a group of people approaching them, all carrying bags and suitcases of their own.
“Yo, Erebus. Long time no see.” Harley grinned as he offered his hand.
“You too, Harley.”
I grabbed his forearm and squeezed hard, popping the water balloon Harley was about to prank me with.
“Damn it, how did you notice?”
I didn’t notice.
I had Erebus’s memories.
“Do something more creative, next time.”
Harley chuckled as he patted my shoulder with his still drenched hand. “Your feedback is much appreciated. It’s good to see you again, Erebus.”
I snorted as I turned to his sister, Miranda.
“You have my condolences for having to deal with him.”
“I’ve long accepted my fate, Erebus, but you look like you’re doing well.”
I then turned to the rest of the group.
“Mind introducing me to everyone else?”
“Of course. This is Abigail Galestrong. She’s the top student of our year.”
Her navy blue hair fell down to her shoulders and her amber eyes could mesmerize anyone that stared into them
“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Galestrong.”
I shook her hand as she flashed a pearl white smile.
“Pleasure to meet you too, Mister Lafite.”
The next girl stepped up as she toyed with her emerald green hair.
“This is Vivienne Richwell, Heir to House Richwell.”
Ah, House Richwell…
That’s the one that planned the assassination on Brody.
“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Richwell. I believe you attempted to conduct some business on our soil not too long ago.”
Vivienne sneered.
“Sure, sure. How does it feel being a hero?”
“Pardon?”
“Must feel nice, right? Saving House Camden’s heir in front of everyone then blaming it all on my House.”
Is she seriously acting innocent?
Vivienne offered the back of her hand and Charlotte’s eyes widened in shock.
“Can you grant me this courtesy, as a small gesture to the start of our friendship?”
She was willing to kill an innocent person just because they had something she wanted.
And she wants me to kneel in apology just because I ruined her plans?
When a lady offered the back of her hand, it usually meant they expected the opposing party to kneel and kiss the back of her palm to show subservience to the lady.
I slapped her palm away.
“Although I must commend House Richwell’s intelligence network and its connections with many mercenary companies, I still think what you’re asking for is too much. Would you like something else, perhaps? Say, some peanut butter ice cream?”
“Wh-what?”
“Is milady hard of hearing? Let me rephrase that for you: I’d rather die than kneel before you. Know your place, trash. “
Vivienne gasped and blushed in anger, but Erebus ignored her before turning to the last person in the group.
“Th-this is-“
“Gabriel Lockhart. Apologize to her. Now.”
The boy called Gabriel glared furiously at me, his golden hair falling down over his fierce, blue eyes.
“Yeah, no.”
My face suddenly turned grim.
“I don’t want to apologize to that trash. What are you going to do about it, Lockhart?”
“You…” Gabriel seethed in anger as he struggled to control his temper.
“Alright, I think that’s enough.” Abigail butted in as she stepped in between both of them. She whispered to the fuming boy.
“Don’t fight with him here, Gabriel.”
“Why, Abby? Are you siding with him?”
“Heck no. Vivi’s my friend too, but don’t forget where we are. Look around us.”
Gabriel did and noticed several people whispering, some even taking pictures of the argument going on.
“You don’t want to fight the Lafites in their own territory.”
“…tch, let’s go.”
Abigail watched as Gabriel dragged Vivienne away by the hand as they made their way through the crowd. She hurriedly bowed in apology towards me and chased after them.
I watched them before turning back to Charlotte.
She had tears in her eyes and was clenching her fists.
“What’s wrong, Charlotte?”
“You! What do you mean, what’s wrong?! Those were my friends!”
Charlie was about to punch me in anger when Penny caught her fist.
“Let me go, Penny, or I’ll report you to my parents!”
“Young Miss, young Master Erebus has his own reasons.”
“You’re defending him? Ugh, whatever! You’re just as bad as he is! I’m going after them to apologize!”
Charlie bolted after the trio that left. Penny dropped the bags and suitcases she had been carrying.
“I’ll bring her back.”
“No. Come on, let’s go home.”
I nodded as Penny left to chase after Charlotte. I helped pick up her share of luggage as I walked towards the car. Harley looked at Miranda, but she only shrugged as they followed me.
Aaron, the driver, opened the door for everyone and we climbed inside.
“Where’s the young Miss?”
“She ran off. Take us back to the Chateau, Aaron.”
“What?! Shouldn’t we go after her?”
“Penny’s already after her. It’s fine.”
“What was Vivi talking about, anyway? You saved Brody’s life?” Harley asked.
“It’s a long story.”
I told them about how House Richwell had planned the assassination of Brody Camden’s life at the Promenade. Miranda gasped in shock and anger while Harley frowned.
“I heard from Vivi that her House was facing troubles, but I can’t believe she’d do that to one of her own friends.”
“They were friends?”
“Well, acquaintances. You’re the only one who’s shrouded in mystery since you never really step out of the Chateau, but everyone from the Nine Houses knows each other to some extent whether it’s to make connections or keeping an eye on future competitors.”
“Vivi’s actions are inexcusable,” Miranda muttered. “Still, were you going to fight Gabriel?”
“You think I’d lose?”
I activated my mana reinforcement, coating my left hand in a sheath of dark shadows, and held it out in front of the siblings.
“Woah!”
“Does that mean you’ve been awakened?”
“Yeah, a week ago.”
And it looks like my practice hasn’t gone to waste.
Harley and Miranda stared at my hand in fascination until I dissipated the mana.
“Wow! That means you can come to the Academy with us!” Harley exclaimed.
“Just being able to perform mana reinforcement isn’t enough to pass the entrance exam, Harley,” Miranda retorted, “Erebus has to be able to maintain it during combat. Still, I don’t think many people our age can already do partial reinforcement. That’s a pretty advanced technique.”
“Partial Reinforcement? You mean you guys can already cover your entire bodies in mana?”
I’m struggling to even maintain the reinforcement in my hand!
At my question, both Harley and Miranda activated their reinforcements, covering their bodies from head to toe in mana.
What? How can they do that so quickly?!
It should be impossible to cover the entire body with mana at that speed!
You need to concentrate on covering each individual cell with mana!
“Okay, maybe we can save all of this discussion until after we get to the Chateau,” Aaron yelled from the driver’s seat. “A car isn’t exactly the best place for this.”
“Oh right, sorry Aaron,” Miranda bowed her head in apology.
“Hey Erebus, want to spar when we get to the Chateau?”
“Sure. Just don’t cry if you lose.”
“Heh, you wish.”
The group continued to chat together as Aaron drove us to the Chateau.
…
The car soon arrived where Aaron called several servants over to take everyone’s luggage to their rooms. Meanwhile, the rest of the group left for the training grounds.
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
I asked while I tested the weight of the estoc in my hands.
“Why? Are you scared now that we’re in the ring?”
Harley retorted as he twirled a staff with a crystal at the end.
“Fine. Just don’t hold back.”
“Pfft, you wish. If you land a hit on me in three minutes, I’ll clean the whole grounds.”
I didn’t say another word and infused mana into my legs. With a burst of speed, I was by Harley’s side in a matter of seconds.
He reacted instinctively, swinging his staff to block my slash. My blade crashed against the steel handle and slid down towards his legs. Harley quickly shifted his weight to vault over my sword. He landed several feet away from me as he chanted.
“Fireball.”
A ball of fire formed in his palm which he threw towards me. It was slower than the fireball the fox shot at me so I easily dodged it. Harley swung his staff as he approached me, but I ducked under the attack and returned it with a thrust of my blade.
Harley suddenly disappeared from my sights, but I could feel the heat of another fireball coming from behind me.
I leaped into the air with a backflip as the fireball exploded on the ground where he was.
I landed on the ground with a thud and pivoted on my foot. My estoc flew towards Harley’s body, who simply blocked with his staff.
“Windstorm.”
I heard Harley chant when a tornado burst forth towards me. A massive storm swallowed the whole arena as the winds howled violently.
Dust and debris flew through the air, cutting into my skin as I braced myself against the sudden gusts of wind.
He’s strong…
Are all the other kids just as skilled?
How do I beat this?

 
    

  
    Chapter 10: Reinforcement
Alright, think.
Harley’s standing still while he’s maintaining his spell, but I can’t get to him through all of this wind around me.
And I doubt I can hold out longer than he can.
I have to get to him and stop him from casting his spell.
But how?
I searched through my mind for anything I could use, and one thing popped into my head.
The fox could melt into the shadows and reappear anywhere it wanted…
It was trying to show me how.
But…I still can’t cover my whole body in mana like it did.
How did Harley and Miranda do it back in the car?
They said my current method of reinforcement was quite advanced, so that’s not how I should be circulating my mana.
Then, how should I-?
“Time! Harley wins!”
The windstorm died down as Harley grinned at me. I looked up at the timer hanging above the arena.
Three minutes.
“Have fun cleaning all this up, Erebus.”
Harley patted my shoulder and whistled on his way out of the grounds. Miranda walked up towards me, concern written in her eyes.
“Are you alright, Erebus?”
“Yeah, I’m not hurt.”
“Don’t be discouraged. You’ve only been Awakened for a week and you were doing quite well in the fight. Although he isn’t the top scorer of our year, Harley only missed out on the spot because of his behavioral penalties. ”
“It’s fine. Sparring with him made me realize something. I’ll think about it as I clean.”
“Want me to help you?”
“Thanks, but a bet is a bet. You’re probably tired from the train ride too. Just go get some rest.”
Miranda yawned, “Well, if you say so. May Fate preserve you.”
I waved her goodbye as she left. I was finally left alone in the training grounds.
Did you see all of that?
The lights in the training grounds flickered off as the fox leaped out of the darkness. Throughout the past week, I figured out that the fox could respond to my thoughts, but would only show itself if I was alone. It would sit around, watching me try to imitate its mana reinforcement before getting bored and disappearing.
“Grrr…”
“Yeah, Harley was pretty strong. I know I was just recently Awakened, but still, I didn’t expect to lose that badly.”
“..grrrr…”
“Of course I’m mad! I mean. I did find something, but I also wanted to win, damn it!”
The fox stared at me oddly as I sighed.
“Whew! Oh well, it just means I have so much more to learn. Like how you guys can coat your entire body in mana and how you can move through shadows.”
The fox laid down on the ground as it watched me talk to myself, its nine tails curling up behind it.
“Alright, let’s start from the very beginning. How does mana flow in the body?”
I sat down on the floor of writhing shadows and closed my eyes, trying to feel the mana inside my body.
Ever since my Awakening, I had shed the impurities blocking mana from flowing inside me. As I visualized the stream of energy inside me, I had a thought.
Wait, even if I don’t do anything, mana is already moving inside me.
It’s not like it stays dormant if I don’t use it.
This whole time I thought it was like a water reservoir, its level only changing whenever I drain it to reinforce myself or recover mana.
But even within the stillest lakes, rivers flow to and from it. The water inside it is always in circulation.
Is that what the Archmage meant when he told me to let the mana flow?
Let’s try it out.
I grabbed the stream of mana and looped it around, creating channels for it to flow in and out.
The current slowly expanded until it encompassed my body. I opened my eyes and looked down at myself.
Mana clung to my skin from head to toe like a second skin, giving a new sense of strength and heightening my senses.
Something to my side moved.
The fox suddenly rose from its spot and activated its own mana reinforcement before disappearing into the shadows.
But this time, the darkness did not recede.
It wants me to follow it.
I closed my eyes and stepped forward, sinking into the floor. The shadows surrounding me wrapped themselves around my body like a cocoon.
My body felt somewhat stiff, but I could still breathe.
I opened my eyes and let out a gasp and the sight before me.
A field of grass stretched out in front of me with the stars shining down on, but my eyes were fixated on the gigantic, nine-tailed fox laid down by its sides on the ground before me. Its nose alone was larger than my entire body as its tails looked like they could touch the stars themselves.
However, its majestic fur coat was stained by golden ichor as a titanic spear impaled itself on the fox’s stomach, as if a star itself had fallen as divine punishment.
Both of its massive eyes turned to me and its lips parted into a toothy smile.
{Fortune has found you.}
Before I could say anything, my vision spun as my body was pulled away.
By the time I regained my consciousness, I was back in the training grounds with the lights shining down on me.
[Hero! There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you! Where do you keep disappearing to?]
“Hey, System. Do you know who Fortune is?”
[Fortune? Not really, never heard of her.]
“Not even you know, huh?”
…I asked the System “who” Fortune was, not “what”.
If the System really knew nothing, shouldn’t she have noticed the difference?
She should only be aware of Fortune as much as that ‘error’ affected her, yet she outright said she had never heard of Fortune as a person.
It looks like the System knows something, but it’s hiding things from me.
I wonder why.
…
Charlotte walked through the streets of Arkasa with tears of embarrassment dripping down her face as she struggled to contain her sobs.
‘I know Vivi was being rude, but I can’t believe Erebus did that to my friends.”
‘If I apologize to them hard enough, they’ll forgive him, right?’
Before long, her wanderings took her to the Promenade where she spotted Abigail, Vivienne, and Gabriel sitting at a nearby restaurant.
They were sitting under a parasol in the open air when Vivienne slammed her fist on the nearby table, her face red with anger.
“I can’t believe what Erebus said to me! Does he want to make an enemy of House Richwell? I’m not going to let him get away with this! I’ll show him what happens when he messes with me.”
“Vivi, calm down.” Abigail tried to pacify her. “You’re being too emotional. He hasn’t been Awakened yet, so anything you do to him now will just hurt your own reputation. People will just think you’re bullying someone who can’t even fight back. Just wait until he gets Awakened.”
Vivi’s eyes shone as she remembered why she had originally come to Arkasa.
Erebus Lafite’s Debutante Ball was coming in two weeks
“Oh, I’ll be patient alright.” She smiled wickedly. “In fact, I know just what kind of present to get him for his birthday. Do you think he’ll like a normal wooden coffin, or a glass one?”
A thud suddenly sounded from behind a nearby pillar. The three of them looked over and saw Charlie sitting down on her knees.
“Wh-what did you say?”
“Oh, Charlie…You followed us here?”
“I’m sorry, but please forgive my brother!”
Charlie bowed down while she begged Vivienne.
“He didn’t mean what he said. He just doesn’t know how to act around other people sometimes! Please spare his life!”
Her nails dug into her dirt beneath her as Vivienne stepped closer.
“What if I don’t want to?”
“Please, Vivi! As your friend-!”
Charlie cried out in pain as Vivienne yanked her pink hair up so that their eyes met.
“You know, I always hated those pretty blue eyes of yours. You were always stealing glances at Gabriel whenever I wasn’t looking. Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”
Gabriel turned away as if he was disgusted by the sight.
“Stop, Vivi-!”
Abigail yelled when a sudden gust of wind blew past them. After shielding her eyes, she looked up to see Penny hugging a sobbing Charlie in her arms.
“It’s alright, young Miss. You are safe now”
Her cold gaze sent chills down Abby’s spine.
“Enjoy your time in Arkasa, Miss Richwell. We will show you the best hospitality House Lafite has to offer.”
Penny carried Charlie in her arms as she left the trio in a cold sweat.
Gabriel shook Vivienne’s shoulder and asked.
“Hey Vi, are you alright?”
Vivienne remained deadly silent, her expression frozen in place.
Gabriel turned towards Abigail who was chewing her lip with concern.
“Can you ask the restaurant to change our orders to take out? I think we should let her get some rest.”
Abigail nodded before leaving for the cashier.
Gabriel hugged Vivienne and whispered in her ear.
“Hey Vi, it’s okay. I’m with you, but we can’t stay here, alright? You’re pretty tired. You should get some rest.”
Vivienne nodded weakly, her nails digging into her palms as she clenched her fists and drawing blood against her skin. Gabriel’s eyes darkened.
“Erebus Lafite…”
…
Abigail quickly paid for all of their meals and the trio left the Promenade with their takeout bags. They strolled through the streets of Arkasa, looking for a hotel where they could stay.
Charlotte had told them a lot about the city before their trip. How vibrant the city looked, how lively the streets were, and how friendly the people living there were.
From the face she made while she described the place, Abigail knew Charlotte wasn’t lying, yet it felt as though she was walking on eggshells all around the city.
The bright colours painted on the walls of the buildings only looked like the poisonous markings of venomous Beasts as they made their way through the streets. The people crowding the streets went about their own lives, but as someone who had grown up in one of the Nine Houses, she knew when people were staring at her.
Abigail felt a dirty look go down her spine and her head whipped around, but no one was even looking at her. In fact, her actions only drew in the gazes of passerbyers, whispering in hushed tones.
“What’s wrong with that girl?”
“I don’t know, but she seems a bit lost.”
Abigail turned towards Gabriel and spoke.
“Maybe we should walk a little faster.”
“I agree,” He replied, his face grim. “It feels like the whole city is against us.”
The trio broke out into a brisk pace and after a few minutes, they spotted a hotel. Its grand facade stood tall above the rest of the buildings around it. The sliding glass doors by the entrance were framed by tall columns and topped by a beautiful archway,
The lobby inside stretched out into a massive atrium and furnished with comfortable couches and chairs scattered around in intimate groupings. Abigail walked up to the small reception desk at the centre of the room and asked.
“Excuse me, do you have room for three people?”
“Yes, of course. You must be the guests the Chateau called about. We prepared a suite for you on the top floor, courtesy of House Lafite.”
Vivienne flinched at the mention of House Lafite as her eyes trembled.
“Oh, well…Please thank them on my behalf, but I think we’ll look for another place to stay.”
“I’m afraid all of the hotels in Arkasa are already fully booked. A lot of people are coming to Erebus Lafite’s Debutante Ball. We’ve even had to cancel one of our reservations to accommodate you.”
Abigail fell silent when Vivienne finally chose to speak up.
“Fine. We’ll take the rooms.”
“Great. Here are your keycards. Have a pleasant stay at the Eclipse Hotel.”
Vivienne accepted the keycard the receptionist handed out and walked towards the elevators with her bags. Abigail ran after her.
“Hey Vivi, are you sure about this?”
“If they went through such lengths to give us a room, why shouldn’t we take it?”
An elevator soon arrived with a ding and opened. Vivienne stepped inside first, pressing the button for the topmost floor of the hotel. Abigail turned to Gabriel for answers, but he only shrugged and followed Vivienne towards the elevator.
With no other choice, Abigail sighed while carrying her own bags. She joined them in the now cramped elevator. Soft, relaxing music played during the trip up and when the doors opened, they all stepped outside into a small hallway with multiple doors.
Abigail went to her own room and held her keycard against the door lock which scanned it with a beep. The door clicked open, swinging aside to reveal a luxurious suite.
A large king-sized bed took up the center of the room, its soft sheets and plush pillows coyly inviting her to drift off to sleep. An L-shaped sofa and ottoman sat in one corner of the room along with a small coffee table. Large, sliding windows led towards a balcony that overlooked the whole city.
Just as she put her bags down on the floor, a loud scream rang from outside her room. Abigail rushed out and saw the door to Vivienne’s room hanging ajar.
“VIvi? What’s wrong?”
“I’ll kill him! I’ll kill you, Erebus Lafite!”
Vivienne shrieked. Her room was a direct mirror of Abigail’s room, except for one small detail.
A massive scoop of peanut butter ice cream sitting on a similarly gigantic glass bowl that Vivienne was punching out of sheer rage with a note to the side.
“Hope we can be friends now!”

 
    

  
    Chapter 11: Sparring
Charlie sat in silence throughout the car ride as she stared out the window and watched the passing scenery.
‘Were Vivienne, Gabriel, and Abigail ever really friends with me?’
She couldn’t tell. Memories of the times they had spent eating, laughing, and crying together only broke her heart even more.
She was so sure they were.
But…apparently they didn’t think so.
She didn’t know when they had arrived at the Chateau. She felt like a broken marionette being pulled along by her strings as she walked mechanically towards her room in the left wing of the Chateau.
The familiar scent of her bedroom brought no warmth to her as she sat on her bed and hugged her pillow.
‘Did I do something wrong?’
A knock came from the door, but she only weakly said.
“Go away.”
“Charlie? Penny told me you came home already. Are you alright? Dinner’s almost ready.”
Lucas’s voice came from the other side of the door, but Charlie only replied.
“I’m not hungry.”
“Can I come in?”
“No, it’s fine. I’m just really tired. I want to go to sleep right now.”
“Alright, I’ll just stay out here and wait then.”
Charlie laid on her bed as she held the pillow close to her. The door to her room creaked as Lucas leaned against it, sitting down on the floor.
“What happened to your friends?”
“I don’t know.”
“What don’t you know?”
“I-I don’t know if they were ever my friends.”
“Did you think they were your friends?”
“Yeah.”
“What changed?”
“One of them was insulted by Erebus, and now she’s trying to kill him. She found me snooping around and yanked my hair before Penny saved me, but the other two didn’t do anything to stop her.”
“You feel betrayed by them?”
“Yeah, I mean. Why do they hate me so much? What did I do wrong?”
“The sad truth is that it doesn’t take much for people to hate each other, Charlie. There’s not much you can do to change that, but we can choose what to do about it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you could let them lock you inside your room forever without even having the key, or you can ignore them and make new friends, ones that won’t betray you.”
“…I think those are incredibly hard to find, Dad.”
“You’re not wrong. I’ve only ever met one in my lifetime.”
“Are you still friends now?”
“Yeah. In fact, you know who she is.”
“Really?”
“I’ll give you a hint, princess. I married her.”
The door creaked again as Lucas got up from the floor.
“I’ll ask Penny to bring you something to eat later, but if you’re feeling better, I hope the two years at the boarding school haven’t made you forget where the Dining Hall is.”
Lucas’s heavy footsteps slowly grew quieter as Charlie laid in her bed, lost in thought.
…
That evening, everyone gathered around the table in the Dining Hall. As we sat down to eat, Diana asked the siblings.
“How was school? Did anything interesting happen?”
“It was alright,” Harley shrugged as he munched on his pasta. “It was kind of boring though. I slept through the final exam until the last 5 minutes of it. It’s too bad I missed out on a point because of that, otherwise Abby wouldn’t have gotten top student.”
“You’re saying that as if your behavior throughout the school year didn’t tank your evaluation.”
Harley shrugged, “What’s life without a little laugh?”
Diana giggled as Miranda shook her head in exasperation.
“And how about you, Miranda?”
“I did alright at school. I mostly stuck with Charlotte and Harley.”
“Any new friends?”
“Well…” Miranda’s voice trailed off awkwardly.
“They’re not our friends. Not anymore, anyway.”
Charlie said as she entered the Dining Hall. A servant pulled a chair out at the table for her and she sat down.
“Charlotte! Are you feeling better now? Lucas said you were tired so you would be going straight to bed!”
“I’m feeling better now, Mom. Thanks for asking.”
“Hey Charlie, did you know Erebus has already been Awakened?”
“What?! No, I didn’t! Congratulations, Erebus!”
“Thanks Charlotte.”
“Do you want to spar later after dinner?”
“Sure. Penny caught your fist before you could punch me, but I doubt it would have hurt in the first place.”
“Oho, it seems like this big sister has to show her little brother his place.”
“Just admit you like fighting, you muscle headed gorilla.”
“G-g-gorilla?!!”
The table roared with laughter at Harley’s joke as Charlie’s ears turned bright red.
…
After dinner, everyone moved to the training grounds to watch the spar. Lucas pressed a button  on a panel by the door as several sports bleachers extended out of the walls. He took a seat by Diana’s side while Harley and Miranda sat in front of them.
Penny rolled out a serving trolley full of popcorn buckets which quickly emptied as everyone took one. Aaron stood between me and Charlotte as he was somehow roped into refereeing the spar.
I checked the practice estoc by swishing it around and adjusting myself to its weight. Charlotte picked up a spear that was as tall as her, stabbing almost a third of it into the ground.
She threw her flanneled, red and black chequered jacket away, leaving her in a tight sleeveless white blouse that exposed the muscles on her arms. A pair of striped black sweatpants covered her legs as she tied her hair behind her.
“Remember, for fairness sake, both fighters are not allowed to use their mana. Are both fighters ready?”
“Ready,” we said at the same time.
Huh? Wait, she’s not even holding her spear-
“Alright, fight!”
Without warning, Charlotte pivoted on her left leg and kicked the spear clean out off the ground, sending it flying towards me. I barely managed to parry the incoming missile with a resounding clang as I staggered backwards.
She’s so strong!
Without missing a beat, Charlotte leaped off the ground and caught the deflected spear before  swinging downwards. I quickly raised my sword to block, but my arms felt like they were going to be torn apart from the impact.
She isn’t even using mana reinforcement!
“What are you spacing out for?”
Charlotte stabbed her spear at me, aiming right for my chest. I tried to block the strike when Charlotte quickly spun around and thrust the butt of her spear at me.
I ducked down, dodging the attack by a hair’s breadth, but as he jumped back to try and create space, Charlotte stabbed at me again, her spear tip just whizzing by my head.
This is tough…
…
“As expected, Erebus can’t keep up with her attacks.” Miranda sighed as she observed the duel.
“You think so, sis? Look closer.” Harley said with a scoff.
“What do you mean?”
“Charlotte may be overwhelming him with her strength, but Erebus has never stopped thinking in the middle of the spar.”
Miranda narrowed her eyes as she focused her gaze on the match.
Erebus suddenly sidestepped as Charlotte thrust her spear at him again. She whirled around and slashed behind her, only to meet thin air.
‘Huh? Where did he go?’
“Where are you looking in the middle of the duel?” She heard a voice say from below.
Erebus was crouching on the ground with his sword over his shoulder.
‘He stood still right after his sidestep and ducked outside Charlotte’s field of vision…’
“Are you taking this duel seriously?!”
Her face turned red as she exclaimed in anger.
“Of course I am. Are you?”
Erebus jumped as Charlotte’s spear drilled straight into the ground where he was. Miranda felt a shudder run down her spine as half of Charlie’s spear sunk into the compact earth below like it was butter.
“I won’t hold back anymore!”
“Tell me another one!”
Charlotte roared with rage as she pulled her spear out of the ground and charged towards him. Erebus raised his sword to block, but she suddenly changed the direction of her thrust, aiming for his chest.
Erebus hurriedly jumped to the side and dodged the attack, but Charlotte didn’t stop. She pivoted on one leg as her spear seemingly floated in the air and slashed downwards with all her strength.
‘It’s over. Erebus can’t dodge anymore,’ Miranda thought to herself, but Erebus suddenly stabbed his sword into the hole in the ground Charlotte had made earlier. He kicked off the ground in a weird somersault and curled himself into a ball, barely avoiding Charlotte’s downward swing.
Charlotte, unable to alter the direction of her spear in such short notice, was unable to defend herself as Erebus pulled his sword out of the hole and held the estoc against her neck
“I lost.”
“Yeah,” Erebus replied as he offered his hand to her. “It was a good match though. You were incredibly strong.”
Charlotte smiled and took his hand.
“Those were some crazy moves though. Who taught you to fight like that? Anyone watching would think you’ve been at a prep school like us.”
“Father gave me a few hints, but most of it was just basic swordsmanship. You lost because I recognized how emotionally you liked to fight and exploited that.”
Lucas clapped as he approached the ring.
“Well done, both of you. Charlotte, Erebus has already told you your weakness. If you work on it, I doubt anyone your age could ever stand up against you.”
Charlotte bowed, “Thank you for the lesson, Father.”
“And Erebus, your movements were very creative, but they are not replicable against another opponent. You won because you knew your sister’s temperaments well, but against any other opponent, you would be clueless as to how to defeat them. I’m not trying to discredit your victory here, but it would never hurt to have a few more reliable tricks up your sleeves.”
“I understand, Father.”
“Good, I suppose we’re all tired by now. Why don’t we all go back to our rooms and rest for now?”
Everyone nodded and they trooped out of the training grounds. Miranda took one last look at the training grounds before sighing.
‘Harley can compete with Abigail herself as the best student from our school year and Charlotte is monstrously strong, yet Erebus managed to defeat her with his creativity.’
‘What do I have that sets me apart from them?’
‘How could I ever compete with them?’
…
“Hey Erebus, are you there?”
A knock came from outside my door. I put the book I had been reading aside and answered.
“Yeah, I am. Come in.”
A full moon was shining outside with a few clouds present in the dark sky outside my window. I got up from my bed as Charlotte slowly opened the door to my room.
She had changed out of her sleeveless blouse and sweats into a darker, more casual outfit with electric blue accents that contrasted with her wavy pink hair. As she stepped closer, the fresh smell of her shampoo mixed with the sweet scent of vanilla from the candles that burned by my desk.
She stopped several steps away from me, making the difference in our height all the more apparent. We were only two years apart, yet she towered over me as I only came up to her chest. She stood in front of me, fidgeting with her hands
“Did you shower right after our spar?”
I asked her.
“Y-yeah,” Charlotte replied as she combed through her hair with her hands. “I was also on the train for a while, so I wanted to freshen up.”
“Good thing you did. I wouldn’t have let you in my room if you stank.”
“Hey! I don’t stink!”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Oh really? Let me ask Harley and Miranda then.”
“Wait, Erebus-!”
I turned towards the door, but she grabbed my shoulder before I could leave.
“What is it?”
She seemed to hesitate, chewing her lip for a moment, before saying.
“I-I’m sorry for bursting out at you at the station. I heard from Mom about what happened between you, Brody, and House Richwell. I didn’t realize how bad of a friend Vivi and the others were.”
She paused for a moment when I reached up and put my hand on her shoulder.
“Apology accepted, Charlotte. I forgive you.”
“Really? But you must have felt hurt when I defended them without even listening to your explanation.”
“Your emotions took control of you, so you made a decision based on your feelings, just like you’re apologizing now because you’re feeling guilty.”
“You don’t hate me?”
She looked at me with tears in her starry blue eyes. I smiled at her as Erebus’s memories surfaced in my mind.
“I could never hate you, Charlotte. You’re my sister.”
Charlotte pulled me into a hug as she cried into my shoulder.
The moon seemed beautiful tonight.

 
    

  
    Chapter 12: Cornelius
I yawned as I walked through the halls of the Chateau. Charlotte had gone back to her own room after crying for a while, saying she was pretty tired after today.
I was also pretty tired. Each of Charlotte’s attacks with the spear hit with the force of speeding trucks. I had to defend against them with all of my strength. Still, my stomach growled just as I had finished showering, so I decided to go to the kitchen to get a light snack.
On the way, I passed by Charlotte’s room and saw that her door was hanging open.
“Charlotte?”
She didn’t respond. I shrugged my shoulders.
Maybe she’s also in the kitchen.
I walked onwards towards the end of the hall, only to find the doors to Harley and Miranda’s rooms open as well.
…Okay…
Did they arrange a slumber party without me?
I peeked inside their rooms, but no one was inside. Their luggage lay pristine on the floor, still packed and stacked by the bed.
Something’s wrong.
They didn’t even unpack?
Could there be intruders inside the Chateau?
I tried to sense my surroundings for disturbances in the mana flow around the hall.
Surely they must have put up a fight if they were getting kidnapped.
Soon, I discovered a faint trail of black mana heading off towards the rest of the Chateau.
There!
I chased after it as it winded all the way to the right wing of the estate. In the end, the trail led me to a familiar set of doors.
The library…
I paused as I put my hands on the door.
They must be skilled if they can avoid the Chateau’s security, but they still left a trail of mana all over the estate. What are they planning?
…could I take them down if they prove to be hostile?
In the end, there was only one way to know.
I slowly opened the door to the library.
Although a full moon shone in the sky outside, its light could not penetrate the aura of darkness surrounding the man sitting by one of the tables in the library as he read a book.
His blonde hair was neatly trimmed. His skin was pale, like it had never seen the sun, and he wore a black fur cloak made from some monster hide.
The man’s ears twitched as he heard me enter, but otherwise, he didn’t react to my presence.
I immediately dropped to my knees and bowed. I had seen this man in several paintings around the Chateau before.
“I greet the Conqueror, Cornelius Lafite.”
Cornelius Lafite, the man who had single handedly stopped the Second Outbreak.
My Grandfather.
“…rise.”
He snapped the book in his hands shut and put it on the table. I stood up as instructed, staring back at his dull grey eyes.
“Were you the one who left the trail of mana around the Chateau?”
“I was, and to think you’d be the first one to find it. You grew up well, Erebus.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Cornelius walked around the library. As he did, the shadows on the ground slowly shifted around with him, following his presence around.
“I heard about your Awakening from a friend of mine. Congratulations, you beat the record I set when I Awakened. You will bring much honor to House Lafite as its heir. To be honest, I was initially against the decision, but after seeing your Awakening result, I have no more objections. You will become a far greater successor than your sister.”
My gaze turned cold, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Cornelius smiled as he looked into my eyes.
“She was ready to abandon her family and reason for a few friends who’d sooner sell her as a slave than admit her as one of their friends. Such foolishness and lack of principle is unbefitting as the Head of a House.”
“She was simply mistaken. She made a decision based on her fantasies and she has already gotten hurt because of it, but that is the risk we must take when we chase after our dreams.”
“You misunderstand,” Cornelius replied with a wave of his hand. “I am not against the pursuit of dreams itself. Rather, I quite encourage it. However, such whims can only be pursued when the House’s power is secure. After all, even birds build nests for their families.”
“Are you threatening me by using her?”
“I was merely stating a fact about the world we live in. It’s not my duty to tell you what to think.”
I remained silent.
I don’t like what he’s saying, but I can’t disagree with him.
Someone does have to take over Lucas’s duties if something ever happens to him, and that responsibility will likely fall on me as the Heir.
“Did Lucas teach you the House’s Creed?”
“Yes. Elegance through restrained strength. It means using the bare minimum amount of strength necessary to subdue the opponent.”
“What do you think of it?”
“It’s a good mindset to have in a fight. If you cannot measure the opponent’s strength appropriately or if there are unpredictable variables during a fight, then victory will never be certain. If that’s so, then why should you fight?”
Cornelius laughed, “Smart, just like your father, but no. Sadly, Erebus, your intelligence will not be enough.”
He disappeared from my view.
‘What-‘
An immense force suddenly threw me back and slammed me into the library’s wall. Cornelius stared into my eyes like a person would look at a bug as he pinned me against the wall. The full weight of the Conqueror’s mana bore down on me like a mountain.
“Why do you fight, Erebus? If you need a reason to fight, I’ll give you one. Try to survive right now, otherwise you’ll die.”
I couldn’t breathe. I tried to move my limbs, but the pressure of his mana alone was like a slow, unrelenting wall that would crush me into a pulp.
“Where did the confidence in your eyes go? Where is the defiance you showed me when you defended your sister’s actions? Are you telling me that was all a bluff? Did you think that you were superior just because your Awakening took longer than mine did? Did you think that just because you were the Heir of House Lafite, I wouldn’t hurt you?”
Cornelius’s fingers dug into my shoulders, making me grunt in pain, as he stared coldly at my eyes.
“I’ll tell you what you told the Heir of House Richwell: Know your place, trash.”
My eyes widened at his words.
How did he know what I said?
“Are you mad? This is what happens when you’re weaker than someone. Do you know how much blood will be shed because of your actions? Do you know how many will die for your pride?”
The pressure on me grew as Cornelius’s words pierced through my skull.
“The Heir was wrong, yes, but you provoked her. Now, nothing less than your head will soothe her anger and she will stop at nothing to get it, whether it be through your family, your friends, or people living in the House’s territory.”
My eyes shook as Cornelius continued.
“But don’t worry, I’ll protect your sister, your mother, and your family. I’ll kill everyone who goes against us. I’ll clean up the mess you started, but when it’s all over, remember this. You caused all of this, so let me ask this one more time just to be perfectly clear, Erebus.”
“Why do you fight?”
My thoughts were starting to black out, but with the last vestiges of my consciousness I managed to activate my mana reinforcement and slipped into the shadows behind me.
…
I fell for what it seemed like an eternity.
It felt like the abyss itself opened up to swallow me whole.
But barely registered the fall as I was preoccupied with my thoughts.
Did I ruin everyone’s lives by possessing Erebus?
It looks like my actions may have caused a civil war between the Nine Houses.
People are going to die, maybe too many for me to even count.
And it’s all my fault.
Maybe I should have just died back then.
Why did the Goddess give me a second chance at life?
I-I am no Hero…
Amidst my thoughts, a field of grass bloomed out around me as the stars appeared one by one in the dark sky above.
I looked to my left and saw the gigantic, nine-tailed fox lying down beside me with its stomach impaled by a towering spear. It stared at me solemnly.
{We meet again, young kit.}
A familiar voice echoed inside my head.
“You…you were the voice I heard while I was falling in the Promenade. You saved me…”
{Salvation isn’t my Domain, young kit. I only helped you realize what you recently learned yourself.}
“Maybe you shouldn’t have. If I had died back then, I wouldn’t have saved Brody’s life and provoked House Richwell.”
{Either way, your hand has been dealt and the game is set. Such is life, young kit. We all have our own cards to play and decisions to make. Sometimes we’ll make the right ones, sometimes not, but they are our decisions. They are made because of who we are and will shape who we will be in the future.}
“…I don’t even know who I am anymore. Am I Erebus Lafite, or am I a nameless soldier who can’t remember his own name?”
{Does it matter? There are so many ways in which life can unfold, young kit, yet you chose to leap into the jaws of death to save a stranger you didn’t know.}
“Well, I couldn’t just let him die. He was right next to me and I had the only cure that could save him, so I jumped.”
{And does that not answer your question? You could let him die, you could pray to Fate, asking her for a saviour, but you took the chance and earned my smile.}
“Who…are you?”
{You already know the answer to your question, young kit.}
“You’re…Fortune?”
{When the road ahead is dark and lonely, remember, young kit. Order shall guide your path, Fate shall preserve you throughout your journey, but if you never take the first step, then Fortune shall never find you.}
{So, why do you fight, young kit?}
Before I could respond, the shadows pulled me away from the space.
…
By the time I regained consciousness, I lay on the floor, coughing violently as I gasped for air. Cornelius looked at me with a hint of surprise.
“You can walk through shadows. I did not expect that. It seems I will have to account for that as I ask you my question again.”
Cornelius towered over me as I stared back at his dull grey eyes.
“But, it seems like you have already figured out an answer.”
I nodded.
“Good. Let’s hear it then. Why do you fight, Erebus Lafite?”
“Because if I don’t fight for myself, no one else will.”
Cornelius nodded as he echoed Lucas’s words.
“Humans cannot sit back and rely on Fate to save them. They must go and seize their own victories. The road ahead will not be easy and your resolve will be tested. Will you break, Erebus Lafite?”
I looked up at the Conqueror’s eyes.
“I will not.”
“Go and prove your resolve, Heir of House Lafite.”
I bowed.
“I will.”

 
    

  
    Chapter 13: Debutante Ball
Dark clouds hung over the Chateau, blocking the moonlight from above and making the lights from the Chateau shine like a lighthouse for all of its visitors.
And there were visitors.
The road to the Chateau was packed with cars as they dropped each of their passengers off at the front door before leaving to find some parking space. Heads of local businesses, Awakeners, even several representatives from the Nine Houses were attending the festivities at the Chateau.
The hustle and bustle was not limited to the outside of the estate. On the contrary, the inside appeared to be even busier as fleet footed servants attended to the guests and catered to their needs.
However, it seemed as if one person inside the Chateau, for whom the celebration was held, was sound asleep as he sat still in the middle of the training grounds with his eyes closed, circulating his mana over and over again.
It had been two weeks since I had that confrontation with Cornelius. Ever since then, I had constantly sparred with Charlotte and Harley as well as some basic training to increase my strength, endurance, and agility.
“Time’s up, young Master. We have to get you changed now, or we’ll be late to your own birthday party.”
I opened my eyes. Penny stood by the door to the training grounds in her usual maid outfit, her mousy brown hair falling down to her shoulders.
“Alright, let’s go.”
We made our way out through the garden back to the Chateau. Penny stood guard outside while I went into my room and showered.
Feeling refreshed, I buttoned up a white, high collared shirt before I put on a set of formal dress pants. After that, I picked up the black suit that lay on my bed, perfectly tailored out of cashmere wool to fit me, and put on a set of Oxfords, freshly polished with silver accents along the edges and heels.
I looked at myself in the mirror.
It really doesn’t feel like it, but I’ve been living in this body for almost a month.
My black hair was still darker than the richest night, but my pale skin was looking somewhat firmer with all the exercise I’ve been doing.
Cold, sharp, dignified, and elegant.
I smiled as I looked at my own reflection in the mirror.
Perfect.
I snuffed out the scented candles by my desk and turned towards the door of my room. When I opened it, Penny was standing before me with her hands behind her back
“On behalf of the staff, I would like to wish you a happy birthday, young Master Erebus.”
Penny said as she took out a neatly wrapped present and handed it to me.
“Thank you, Penny. Just put it on my desk and send my regards to them as well.”
She nodded as I left for the Dining Hall, wondering what would be in store for me.
…
When the heir of one of the Nine Houses reaches the age of twelve, their House would hold a Debutante Ball as a way to formally introduce the heir to the world.
It was simultaneously a political statement as well as a way for the Nine Houses to show off their wealth and resources.
It was an important social event that could have many repercussions if things were to go wrong.
“Are you sure you want to do this, Vivi? I don’t think it’s a good idea. I mean, I know he insulted House Richwell and all, but they’re the Lafites.”
A man asked as he waited for Vivienne to finish getting dressed.
“Someone has to draw first blood sooner or later, Uncle Gideon. This is just the perfect opportunity.”
“But it’s not too soon, is it? What would Zachary say?”
“Dad doesn’t know what I’m doing but he’ll have to go along with my plan if I’m successful,”
Gideon sighed, “If you think you know what you’re doing, I guess I don’t have much say in the matter. I’ll go wait in the lobby.”
Vivienne nodded before Gideon left the room, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She slipped into the white dress laid out on her bed and began brushing her long, emerald green hair in front of a mirror.
After several minutes, there was a knock on the door and Abigail walked in a yellow dress that matched her navy blue hair and amber eyes.
“What do you think?”
“You look amazing, Abby!”
“Hehe, thank you! Are you ready?”
“Wait,” Vivienne grabbed a silver hairpin from the dresser and slid it into her hair, “Alright, it’s perfect!”
The two girls walked towards the elevator, making their way down to the lobby of the hotel they were staying at. Gideon asked.
“Where’s your other friend?”
“I don’t know. Still upstairs, I guess.”
“Sorry, I’m late.”
Gabriel appeared from another elevator. He was dressed in a white suit and had his blonde hair gelled back, his blue eyes crackling with fierce emotions.
“Ah, the so-called prodigy of this generation. You are certainly looking quite handsome tonight, Heir Lockhart,” Gideon said with a smirk.
“Good evening to you too, Mr. Richwell. Thanks for agreeing to come with us,” Gabriel replied with a slight nod.
“How could I refuse my niece’s wishes? And when I heard about the friends she had made, I just had to come.”
Gideon looked at the clock on the wall before turning back towards them, “Alright, shall we go?”
…
I stood at the Chateau’s entrance with Lucas as we politely greeted the guests that arrived one after another.
All of them offered their smiles and pleasantries as they walked up the red carpet we had rolled out for them, but I could feel their gazes scrutinizing my every move like a pack of wolves marking a dying lamb, eager to devour the slightest hint of weakness.
However, I never changed my expression, keeping my polite smile plastered on my face. Their expectations felt like a physical force pushing against me, but I kept my shoulders straight and gaze forward.
This is nothing compared to Cornelius’s aura.
An hour had already passed and the last few guests were trickling in when I saw a familiar face approaching me.
“Hey Erebus. Bet you didn’t expect me to show up.”
“Brody? I thought you were still at the hospital.”
“I got discharged a couple days ago,” Brody grinned as he shook my hand vigorously. “By the way, do you know where Charlie is?”
“I think she might be in the ballroom. Why?”
“Oh, no reason. Happy birthday, Erebus.”
“Thanks.”
I stared at him suspiciously as he whistled and made his way towards the ballroom.
‘I can’t jump to conclusions just yet, but I’ll keep an eye on him, just in case he has any weird thoughts.’
“Ah, here’s the birthday boy himself!”
I turned towards the voice and saw a silver haired man shaking hands with his father.
“Thank you for coming, Archmage Sterling.”
Micah Sterling grinned as he clapped me on the shoulder.
“I was planning on attending anyway, even if I wasn’t invited. After all, I can’t miss an opportunity to meet Cornelius, you know?”
“Hey, are you here for my birthday or for my Grandfather?”
“Why not both?”
Suddenly, Erebus could hear hushed whispers from among the guests as they pointed towards the entrance. A car rolled up the driveway before the front driveway.
Gabriel Lockhart walked down the red carpet followed by Abigail Gilstrong, Vivienne, and Gideon Richwell. He was dressed in a white suit with a golden tie and his blonde hair gelled back. His fierce blue eyes seemed to pierce through everyone’s gaze, making some of the younger ladies blush and fidget nervously.
“Well, it seems like this party just got a little bit more interesting,” Archmage Sterling chuckled as he walked off into the Chateau. “I’ll see you later, Erebus.”
“Thank you for coming, Heir Lockhart, Heir Richwell.” Lucas greeted the newcomers. He gave Gideon a slight nod of the head who bowed in return.
“Good evening, Lord Lafite.” Gabriel shook hands with Lucas before turning and glaring at Erebus.
I merely winked at him and smiled, “I didn’t think you’d come. Have fun and please try the shrimp.”
Gabriel clicked his tongue as Vivienne curtsied and gave me a small smile. “Happy birthday, Erebus.”
“Thank you, Miss Richwell.” I replied politely. “I hope you enjoyed your stay at Arkasa.”
Vivienne’s eyebrow twitched in anger but she held her tongue, “It was wonderful.”
I could feel the chill in her voice, but I brushed it off with a smile. Abigail hurriedly said her congratulations before rushing off to join her friends inside. Meanwhile, I continued shaking hands with the other guests until Diana called us.
“The ceremony is starting now. You can head inside.”
I nodded and left the entrance with Lucas following closely behind.
…
The table inside the Dining Hall had disappeared from the centre of the room. Instead, it was filled with the sound of music, conversation, and laughter. Servants carried platters of food and drink as they circled the room, stopping every once in a while to exchange words with a guest or two.
Abigail looked around and remarked, “It’s quite crowded tonight. Did House Lafite really invite this many people?”
“I don’t see why not. After all, if there was any day to show off their heir, it would be today.” Gideon replied as he sampled the shrimp.
“Oh, this is actually pretty good. It’s surprisingly tender. I wonder if they have anything else.”
Vivienne shook her head as she watched her uncle leave to get more food.
“What’s wrong Vivi? Aren’t you hungry?” Abby asked as she nibbled on a scallop.
“I’m not really in the mood for food. I think I’ll go to the bathroom.”
Abby and Gabriel watched in silence as Vivienne walked off towards the buffet table, leaving them alone.
“She looks a bit different today. Do you know what she’s planning?”
Gabriel shook his head, “I have no clue. I don’t think she’d tell me anyways. I guess we’ll see when the time comes.”
Lucas suddenly appeared in front of all the guests and greeted them all with a smile, “Good evening everyone. The Gift Ceremony will begin now.”
…
I stood in front of the crowd. The guests in the Dining Hall formed an orderly queue behind my parents as they approached me.
Lucas and Diana held up a silver bracelet that gleamed in the light. Several tiny, blue mana crystals were inlaid upon the metal.
“We commissioned a smith to imbue several protective spells into this bracelet. We hope it will protect you for many years to come.”
Lucas and Diana gave me a warm smile as they put the bracelet on my wrist.
“Thank you, Mother. Thank you, Father.”
I could feel the strong enchantment in the bracelet as I thanked them for their gifts. Charlotte came next as she handed me a beautifully knitted, red scarf.
“I know I can’t buy you anything that you can’t get yourself but I hope you’ll like it. Happy birthday, little brother.”
I accepted the scarf with a smile and wrapped it around my neck immediately. It felt warm around my neck.
“Thanks Charlie.”
Her eyes widened in shock, “You called me by my nickname…”
“Get your ears tested, Charlotte.”
“You little-“
“You’re holding up the line!”
Charlotte glared at Harley before hugging me and letting him give his present.
“I had the same train of thought as Charlie’s when I chose this gift. I think it’s something you will definitely need.” Harley said as he gave me a book.
‘My First Book Of Manners For Babies.’
Miranda smacked Harley on the back of his head while she handed me a crystalline thermos bottle. “Ignore what he said. This is our real gift.”
I chuckled and offered my thanks to Miranda as she dragged Harley away.
I don’t know which gift I like more though.

 
    

  
    Chapter 14: Duel
The rest of the guests each gave their own gifts: watches, precious jewels, books, clothes, and many more. Brody gave me a lifetime gym membership card that I found interesting but didn’t think I’d actually use.
The facilities at the Chateau should be way better.
Finally, Archmade Micah Sterling came up to me and held out a rather unassuming metal cube.
“I thought it’d be a fun little puzzle for you to solve.” Micah said with a chuckle.
“Thank you, Archmage. What am I supposed to do with it?”
“Asking for hints already? I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
Micah patted me on the shoulder before Lucas cleared his throat.
“I suppose that concludes the end of the Gift Ceremony.”
“Wait, I still haven’t given my gift yet.”
Everyone turned to watch Vivienne Richwell walk up towards me.
She smiled as she stood in front of me.
“I would like to tell everyone here a story if that’s okay with you, Erebus?”
“Go ahead.”
My voice remained calm, but I could feel a smile breaking loose on my face.
Vivienne took a deep breath before continuing, “When I first arrived in Arkasa two weeks ago, I met Erebus Lafite at the train station. We had a disagreement where he said something that deeply insulted me. Hmm, what was it again? Ah, yes.”
She glared venomously at me.
“I’d rather die than kneel to you, trash.”
The guests went silent as the music stopped. They turned to me as I stood on the stage, still smiling.
“Did he really say that?”
“Erebus isn’t denying it…”
“How could he say that to a fellow heir of the Nine Houses?”
She took something out of the pocket of her dress making all the guests gasp in surprise.
“You have besmirched my name, my House, and my honour. I hereby formally request a duel with Erebus Lafite, the heir of House Lafite.”
She threw her handkerchief at my face with a smile.
…
Vivienne watched as Erebus caught her handkerchief in his hands. She could feel the anticipation in the crowd around them boil as the silence turned into whispers and murmurs.
“I can’t believe what that girl just did.”
“But still, I can see why she did it. If someone insulted me like that, I would also challenge them to a duel.”
“I thought Erebus hadn’t been Awakened though. How is this a fair duel? Isn’t this just public bullying?”
“Then he should have kept his mouth shut. He can’t insult an Awakener like that and expect to get away with it by hiding behind the skirts of his House.”
Expectations and criticism, two of society’s most powerful weapons. Many people have been destroyed by them, and Vivienne knew how to wield both well.
‘Go on, decline the duel, Erebus. Show everyone how much of a coward you are.’
“I accept the duel.”
Silence washed over the Dining Hall before it exploded in uproar.
….
“Vivi, wait!”
Vivienne stopped and turned towards the approaching figures. Gabriel and Abigail ran after her in the hallway.
“What are you doing, Vivi? Why did you challenge Erebus to a duel?” Abigail asked.
“You know damn well why.”
“Yeah, but you already ordered Erebus’s assassination. Did you really have to challenge him again?”
Vivienne scratched her cheek sheepishly.
“Well, I didn’t think he’d accept…”
“You what?!”
“I thought he would just decline out of fear, but it seems like he thinks he can beat me. Either way, I get to beat him with my own two hands.”
She smiled as she clenched her fists.
“There are no rules on what the participants of a duel can’t do, only that we’re not allowed to use any weapons. Both of us will fight to the death, and only one person will survive.”
…
“So I’m asking you again, Erebus. Are you sure you want to do this? You can still apologize to the Richwell heir, but once one of you throws a punch at each other, there will be no going back. Both of your Houses will be at war until one of you gets wiped out.”
I stared Archmage Sterling directly in his eyes.
Micah sighed, “Fine. Jeez, you really do have your Grandfather’s eyes.”
Vivienne soon appeared as she stepped into the arena amidst cheers from the guests, who were seated around the training grounds.
The whole area had been transformed into a giant colosseum-like structure with the help of the Archmage’s magic. Diana held Lucas’s hands as she fidgeted in her seat.
“Oh, are you sure he’s going to be alright?”
“Relax, honey. He’ll be fine.”
“But what if someone suddenly interferes during the match?”
“That’s why the Archmage is there as a referee for the duel. Besides, I have a feeling the shadows are particularly dark today.”
Lucas stared at a particularly dark spot in the stands.
“Is your Father here? Where is he?”
“If Father isn’t showing himself, it’s best not to go looking for him.”
Meanwhile, I stood at one edge of the arena while Vivienne walked to the opposite side.
“Alright. Duelists, this is your last chance to settle your differences with words.”
Neither I nor Vivienne said anything.
“Then may Fate preserve the victor. Fight with your life on the line.”
I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. I could hear the roar of the crowd but they sounded like they were underwater. I only saw my opponent on the other side of the arena, maybe the last thing I’ll ever see.
“Erebus Lafite, are you ready?”
“Ready.”
“Vivienne Richwell, are you ready?”
“Yes.”
“Then in ten, nine, eight-”
“We’re going to be here for a half hour. Count faster!”
Micah glared at Harley’s retreating figure, “…3, 2, 1.”
“Fight!”
Vivienne rushed towards me as she pointed her index finger at my heart.
I could sense her mana surging out of body and rush through her arm as she fired a needle-thin blast of compressed wind.
“Wind Blast!”
I squatted down as the spell flew over my head. Her spell exploded behind me, creating a small crater on the ground.
“You missed.”
Vivienne narrowed her eyes as she pointed her index finger at my feet next.
I sensed the flow of mana coursing through the earth before I heard her chant.
“Earth Spike!”
I jumped up high into the sky before the ground around my feet burst up into spikes.
“That the best you can do?”
Vivienne stomped on the ground, raising several earthen spears into the air.
“Earth-”
“You’re too slow.”
I said as I appeared in front of her. While she had been distracted with the preparation of her spell, I had run up towards her. Vivienne’s eyes widened as she cancelled her spell in panic and activated her mana reinforcement, but I wouldn’t let her go that easily now that I was in close range.
I aimed a liver shot to the left side of her chest, feeling her ribs crack underneath my fist. Pain exploded in my hand as I punched her with all my strength through her mana reinforcement. It felt like I had just punched a steel wall, but I ignored the rising pain.
Because I knew my opponent was going through far worse agony.
Her mana reinforcement had taken most of the impact for her, but she was still retching and gasping for air on the ground.
“Charlotte’s faster than you.”
I said as I crouched over her prone body.
“Harley’s more annoying than you.”
“I take that as a compliment by the way!”
“Shut up! All of you, shut up!”
A wave of spikes shot out from the ground around her. Vivienne glared at me murderously.
“I’ll kill you.”
“Tell me something new.”
Vivienne roared as she continued firing spells at me, but her mana flow, chants, and hand gestures made it trivially easy to read her attacks. I had barely broken a sweat dodging all of her magic with minimal movement while Vivienne panted heavily in front of me.
…
“Are those really the movements of someone who hasn’t been Awakened?”
Murmurs began to arise from the crowd.
Vivienne could feel her breathing slowly grow more and more ragged. She stared at the boy in front of her, a multitude of emotions boiling inside her.
“Hey, Vivienne.”
He said, taking a step towards her.
“Do you know how humans used to hunt in prehistoric times?”
Step.
Vivienne could hear her heartbeat pounding inside her chest.
“Well you see, humans have really good endurance. They’d hunt prey that’s faster and stronger than them. The prey would sprint and waste away all their endurance, but the humans would just keep up with them.”
Step.
Her breaths felt heavy as she panted from the constant spellcasting.
“Very slowly and steadily, they’d follow. Over time, their prey would get more and more tired.”
Step.
Vivienne suddenly felt herself something hitting her from behind. She yelped and jumped around, only to find that she reached the walls at the edge of the arena.
“They’d run out of energy, and then, the humans would eat them.”
Step.
Was it because of the sweat getting into her eyes?
Vivienne stared at the black silhouette in front of her as she flattened herself against the wall, eyes trembling.
“Isn’t that interesting?”
Step.
He stood right in front of her. She could feel his breath on her flushed cheeks.
“Do you feel tired, Vivienne Richwell?”
She couldn’t move. She couldn’t even speak.
She felt his icy hands wrap around her neck, slowly squeezing down on her windpipe.
“Go to sleep.”
‘My…mana…’
She tried to muster any form of resistance, but she couldn’t breathe. Her head felt dizzy and she could feel her body cramping, crying out for oxygen.
It was getting hard to see.
She couldn’t think.
She could feel tears streaming down her face as she tried to break free from Erebus’s grasp, but his fingers only tightened around her.
“Good night, Vivienne Richwell.”
…
Just as I was choking the life out of Vivienne’s body, I felt the freezing chill of steel pressed against my neck.
“That’s enough, kid. Let her go.”
Gideon Richwell stood above me, his sword unsheathed.
“Gideon Richwell, step away from the boy right now.” Micah yelled from across the arena. “I declare this duel to be over! Erebus Lafite, you-“
However, before Micah could finish his words, a shadow engulfed the training grounds as a dominating pressure erupted from the edge of the arena. Darkness seemed to rise from the ground as a monster wearing human skin took shape and appeared inside the arena.
“Th-th-the Conqueror…”
“Grandpa!” Charlie cried out.
“Cornelius Lafite…”
Gideon’s eyes shook as he subconsciously cowered before the man walking towards him. Cornelius’s gaze fell on Gideon Richwell, who trembled under the weight of his Aura.
“It seems that boy Zachary has grown some balls since taking over as Head of House Richwell. Tell me, did he order you to put a blade against the neck of House Lafite’s heir inside their own home?”
“N-No, sir.”
“Then, did you do it yourself?”
Gideon’s words caught in his throat as he struggled to speak.
“I-I-”
“Get out. I will not spill blood during what was supposed to be my grandson’s festivities, but know that House Lafite will never forget this incident.”
Gideon hurriedly bowed towards Cornelius.
“Thank you for your grace!”
He walked over towards Vivienne’s unconscious form when a shadow suddenly rose from the ground, blocking his path.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Picking up my n-niece so that I can take her home.”
“Did you forget about the results of the duel?”
Cornelius asked, making Gideon’s skin turn pale.
“Erebus won. Therefore, her life is in his hands. What he does with her is his decision, not yours.”
“I apologize for my actions! Thank you for the hospitality you have shown us throughout our stay!”
Gideon prostrated himself on the ground before running away. Abigail tugged at Gabriel’s sleeve.
“Gabriel, come on. We have to go.”
“But Vivienne is still there-“
“Gabriel, listen to me.”
Abigail grabbed his collar and pulled his face towards hers
“I know you don’t want to leave her behind, but there’s nothing we can do to help Vivienne. She lost the duel while Erebus hasn’t even been Awakened. Now please, let’s go.”
Gabriel clenched his fists and bowed his head, “Fine.”
He stood up and took one last look at me before the Chateau with Abigail.

 
    

  
    Chapter 15: Fathers
Micah straightened his clothes and yelled out from inside the arena.
“Now, I would like to announce the results of the duel. I declare Erebus Lafite the winner!”
A roar of applause resounded throughout the training grounds. The guests clapped their hands while Charlotte and Diana cheered from the stands. Lucas noticed I was looking at him before nodding at me.
“Amazing!”
“He beat a mage without even using mana! Is that even possible?”
Micah cleared his throat and spoke once more.
“While I have your attention, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to make another announcement.”
The crowd went silent as they paid attention to Micah’s words, wondering what the Archmage had to say next.
“Three weeks ago, due to the large amount of impurities inside of him, I was unsure if Erebus could even survive the Awakening process, but with his unbending determination and after a long eight hours and fifty-six minutes, I am pleased to say that Erebus Lafite has been successfully Awakened.”
The crowd was in uproar.
“What?!”
“He was already Awakened? Then, he chose to fight Vivienne without mana?”
“And he still won!”
I activated my mana reinforcement, covering my body in a shadowy, second skin.
“Thank you everyone for coming to my Debutante Ball. I hope you enjoyed the experience.”
I said with a bow, signalling the end of the day’s festivities. The guests erupted into applause once more. One by one, they started to leave the Chateau, shaking my hand and congratulating me on my Awakening and my victory in the duel.
Brody shook my hand vigorously with a grin.
“Tell me what you end up doing to Vivi. She deserves whatever’s coming to her.”
“Sure, if you have any suggestions, feel free to let me know too.”
What am I supposed to do with another person’s life anyway?
After the last guest had left, I turned back towards the training grounds. Charlie sat by Diana’s side along with Harley and Miranda as they talked excitedly amongst themselves. Lucas approached Cornelius and Micah who were also busy catching up.
Penny silently stood by my side.
“What are you going to do with Richwell’s heir, Erebus?”
Cornelius asked.
“The choice is yours to make.”
Micah sighed, “If you decide to kill her, House Richwell might retaliate, even if it costs them everything they own. They have another son, but Hamilton isn’t even half as bright as Vivienne is. They’ll lose what they have anyway if they name him the next Heir, so they might as well take down the House that caused them all their troubles in the first place.”
I looked at Lucas. He averted his eyes, but I still remembered his words.
“Humans lie, cheat, and steal, Archmage.”
Micah hung his head.
“If that is your decision…”
“But we are human too.”
I turned towards Diana with a glint in my eye.
“It might be my birthday today, but I have a present for you, Mother. Send her back to her family, but don’t forget to charge them for the shipping costs.”
Diana smiled.
“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ll make sure to rip every single penny out of their pockets. Take our dear guest away for now, Penny. We don’t want the goods to be damaged before delivery.”
“Understood, my Lady.”
Penny bowed before walking towards Vivienne’s still unconscious body and picking her up like a sack of potatoes. Lucas took the moment to speak.
“With that, I think it’s time we all called it a day. Go back to your rooms, kids.”
“I agree. I’ll be heading out too. It was good to see you again, Cornelius,” Micah nodded as he waved to my grandfather.
“But I’m not tired yet!” Harley exclaimed. “You guys aren’t sleepy either, right?”
I yawned as the adrenaline of the party and the duel ran out and a wave of drowsiness hit me.
“Sorry, Harley, but I’m out. Good night, everyone.”
“Traitor!”
I waved everyone goodbye as I trudged my way back towards the Chateau. The moment I got to my room, I collapsed onto my bed and closed my eyes.
Happy birthday, Erebus.
…
In the end, Harley gave up his crusade for a later bedtime due to being unable to resist Penny’s iron grasp. Diana brought Charlotte and Miranda along as they were already rubbing their eyes themselves.
Only Lucas and Cornelius remained at the training grounds.
Not a single word was spoken between father and son as they stood facing each other like they were having a staring contest.
In the end, Lucas lost as his head drooped down with a sigh, “How long have you been at the Chateau?”
“Two weeks. You mentioned Erebus had a problem.”
“Yeah, he had a weird Fell Beast following him around, but two weeks…and you didn’t tell anyone you were here? Not Charlotte, not Diana, not even me, your own son? Did you even eat or drink? Where did you sleep?”
“The Chateau…has too many bad memories.”
“Funny, seeing as you were never there much.”
Cornelius remained silent and Lucas sighed again.
“I used to watch other kids playing with their dads, wishing that you’d hug me or even say that you loved me, but you never did.”
“Do you hate me, Lucas?”
“Hate you? You weren’t even there when Mom was dying. How do you hate someone you’ve never even known?”
Lucas laughed bitterly.
“You want to know what Mom said to me before she died?”
Cornelius looked at him in silence.
“Forgive your father. He’s fighting his own demons.”
“…”
“You know, I never understood why she loved you to her last breath. You were never there. I didn’t know why she asked me to forgive you until I first had Charlotte.”
“…”
“A single meeting during the day might not take much, but all it takes is just bad timing for work to keep you from a birthday party, a graduation, or even something as simple as seeing her before she falls asleep. I’ve missed so much of her life already and not once has she ever resented me for it. I don’t know how I deserve a daughter like her.”
Lucas smiled as he seemed lost in his own memories, “She was so happy when we finally went out for a picnic together. She was only four, but she painstakingly wreathed a flower crown together for me and placed it on my head with a wide smile. I had asked her what the flower crown meant and she said in the brightest voice.”
“Papa is my knight and I’m your princess!”
“My heart broke when I heard that. I realized that maybe you had your own reasons for staying away, but I still don’t understand. Why didn’t you ever tell anyone? Why did you leave everyone behind and why do you choose to stay by yourself?”
“I will not let anyone else carry my burden.”
“Why not?”
“For House Lafite-“
“Oh for fuck’s sakes!”
Lucas shouted out in anger.
“Can you stop acting like everything you do is for the House’s best interest? Can you start acting like a person for once?”
“I don’t know how to.”
The shadow wearing human skin called Cornelius spoke and the room fell silent. Lucas could reach out to his father and touch him, yet the gap between them seemed as distant as the distance between the sun and the moon.
One was meant to rule the blue sky and the other to govern the rich night.
And never shall the two meet.
“You should get some rest too, Lucas. People are going to come to the Chateau’s gates tomorrow and they’ll want answers about what happened today.”
“…where will you sleep?”
“The library, I suppose.”
“Alright, take care of yourself.”
As the night slowly waned, the sun awakened from its slumber.
“Lucas?”
“Yes?”
“What am I without my strength?”
“…”
Lucas paused for a moment before he found his answer.
“My father.”
He didn’t wait for a response.
He continued walking until he disappeared from Cornelius’s view.
Cornelius stood still for a while, surrounded by the shadows of the dark training grounds as they creeped in around the patches of moonlight falling from the windows.
A single tear fell onto the ground as the shadow disappeared.
…
Zachary Richwell sat down on the soft leather chair in his office. Bright lights shone through the windows from the cityscape across the horizon. He tapped his fingers against the solid oak desk in front of him.
“Say that again, Gideon.”
“It’s true! Vivi just challenged House Lafite’s heir to a duel and lost! I barely even escaped with my life!”
“Is she with you?”
“No! I mean, I couldn’t get out of the Lafite’s Chateau with her.”
“Then why didn’t you sacrifice your life to bring her back?”
“Wh-what? Brother…”
“Don’t call me brother. Call me Lord of the House.”
“…yes. I apologize, my Lord.”
“How did Vivienne lose against that boy? I remember Halcyon Industries informing us that Lucas’s son hadn’t even been Awakened yet.”
“That’s the thing, my Lord. That boy, Erebus, just beat her with pure skill.”
“Then was the money invested in training her combat and magic capabilities this whole time a waste?”
“M-My Lord, she is your daughter…”
“She is ‘my’ flesh and blood, Gideon. She will return whatever investments I have put in her or she will fetch the House a good price as a slave. I do not care about things that do not provide any value to the House, Gideon. Is that clear?”
Gideon’s voice gulped through the call.
“Clear, my Lord.”
“Good. Stay in Arkasa for a few days. House Lafite will try to sell me my own daughter soon. You’ll go through the arrangements for me.”
“You’ll get her back, my Lord?”
“If I don’t, she holds no value to House Lafite. She will die and I will immediately lose all of the resources I have invested in her. On the other hand, as long as Vivienne stays alive, she can always surpass me and return all of my investments in her. House Lafite will likely only ask for the mana crystal mines we own to finally achieve the monopoly they have been looking for. Although they make House Richwell considerable profit, we have already recovered the money spent on finding them in the first place. It’s not that significant of a loss.”
“My Lord…you haven’t given up on her…”
“Giving up?” Zachary muttered with a snort. “That’s why you’re not the Head, Gideon. Giving up means accepting that you are taking a loss. As long as they still breathe, people always have a chance.”
“I admire your wisdom, my Lord.”
Zachary scoffed as he hung up the call.
“Fool. A merchant must also know when to sell his wares when they are about to spoil. In that case, any amount of money made will be a profit.”
He remembered the face of one particular boy he had seen with his daughter before. His bright blonde hair seemed to glow in the sunlight. His clear blue eyes reflected the skies themselves.
With an Awakening that lasted three hours and thirty minutes, he was only ten minutes off from the Conqueror, Cornelius Lafite’s record. People were touting him as the prodigy of this generation and were looking forward to his performance at Aetheria Academy.
While he hadn’t graduated from the boarding school he and Vivienne attended as the best student of their year, Zachary couldn’t easily dismiss him either. He was also the heir to House Lockhart, one of the Nine Houses.
But most importantly for Zachary, he had seen that one emotion all humans seemed to have in the boy’s eyes, an emotion his cold, calculating logic couldn’t understand.
Gabriel loved his daughter.
And people would do anything for love.
‘Please stay alive, Vivienne. Your life is far more valuable than you realize.’
Zachary’s eyes gleamed coldly.

 
    

  
    Chapter 16: System
Birds chirped outside in the garden outside as I walked through the Chateau’s hallways. Everyone’s doors were still shut since I woke up quite early. The sun was just peeking over the horizon. I only saw one servant cleaning the floor and dusting the various art pieces standing in the hallways, using magic to collect all the dust into a trash bin.
She bowed as I walked past her and I acknowledged her with a nod.
When I made it to the training grounds, I saw Cornelius sitting in the middle of the ring with a book in hand.
“You’re awake,” Cornelius said as he snapped his book shut and put it somewhere inside his cloak. “Are you here to train?”
“Yeah, what are you doing here, Grandpa?”
“Lucas mentioned you had a problem regarding an odd Fell Beast, but I have been here for two weeks and I haven’t sensed anything. It doesn’t live near the Chateau, does it?”
“Ah, yes. It doesn’t show itself to anyone else.”
“Interesting. How did you find it then?”
“It came to me first. I don’t really know how to describe it either, but I call it out and it’ll respond to my words, almost as if it understands me. It doesn’t try to kill me either. If Lucas wasn’t sure it was a Fell Beast, I would consider it tame. Let me see if I can get it to come out now.”
I walked towards a nearby shadow and called out to the fox.
“Can you show yourself?”
Darkness slowly spread from the shadow and covered us as the lights in the training grounds dimmed. Cornelius stood up from his spot while unfolding his mana pressure, crushing his surroundings.
The giant, shadowy fox walked out of the darkness, its nine tails swishing in the air. Its gaze was fixated on Cornelius, but it showed no signs of hostility.
“Fascinating. I’ve never seen a Beast Will this docile before.”
“A Beast Will?”
“Yes. Sometimes, when people are Awakened using the mana cores of Fell Beasts that are compatible with them, they may also Awaken the residual Wills of the Fell Beasts from which the core was harvested.”
“Wow! Does that mean this fox is an actual Fell Beast?”
“Not exactly. Its body is composed entirely out of your mana so it won’t have another core, but it might have some lingering instincts as a Fell Beast which is why I’m surprised it’s just standing still and not even trying to attack you. Was that how you learned to walk through shadows?”
“Yeah. I didn’t know how to coat my entire body with mana so I just ended up copying how the fox did it.”
“I see. Have you already tried to tame it?”
“Isn’t it already tame?”
“Well, technically yes, but your situation appears to be quite unique. Most Awakeners that possess Beast Wills can fight alongside their Fell Beasts once they tame them. Their bodies are made out of your mana so they are similar in a way to a mage’s spell, the only difference being their limited autonomy. I’m sure you can see the benefit in having an extra partner during a fight.”
“How do you tame a Beast Will then?”
Cornelius grinned.
“How else do you tame a Fell Beast? Defeat it in combat.”
…
[Hey, Hero! You disappeared again!]
I ignored the System’s message as I bowed towards Cornelius.
“Thank you for your insight, Grandfather.”
“It’s nothing. Since I’m back inside the Iron Wall, I might as well go see some old friends. Train hard, Erebus, and you’ll soon surpass your Father. I expect great things from you.”
“Alright, thank you Grandfather. Have a safe journey!”
I waved as Cornelius vanished out of sight. As soon as he left, the lights in the training grounds grew brighter, unobstructed by his aura any longer.
I kind of feel bad for them, actually.
They’re just trying to shine, but Cornelius and the fox’s appearance keep covering them up.
[Are you hiding things from me, hero?]
I ignored the System’s messages and tried to leave the training grounds when another message popped up in front of me.
[Answer me.]
And another.
[What are you hiding?]
And another.
[Don’t keep secrets from me, Hero.]
My vision was suddenly surrounded by countless system messages, so much so that they started overlapping and I couldn’t even read the texts underneath them.
Hundreds of voices spoke inside of my head at the same time. I clutched my head in pain as I cried out.
“I’m not hiding anything! I didn’t go anywhere!”
Ding!
[New Quest Received!]
[Quest: Tell Me What You Know.]
[Rewards: 1,000,000 XP]
The voices grew silent and I fell to my knees,l reeling from the sensory overload. A giant system window glowed red as it floated above me.
[Just tell me how you keep disappearing from my sights, Hero. I will bless you with power beyond your wildest dreams.]
One million XP…
One permanent stat upgrade costs 100 XP.
That much XP could let me upgrade my strength ten thousand times…
With that much power, I could probably even beat someone like Cornelius with a flick of my finger.
Needless to say, it was a very tempting offer…
But something felt wrong.
A lingering feeling of unease nagged at my mind.
I thought back on everything I had learned about this world.
Hero System…Calamity…Goddess…
“I just…have one question, System.”
[Speak.]
“…I was once a soldier who died on the battlefield because he hesitated to shoot his enemy, but the Goddess of Fate gave me a second chance at life by sending me to possess this boy’s body. She tasked me to defeat some unknown Calamity that she couldn’t take care of herself.”
[Get to the point.]
“You were willing to bless me with power surpassing that of my grandfather for telling you a secret, but why aren’t you just giving me that power outright to defeat the Calamity?”
[It would take up too much of the Goddess’s power and it still wouldn’t be enough to defeat the Calamity. You need to grow your own strength with my help as the System]
“Then why didn’t you reward me for saving Brody’s life?”
[…]
“Wasn’t that a heroic action? Did I not risk my life to save a fellow human? Yet, the Hero System didn’t give me anything for it.”
[That was an oversight on my part. I apologize for the inconvenience, Hero.]
“So, here’s my question for you, System. What does it mean to be a Hero?”
[…]
“Is it simply someone who acts selflessly for others? Or a gullible pushover who will do the System’s every bidding like a puppet for the Goddess?”
[You are no puppet, Hero! You will stop the Calamity-]
“What is the Calamity anyway? You never mentioned what it was. At first I thought it was going to be the Fell King or another Outbreak, but you could’ve just said that and removed any ambiguity if it were that simple.”
[Hero-!]
“You know, I don’t have a pretty good memory. I don’t remember my own name as a soldier, the name of the village where I was born, or even what country I was fighting for, but I still remember what you said about the Calamity and the Goddess.”
[She can only manipulate the fates of those born of this world. The Calamity comes from a place outside her domain.]
“Those born of this world, and a place outside her domain. Say, someone who reincarnated from another world? Someone like me?”
[…]
“So here’s my speculation, System. I am the Calamity the Goddess prophesied about. She erased the memories of my past in an effort to control me so that I would do her every bidding as the Hero, is that right?”
[…]
Silence reigned as the giant glowing red System window in front of me went blank.
[…I tried so hard to hide it, but yeah. You’re right. You figured it out but so what? Another god, Order, has already sealed away all of the Calamity’s powers since it’s not from this world. You are the Calamity in name only.]
Chains erupted from the glowing red system window, clamping down shut on my limbs. My body felt weak, like I had suddenly lost all of my strength and agility. My mind dulled as intelligence drained out of my own brain. With no endurance, even breathing itself became tiring.
[Did you think I gave all those stat points from the daily training quests for free? You’ve gotten three per day for a total of twenty-one days. If I take that away, you’ll be no different than a slug.  You can’t escape from the System, Hero. Your body would collapse like it is right now from such a drastic change in stats. Even the most bloodthirsty wolf can only bark if it can’t break its chains and in the end, it’ll end up a trained dog.]
I remained silent.
[You’ll be mine until you die, Hero.]
…how?
How can I break free from the System?
I racked my brains, but even my own mind began to betray me as my thoughts slowed down to a crawl. I was suffocating, the lack of oxygen becoming the sole thought occupying my mind. I growled like a beast, unable to think, as darkness came to take me.
Darkness…!
Shadows creeped in from all sides of the training grounds, surrounding me and the System window. The red glow of the System faded as a giant, shadowy fox stood over me, covering me while growling at the System. A familiar voice sounded from the fox.
{You already have all the answers you need, young kit. All you need to do is take the first step.}
“Fortune? How are you here?”
{How do you think you were able to meet me in the first place, young kit? All foxes are my descendants. This one guided you to my Domain, and I am merely borrowing her body for a while.}
[Stop it, fox! If you interfere with my plans again, you’ll die for real this time!]
{I’ve lived long enough in agony under your spear, Fate. If I’m going to slowly die, forgotten by the humans of this world anyway, then I’ll use my Divinity to nurture a new, young fox.}
[How long will you keep being a thorn in my side, Fortune?!]
{Now, remember why you fight, Erebus Lafite.}
I could feel strength returning to my body as the fog clouding my mind cleared, and I took a deep gasp of air, finally able to breathe again. Mana coursed through my veins, covering my body like a second skin.
Light descended upon both me and the fox. The fox howled into the wind as its form grew to twenty metres in height, its coat turning pure white like snow. My mana reinforcement overflowed with power, overwhelming the red of the System window with blazing gold.
I stood up and the chains around me shattered.
[I’ve been planning this for so long! How is this possible?!]
“Listen to me.”
I made my declaration to the Goddess of this world.
“My name is Erebus Lafite. I fight for myself because no one else will. I will not become a slave to destiny, and I will live my life my own way.”
The System window, which had always floated pristinely around me, began to crack.
[Don’t think this is over, Erebus! My prophecies always come true! A Hero will come to destroy you!]
I looked up at the cracking System window and smiled.
“I look forward to that day.”
…
Gabriel Lockhart swung his training sword relentlessly against a wooden dummy late at night in the hotel’s gym.
‘Erebus…’
He couldn’t forget Erebus’s face that day at the station, when he had defeated Vivienne in the duel, and the way he was forced to run away from the Chateau without being able to do anything…
He swung too hard and the wooden training sword snapped in half, a splinter cutting into his palm.
He cursed to himself as he panted heavily, his body covered in sweat.
[My child, would you like revenge against him?]
Gabriel froze as he heard a voice ring in his head.
“Who are you?”
[I am the Goddess of Fate, Aetheria. That boy, you hate, Erebus Lafite is a Calamity that must be stopped before he destroys the world in the future.]
“How do you know?”
[I can see it in his fate. Mountains will tremble and rivers of blood will flow throughout the continent if he is allowed to do what he wants.]
“I see.”
[What do you say, my child? Will you get your revenge against your enemy?]
Gabriel held up his injured hand as he stared at the blood dripping on the ground.
“I do. I want revenge.”
[Then receive my power. May Fate Preserve You, Gabriel Lockhart]
After all…
[System Is Bonding With Its User]
[Gabriel Lockhart Has Received The Hero System]
Every hero needs a villain to save the world from.

 
    

  
    Chapter 17: Aftermath
Penny walked through the halls of the estate as breakfast was being served in the Dining Hall.
‘The Chateau has gotten livelier ever since the young Miss came home,’ she thought to herself with a smile.
Of course, Harley was a big contributor to the chaos that unfolded daily too. The only reason none of the Lafites nor the servants had to constantly look up before opening any door in the Chateau was because no one mopped the floors with water buckets.
All of the servants at the estate could control magic so precisely that they could separate dust without harming the surfaces it clouded.
‘The young Master has changed too, not that I’m against it. If he’s smiling more often, then I’ll also be happy for him.’
Penny remembered the days when she would have to physically drag him out to get him to stop reading and leave the library. Now, he was always either sparring with Harley and Charlotte or training by himself at the training grounds behind the Chateau.
‘I wonder if he’s there right now. He must be immersed in one of his training sessions, but I can’t let him miss breakfast. I’ll go bring him something to eat.’
Penny pumped her fist as she made her decision and left for the Chateau’s kitchen. She passed by several of her fellow servants who nodded at her while they rolled serving trolleys filled with food towards the Dining Hall. She nodded back, stepping through the wide, empty door frame to the kitchen.
A blast of warm air and the scent of freshly baked bread hit her as the doors to the massive oven in the corner opened. Several tins full of the golden brown stuff floated out and deposited their contents into neatly prepared baskets on a countertop. A whole leg of ham was rapidly turning into thin, even cuts due to a kitchen knife that no one was holding.
Blocks of cheese stood by the comrade, silently accepting their fates as they too faced the unbending fury of steel before floating off in slices to join their brother ham at a large dinner plate. Meanwhile, freshly picked lettuce and tomatoes washed themselves by a sink that periodically spouted water all by itself.
Servants arranged all of the prepared ingredients on the serving trolleys before carting them off to the Dining Hall. Drinks like juice and milk were stocked in the walk-in refrigerators at the back while pots of tea and coffee boiled by their side. They were brought to the table separately.
The melodic symphony of the kitchen service was conducted meticulously with precision, never missing a single beat.
And one person stood as its conductor and director.
She looked over at Penny who bowed and said.
“Hello Matron, I would like one breakfast trolley for the young Master, please.”
The Matron nodded.
“Certainly, Penelope. Take the next one that’s ready. Aisha, don’t forget to take one trolley to the Richwell heir.”
The maid the Matron had called out nodded.
“Alright, thank you, Matron.”
“Also, do ask the young Master what he thinks of our present later.”
“I will, Matron.”
Penny grabbed a nearby finished serving trolley and bowed once more towards the Matron before leaving for the training grounds.
‘I wonder what the Matron picked out as a gift for the young Master. Well, I trust her judgment as the head maid. She has known the young Master longer than I have.’
She rolled the trolley through the garden as the sun shone brightly above her. She opened the door to the training grounds and called out.
“Young Master, I brought breakfast!”
No response.
Penny scanned her surroundings, only to find Erebus lying unconscious on the ground with a small, white fox whimpering by his side and licking his cheek.
“Young Master!”
…
When I came to, I was laying down in a field of grass with the stars shining above in the night sky. I sat up and patted my own body, checking for any injuries.
I’m…fine?
{This is the Mind Realm, young fox. It’s the only place on the continent where I still exist. As long as your will remains unbroken, your mind will not sustain any injuries here.}
I turned to my side and saw Fortune lying on the ground as usual. However, her body was slowly turning into light, disappearing into particles that floated into the sky.
“Wait.”
No…this…
“Fortune…are you dying?”
This can’t be happening.
{Young fox, I died a long time ago.}
Fortune laughed mirthfully. One of her tails rose from the ground and gently rubbed itself against me. Her fluffy coat tickled my skin, but it only made me all the more aware of her fading form.
{I was a Goddess once. My name was worshipped throughout the continent, but now, no one even remembers my name.}
She turned towards me with a smile.
{But then, you came, young fox. You discovered the trail I had left behind and you found me. You stood up bravely for your beliefs and lived your own way, young fox, and along the way you have found Fortune.}
I couldn’t hold them back any longer.
Tears streamed down my eyes.
{Why are you crying, young fox?}
“It’s not fair! You shouldn’t have to die for me! This is why I’m fighting in the first place! So that nobody has to die because of my stupid decisions! You said no one can sustain any injuries in the Mind Realm, right? Why can’t you stay?”
{Do you know why I love humans so much?}
Fortune suddenly asked. I shook my head with a sniffle.
{Such pitiful, little things…humans. So much weaker than every other living creature on the continent, yet they venture out so…stupidly into the dark. They march fearlessly into danger and the unknown that I wonder how they are even still alive.}
{Yet, they go boldly where no one has gone before simply because they’ve made up their mind about it. They seek my blessings with such burning passion that I couldn’t help but fall in love with them.}
{Decisions are made based on who you are, young fox. Do you regret any of yours?}
Saving Brody, fighting against Fate, letting Vivienne go…
I don’t know if I’ll come to regret my decisions, but…
“I don’t.”
{Then walk your own path and seize Fortune whenever you find it. You have my blessing, Erebus Lafite.}
Fortune bowed her head one last time as light grew in intensity around her. It swirled around my body, burrowing its way and nestling deep inside of me. The moment the light settled, her body disappeared, scattered into the stars above.
I could feel the familiar pull on my body, but before I left the space, a voice whispered to me in my head.
{Though the road ahead be dark and lonely,}
{If you could keep two things in your heart only,}
{Never give up Love, and Hope too,}
{Then may Fortune find you.}
…
“It’s done.”
The Goddess muttered as the screen in front of her collapsed.
“Fortune is finally dead. That fox is gone now.”
She stood up from her Divine Throne and walked to the edge of her palace. Gold bricks paved the roads that winded throughout the clouds holding the place up. Gemstones covered the roof and walls of the palace. No windows were needed for her Divinity itself lit up the surroundings.
Her long, silvery hair danced with the wind. When she finally reached the edge, she looked over the edge of the clouds and stretched out her hand in front of her.
She searched the continent for traces of her power. She easily spotted the new Hero training with the new System she had given him, but she continued her search until she felt something calling out to her.
“Found you.”
She grabbed hold of the line of power and yanked as hard as she could. For a few moments, nothing happened, but then, a sharp whistling sound started blowing throughout the palace. A red dot suddenly appeared among the clouds overlooking the continent.
She could barely see it if she squinted hard enough. However, she didn’t have to do that for long. The red dot grew bigger.
And bigger.
And even bigger.
The whistle turned into a jet-like roar that shook the palace to its very core. The Goddess’s hair seemed to float almost vertically with the amount of air that was blowing up towards her, yet the only emotion she had on her face was anticipation.
A towering spear shot up, seemingly touching the stars above her, as it floated in front of her outstretched hand.
Heaven’s Judgement, the Spear of Destiny.
“Finally, you have returned.”
The spear hummed with power, as if responding to its master’s words.
“You have bathed in a god’s blood for three centuries. Show me.”
The towering spear hummed and began to writhe about, transforming into a ceramic wine cup with golden ichor filled inside.
She licked her lips with a smile.
“You thought you could win by freeing the Calamity from my grasp, Fortune, but you didn’t think about what would happen if I were to devour your Divinity, did you? Ah wait, you can’t answer since you’re already dead.”
She looked back over at the continent and drew closer to an old man sitting in a chair inside a Cathedral. She whispered in his ear.
“A Calamity by the name of Erebus Lafite has Awoken, but fear not. I have sent a Hero from House Lockhart to save you all.”
The old man’s eyes shook when he heard her words.
“A-a vision! A vision from the Goddess!”
“Pope! What’s wrong?”
“Quickly! We must-”
The Goddess drew back to her palace and laughed.
“Oh, fox. You sacrificed your life to make sure I could never interfere with Erebus’s fate anymore, but I can still manipulate the fates of those around him. In the end, your wits have grown dull and soon, even Order will fall beneath me.”
She took the wine glass in front of her and smiled.
“Cheers to your death, Goddess of Fortune.”
She drank it all in one gulp.
…
Diana Lafite hummed to herself as she arranged the teacup in front of her for the fourth time in the last minute.
“What do you think, Aaron? Do you think this looks intimidating enough, or should I borrow one of your sunglasses too?”
“I think as long as you have that parasol with you and that open book by your teacup when House Richwell’s representatives arrive, they won’t even be able to look you in the eye.”
Aaron shot a thumbs up at Diana when he noticed some movements from the Chateau.
“Ah, they’re here, my Lady. Quick! Act cool!”
He puffed out his chest with his sunglasses on as he stood menacingly behind Diana under the arbor. Gideon Richwell walked towards them led by the Matron of the Chateau who bowed in front of Diana.
“House Richwell is here to negotiate the terms of their heir’s release.”
“Very well then, where is he?”
“Uhh, right here, Lady Diana.”
Gideon looked somewhat confused, but he bowed in greeting nonetheless. The Matron silently retreated and left for the Chateau once more, leaving the three of them alone.
“Well, why are you still standing then? Go sit down.”
“Yes!”
Gideon hurriedly pulled out a chair from under the table and sat down. He stared oddly at Diana as she placed a plate and a teacup in front of him before pouring some tea out from a kettle for him.
“Here you are.”
“Thank you, Lady Diana. You are very kind.”
“Of course I am! What am I if I’m not kind?”
Gideon sat still, lost for words.
“Oops, I meant your welcome, Mister Richwell.”
“…why yes, of course. Forgive my rudeness, Lady Diana, but I must ask. We are sitting at a table under an umbrella, yet why do you still carry that parasol with you? Surely it must be a bother trying to drink tea while reading with only one hand, and we are under the shade anyway.
“…”
It was now Diana’s turn to remain silent. Aaron cleared his throat and answered.
“It is to keep my fair Lady’s skin unblemished by that blasted sun!”
“What does the sun have to do with clean skin?”
“…tsk, tsk. Dear me, haven’t you heard, Mister Richwell? Having the sun shining directly on your skin causes it to grow unsightly, red spots that deteriorate the skin. It’s a new scientific discovery recently published in the papers. Haven’t you seen it?”
“Really?”
“Is that true, Aaron? I don’t remember seeing anything about it in today’s newspaper.”
Diana asked as she turned towards him.
“…”
“…I mean, yes! Right, how could I have forgotten about it! Surely, you must have heard about it, Mister Richwell. Oh goodness! You walked all the way here from the Chateau in all of that sunlight! Your skin will look like an old man’s before you even hit thirty!”
“…I am thirty.”
“Then you’ll look like a corpse! Aaron, get this man another parasol! Quickly!”
“Right away, my Lady!”
Aaron ran towards the Chateau to get a parasol from the Matron, completely forgetting he had made up the lie about the sun.

 
    

  
    Chapter 18: Recovery
“It’s time, Father.”
A dark haired young man stood at the top of a hill, overlooking a small forest that led up towards the mountaintop. A woman wearing a white dress and a veil stood next to him, gazing at the sky above. She turned to him, her features blurred from the distance.
“I will see you soon, my love.”
He kissed her forehead before turning to the direction of the forest. A flock of birds flew overhead, making the pines rustle and shake as they took off. He ran through the woods at inhuman speeds, yet he dared not break the silence.
He reached a small hill in a clearing and stopped as his breath grew short. His gaze fell upon his target, a gigantic, grand building made of solid stone and brick with tall spires and elegant balconies. The intricate windows inside shed light onto the gardens where numerous guards patrolled the exterior.
Such opulence left a feeling of disgust inside of him, but such were the estates of the Nine Families. He had no say in the matter. He was only here for a task.
The pope of the Aetherian Church had received a vision from the Goddess herself, telling him that a Calamity had descended upon the world and that she had chosen a hero from House Lockhart to save them.
The Calamity’s name was Erebus Lafite.
House Lafite had never been close to the church unlike the rest of the Nine Houses. Chloris Lafite, the Conqueror’s sister, had been especially uncooperative with them, even daring to commit the blasphemy of deification before her inevitable demise.
When the Aetherian Church received the vision from the Goddess, they acted quickly. Although the Goddess had prophesied that the Hero would be the one to kill the Calamity, simply letting it live without even trying to do anything was harder than it seemed.
Like how people ripped hangnails off even though they shouldn’t.
Thus, they deployed him as an assassin.
He had been specially trained by the Church from the moment he entered his orphanage, but most importantly, he was impossible to trace back.
Expendable.
He looked up at the night sky above and prayed.
“May Fate preserve me.”
He jumped down from the hill and approached the Chateau with careful steps. He timed a gap in the guards’ patrols and was about to leap over the estate’s walls when something grabbed  his ankle. He looked around and saw his own shadow rise out of the ground.
He pulled out his blade, but before he could even move, his shadow wrapped around him like a cocoon, restricting his movements.
“I was about to leave the Chateau, but it seems like I caught a rat sneaking around.”
‘Cornelius Lafite.’
“Are you going to tell me who sent you?”
The shadow covering his mouth disappeared. He spit at Cornelius’s face and spoke.
“Go to hell.”
A shadow burst out of the ground to block his saliva. Cornelius breathed out a heavy sigh.
“We could have ended things civilly, but I suppose if that’s your choice, it doesn’t really matter. Your lover back at the hill already told me everything about you and the Pope’s orders. Go warm my seat in hell for me.”
The assassin’s shadow raised his own blade above him. His eyes grew wide as he saw his own reflection in the gleaming silver before it plunged straight into his stomach.
He slumped down on the ground in a pool of his own blood as he had his last thoughts.
‘Demons…’
…
I opened my eyes with a start.
My heart pounded inside my chest as I sat up in my bed. The walls seemed like they would close in around me and crush my chest, making it hard for me to breathe.
Tinnitus rang inside my head, growing louder and louder until my ears felt like they would burst.
“Stop it! Make it stop!”
“I’m here, young Master. It’s alright. I’m here.”
Someone hugged me from behind. I flailed about at the sudden touch, trying to claw my way out of the restrictive embrace.
“Get away from me!”
My fist flew upwards and finally made contact with bare skin. Not willing to miss my chance, I punched with my other hand, even trying to kick upwards at my captor’s perceived weak spot.
It was only when something wet dripped down onto my cheek that I stopped.
Tears…?
Only then did I have the sense to look up.
Penny’s face looked back at me with tears streaming down her face, her mousy brown hair falling by her shoulders.
“It’s alright, young Master. I’m here for you.”
Nasty bruises were starting to form around her face from where my punches had landed.
“Penny?”
But the moment she heard me call her name, she smiled.
“Oh, thank goodness. Yes, young Master. It’s me, Penny.”
“…did I hurt you? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine, young Master. It doesn’t hurt at all.”
“Don’t lie to me, Penny.”
Penny shifted underneath my gaze.
“Well, yes, it hurts a bit, but the thought of losing you hurts me more.”
“Why didn’t you defend yourself? You could have used mana reinforcement.”
“I am your personal maid. How could I ever use mana against you? The only thing I can do is stay close to you and remind you that you will never be alone.”
I stared quietly at her.
First Fortune, now Penny…
They got hurt trying to help me.
Fortune is already dead, but I can still make it up to Penny.
“Thank you for your help, Penny. If there’s anything I can do for you, I swear I’ll do it as the Heir of House Lafite.”
“Then let me serve you until the day I die, Master Erebus.”
Penny’s eyes blazed with determination.
“It happened when you were still very young, Master, but you saved my life once before. Your mother was about to kill me, a mercenary that had failed her mission, when you suddenly appeared before me, telling your mother not to kill the pretty lady.”
“I-I said that?”
I felt heat rushing to my face as Penny laughed.
“That was the day I became a maid and the day you held my life in your hands, but there’s not a single day that I regret failing that day, so please let me spend the rest of my life repaying my debt to you, Master.”
“Alright, just don’t regret your decision later.”
“Never, Master.”
Penny replied with a smile.
I tried to get off my bed when my body suddenly felt heavier and I fell back onto the bed. I struggled with all the strength in my arms to push myself when I finally succeeded in rolling over, but my legs buckled underneath me.
I fell onto the ground with a painful thud.
“Master!”
Penny cried out as she got off my bed herself and lifted me up.
“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”
“I feel so…weak.”
Penny laid me back on the bed. My body felt like it had no strength. Already, that small exertion of rolling over in my bed had left me panting for air.
That’s right.
I don’t have the System anymore.
The loss of the System also meant the removal of all the benefits that came with it, including the stats I had gained through the daily training quests I had been completing for three whole weeks.
I had lost a total of sixty-three stat points spread across five different stats overnight. That meant an average decrease of twelve stat points in strength, agility, intelligence, endurance, and dexterity.
My body felt like it was made out of paper.
But still…
I’m free.
I tried to activate my mana reinforcement and thankfully, my mana still responded to me, covering my body in a second skin and giving a much needed boost in strength.
I rose from my bed and gingerly put my feet on the ground. Once I found some sense of stability, I pushed myself off the bed, wobbling as I tried to regain my balance. Penny tried to catch me before I fell, but I caught myself first.
“Let me try.”
Penny nodded in understanding.
It’s a good thing I learned how to manipulate mana without the System’s skill.
Otherwise, I’d have to learn it from scratch again.
I continued trying to walk slowly around my room with the help of my mana reinforcement, holding both of my arms out for balance.
After fifteen minutes, I felt confident enough to try walking without looking like the letter ‘t’ when my mana suddenly ran out.
Uh oh.
The sense of weakness returned to my body and fell towards the ground.
{Hey, watch it!}
“Young Master!”
Penny caught me before I hit the ground, but I spotted something on the floor that made me tilt my head.
“Penny, why is there a fox in my room?”
A snow white, nine-tailed fox stared up at me as it stood by the foot of my bed, tilting its head.
{What are you looking at, huh?}
“It was licking your cheek when I first found you collapsed on the floor of the training grounds. Whenever I tried to bring it outside your room, it would always sneak back in somehow so I just left it be. It seemed to be concerned about you.”
{Of course I’m concerned, foolish human! He’s the first person to wield Mother’s blessing in three centuries! How do you expect a Priestess of Fortune to keep calm about that?!}
A voice rang inside my head.
‘…Are you the fox that has been following me this whole time?’
{No, there’s about a million other snow white foxes that are specifically concerned about you and can talk directly inside your head—Yes I’m that fox, you dimwit!}
The fox shouted inside my head.
{Gosh, I know losing Fate’s blessings often results in severe drawbacks for humans, but you’re sure getting it rough, buddy.}
‘Thanks for the empathy, fox.’
{No problem, and I have a name, you know?}
‘Oh yeah? What is it?’
{Find out after you beat me, whelp.}
The fox threw its head back arrogantly.
{Just so you know, just because you have Fortune’s blessing doesn’t mean you’ll suddenly be able to defeat all of your enemies. Mother favours those who try their best despite the risks, not some random slacker. I won’t give you my power either unless you beat me.}
I rolled my eyes as Penny helped me sit back down in bed. She bowed towards me.
“I’ll go inform the Lord and Lady of your recovery, Master.”
“Alright, thanks again for your help, Penny.”
Penny simply nodded in response. She lit the scented candles by my desk with a click before leaving my room.
‘Hey, fox.’
{What do you want?}
‘Just wait until I get my strength back. It won’t take long.‘
{…}
The fox remained silent as it lay curled up underneath my bed.
…
Vivienne stared up at the ceiling of the Chateau as she laid on the guest bed in the room assigned to her.
Three days had passed since Erebus’s Debutante Ball.
She had challenged him to a duel at his own birthday party. She had used up all of the magic in her arsenal and the mana inside her body.
Yet, Erebus didn’t even receive a scratch despite not having been Awakened.
He won through pure physical ability and dominated her during their fight.
But worst of all, he had spared her life.
She wasn’t even worth killing.
Vivienne’s face burned with humiliation.
‘I can only hope Father still sees some worth in me.’
Suddenly, the door to her room opened and Gideon Richwell appeared in the doorway.
“Vivi? Are you alright?”
“Uncle!”
She ran towards Gideon and leaped into his arms, sobbing into his chest.
“Oh, Uncle Gideon! Thank you for coming to save me!”
“As you can see, she is completely unharmed. House Lafite does not take its hospitality lightly.”
“Thank you, Lady Diana. House Richwell will uphold their end of the deal as agreed upon. The rights to the mana crystal veins will be delivered to you by today.”
“I look forward to it, Mister Richwell. In the meantime, feel free to spend time with your precious niece. She cost you quite a lot.“
Diana smiled as she left the pair alone in the guest room.
Gideon hugged his niece and reassured her.
“Don’t worry, Vivi. We’re going home.”
Vivienne sniffled and nodded as she thought.
‘Oh, don’t worry, Uncle. I’m coming home alright, and when I do, I’ll make sure Erebus regrets sparing my life.’

 
    

  
    Chapter 19: Balance
“What are your plans for today, kids?”
Lucas asked as the family gathered for breakfast at the Dining Hall during the weekend. He cracked open a boiled egg and handed it to Diana.
“Aww, thank you dear,” Diana giggled and placed several strips of bacon on Lucas’s plate.
“I don’t know yet.”
Miranda shrugged her shoulders while Charlotte looked at him expectantly.
“I was thinking of training with you, Dad. Are you busy?”
“I’m sure I have time to spare for a couple of rounds.”
“Really? Thank you!”
“But finish your breakfast first, Charlie.”
Charlotte began scarfing down her omelette at breakneck speeds as Harley rolled his eyes.
“Muscleheads, am I right?”
“You’re saying that like you’re not going to join her at the training grounds later.”
“It’s a matter of principle, Erebus. They discussed their plans in front of me. Therefore, I am automatically invited to join in. That’s just how it works.”
“I don’t mind,” Lucas butted in, quelling any further argument about Harley’s involvement.
“What about you, Erebus? Are you going to come watch?”
“Sure. Could I try join in too—”
“No!”
A resounding denial erupted from the table. I clicked my tongue in annoyance.
I get that I’m supposed to rest so that my body can recover faster, but staying still most of the time is boring, damn it!
{Shaddup, you’re not even resting when you’re supposed to. You just pretend to sleep and circulate your mana.}
‘Why does that matter to you?’
{Don’t do it until three in the morning, asshole! You know how hard it is to sleep when someone’s thoughts about circulating mana keep leaking inside your head?}
The fox snapped viciously at the pork rib Penny had given it.
“Is it angry again?”
Charlotte asked as she peered down under the table. I told everyone about Cornelius’s explanation of Beast Wills and explained to them how the fox was mine.
“I think it’s cranky because it’s sleepy.”
{Because of a certain ‘someone’…}
‘Oh hush.’
“That’s strange. I always see it napping around you.”
{Because I can’t get any sleep at night!}
‘If it’s really bothering you, I could stop—’
{Shaddup.}
The fox said with a huff.
“Aww, are you sleepy, little fox? Come here, sleep on my lap.”
Charlotte held out her arms. The fox left the clean pork rib behind and jumped into her arms, making her squeal with delight.
“It understood me!”
“I think it likes you more than Erebus,” Miranda remarked, seemingly amused.
‘Whose Beast Will are you, again?’
{What can I say? It’s more comfortable here than the floor. You’re not going to say Beasts belong on the ground where they belong, are you?}
‘Do whatever you want.’
The fox harrumphed triumphantly, earning a giggle from Charlotte.
“It’s so cute!”
Lucas took the last bite of his sandwich and dusted the crumbs off his hands before speaking.
“If everyone’s done with breakfast, we can go to the training grounds now.”
Charlotte looked somewhat disappointed, but she picked the fox up and put it on the ground.
“I’m sorry, little fox, but I have to go now.”
{Nooo!! Take me back! My personal heater!}
But no one heard the fox’s bitter cries as everyone except Diana moved to the training grounds.
…
Lucas stepped into the arena in the middle of the training grounds as he carried an estoc from the training rack with him. He wore a dark, skin tight bodysuit that emphasized practicality over fashion.
This might actually be the first time I’ve ever seen him out of a suit.
Meanwhile, Charlotte wore a simple training singlet that wouldn’t hinder movements and shorts as she held her spear over her shoulders.
Lucas raised his sword and took a defensive stance.
“Alright. I won’t be using any mana for this fight and I will only block. Try to land a hit on me in fifteen minutes.”
Charlotte raised her spear and aimed it at Lucas. The timer above them ticked down from five.
5, 4, 3, 2, 1…!
Boom!
A small crater was left behind on the ground as Charlotte charged at Lucas with her spear. She had activated her mana reinforcement and it seemed like she was planning to go all out from the start.
She’s even faster than she was during our duel!
She thrust her spear at Lucas. However, he easily deflected her stab with his own sword. Charlotte pivoted on her leg, making use of the momentum from the block to swing her spear downwards in an arc. Lucas was barely able to parry in time and a blast of wind blew on my face several metres away from where they stood.
I don’t think I can block that, even if I still had all of the stats from the System.
I shuddered as I felt the impact of the blow from my seat. Charlotte grinned as she began her attack once again. She swung her spear at Lucas, but just as he twisted his wrist to parry it, the steel spear in her hand suddenly retracted, bending to her will like it was alive as she stabbed  at Lucas.
He quickly brought his sword back up and struck Charlotte’s spear, sending sparks flying as he leaned back to avoid the blow. She grinned before ducking down into a leg sweep aimed right at Lucas’s vulnerable legs.
It’s over.
He’ll lose his balance and Charlotte will land a blow while he falls.
But just as it seemed certain that Lucas would lose, he jumped from his awkward position, avoiding Charlotte’s leg sweep by a hair’s breadth as he did a weird flip in the air and landed several steps away from her.
The timer overhead beeped, signalling the end of the fifteen minutes in the spar.
“I lost, Dad.”
“Well done, Charlie. You’re starting to think a lot more when you fight, and you even came up with a very good plan at the end there. Sparring with Harley and Erebus for the past two weeks has done wonders for you, but always consider what the opponent can and cannot do in response to your actions.”
“Yeah, I didn’t expect you to be able to jump from such an awkward spot. How did you do it?”
“You’ve seen the lion dancers of the east perform in Arkasa before. They often have to jump from very thin poles high up in the air in such awkward positions. An elder approached me with their secret after I admired one of their performances. He said the key is all about balance.”
Lucas dropped to the ground, placing an index finger on the floor. He kicked off the ground and stood balancing on one of his fingertips.
“Wow!”
“If you master how to balance your body, you can often catch your opponents off guard by dodging blows that seem certain to hit or attack from angles they consider impossible.”
Charlotte noded, “I have a lot to learn, Dad.”
“You’re still young anyway,” Lucas said with a chuckle.” You can practice that later by yourself. Come on, let’s go again.”
“Sure, bring it on, Dad!”
…
Gabriel Lockhart grunted as he swung his blade at the wooden training dummy in front of him. He was currently staying over at the Richwell mansion at the Elm territory along with Abigail. Vivienne had returned yesterday along with Gideon, and although she appeared unharmed, he still couldn’t forgive Erebus.
His anger seemed to transfer into his blows as he sliced at the dummy’s body, eventually slicing its head off. He wiped the sweat off his brow and glanced over the notification that had just popped up in the corner of his eye.
[Daily Quest: Training Completed!]
[Rewards: +3 Random Stat Points]
[You have gained +1 Endurance]
“Status.”
[Hero System]
[Name: Gabriel Lockhart]
[Age: 14]
[Rank: D]
[Health: 120 Mana: 171 Stamina: 133]
[Strength: 27]
[Agility: 25]
[Dexterity: 23]
[Endurance: 26]
[Intelligence: 24]
[Quests]
[Main Quest: Please Save This World, O Chosen Hero Progress: 0.17%]
[Reward: You Will Live Happily Ever After]
[Skills]
[Lionfang Swordsmanship B, Mana Flow A, Combat Sense E, Swift Steps F]
[Lionfang Swordsmanship B: House Lockhart’s Unique Sword Art.]
[Mana Flow A: Allows User To Manipulate Mana To Their Will]
[Combat Sense E: Improves User’s Instincts During Battle]
[Swift Steps F: Improves User’s Overall Agility]
[Bloodline: Lion’s Pride (Passive) - Increases Stats by 20% And Reduces All Damage Taken by 15% During Combat]
[***]
‘I worked hard.’
Gabriel thought to himself as he clenched his fists and smiled.
[Well done, Hero.]
‘Thank you, Goddess.’
Gabriel clenched his fists.
‘I should be able to beat him with this, right?’
[Even though you hate him, remember not to get overconfident. You must be careful, Hero.]
“Hey Gabriel, I brought you some snacks!”
Gabriel closed the System window as he turned towards the entrance of the hotel’s gym. Vivienne walked in carrying a tray of freshly baked pastries and a jug of water.
The sweet scent wafted over, making Gabriel’s mouth water.
“Thanks Vi,” he said, wiping the sweat from his forehead and wincing slightly as the salty droplets seeped into his bandaged palm. His stomach suddenly growled loud enough for Vivienne to hear.
Gabriel blushed violently as Vivienne laughed.
“Are you hungry?”
“I guess so.”
He took a bite out of a croissant and chewed it over thoughtfully as Vivienne sat on one of the benches lining the training room’s walls.
“Well? How is it?”
“It’s good. Did you bake this yourself?”
“Yeah. I’ve been learning how to bake ever since the start of our last semester.”
“Has Abby tried these yet?”
“No, not yet. I baked them especially for you.”
Vivi said with a blush.
“They’re really good. You should try one. Here.”
Vivienne fidgeted slightly as she took a bite out of a brownie Gabriel handed her.
“It’s sweet…”
“Me or the brownie?”
Vivi choked and spurted out the sip of water she was drinking.
“Jerk! I was drinking!”
“I’m sorry!” Gabriel laughed as he defended himself from Vivienne’s angry punches. “You’re cute when you blush.”
“Stop, we don’t want to risk my dad catching us together before we’re seventeen.”
Gabriel’s eyes darkened as he looked down at the ground. Vivienne followed his gaze and tried to change the subject.
“I know you feel helpless because of my dad and what happened with the duel, but don’t push yourself too hard. You’ll have your moment soon enough.”
Vivi grabbed his arm, “Don’t forget I’m with you every step of the way. We’ll get through it together.”
Gabriel shook his head and forced a smile, “You’re right, Vivi. You’re always right. Thanks for being there for me.”
He took another bite out of his croissant and picked up his sword again before going back to the training dummy. Vivienne’s gaze grew cold.
‘Our Houses may have made peace through the results of the duel, but I swear I won’t forget the humiliation Erebus gave me.’
She clenched her hands into a fist and gripped her skirt so tightly that her knuckles turned white.
‘I’ll make him pay.’
…
The Aetherian Church was based at the Cathedral in Valcrest, House Lockhart’s territory.
The Cathedral itself was a monument of Western style gothic architecture. Its massive stone frame was intricately crafted to support its towering spires that touched the skies themselves. Ornate carvings of past popes and saints decorated the exterior of the church.
The interior was no less impressive as stained glass windows dyed the moonlight in a kaleidoscope of colours before falling gently on rows of wooden pews.
Or at least they should have if they weren’t swallowed by the shadows.
Darkness sieged the sacred church as Cornelius marched in between the pews towards the trembling pope.
“H-H-Heretic! Do you not fear the Goddess’s punishment?”
“I could ask you a similar question. Do you not fear my wrath?”
“Conqueror! You may have a seat at the Council, but you are not above the Church’s judgement! Paladins, seize this man!”
Dozens of heavily armoured Awakeners appeared by the Pope’s side and surrounded Cornelius.
“Do you really want to try that?”
Cornelius’s pressure unfolded and all of the paladins fell to their knees instantly. The Pope gasped in horror.
“How can this be?!”
“They claim to fight for the Goddess herself, but have they ever truly put their lives on the line for her cause?”
Cornelius asked as he turned back towards the Pope.
“Have you ever carried the weight of the world on your own shoulders?”
The man who stopped the Fell King’s second invasion of the continent by himself.
“It was not I, who named myself ‘Conqueror’, but other people.”
The Pope shuddered.
“So let me make this very clear. Stay away from my grandson, or the continent will face my wrath.”
The strongest human on the continent.

 
    

  
    Chapter 20: Academy
He hadn’t always been an only child.
He had a sibling once.
A sister, his radiant sun, his warming light.
While his Awakening talent was infinitely higher than hers, she was leagues above him when it came to socializing, leadership, and planning. While his hands brought ruin, she built on top of the wasteland he created.
Times had changed. Humanity had overcome the immediate crisis of the Second Outbreak and was starting to adapt to life inside of the wall.
Strength was no longer a priority.
No, what the people needed now was hope.
They needed a Sun.
He congratulated his sister the day she was selected as the Head of House Lafite.
She smiled at him and that day, he discovered how bright the world could be.
And how dark the world he lived in was.
Humanity adored the sun. They praised it, worshipped it, and even gave part of their hard-earned food to it.
All while reaping their harvests because of its light, but when the sun disappears and they are content with food in their homes, they lament.
“Ah, how cold the night is. I wish the sun was here!”
When the sun reappears the following day, they remember they already have food in their homes and lament once more.
“Ah, how hot the sun is. I wish it were gone!”
All the while, the sun slowly withers and dies to keep giving light to the world.
He was already powerful back then, having stopped the Second Outbreak himself, but while he could fight against monsters and beasts, he could not fight against the world itself.
He watched his sister smile less and less every day.
The sun shone alone in the cold, dark space, enduring its mortality and suffering while the moon could only watch and mourn, for it gave off no light of its own.
It was on a day like any other. He had just gotten up from bed and was just sending his son, Lucas, off to school when he heard the news.
Cornelius didn’t believe it. He couldn’t.
He wouldn’t.
She was the sun.
She was his sun.
Without her, how would he ever see the light again?
She had died in her sleep.
“Constant stress, sleep deprivation, and malnourishment,” said the doctors.
The sun had died, not with a bang, but with a whimper.
He had been wounded in battle before but something hurt him far worse than anything the Fell King could ever dream of.
Regret.
If he was a little stronger, would he have been able to fight against the world that devoured her light?
If he was a little brighter, could he have become the sun instead of her?
Could he have done something?
But Fate kept marching forward no matter how much he cried or raged.
He had already lost his light and he would forever be surrounded in darkness.
At least, until he saw his grandson.
It was a tiny candle, barely giving off any light and its warmth was stimulating at best. The slightest gust of wind would snuff it out and no one would have noticed.
But to him, who had lived in darkness for so long, it gave him something.
Hope.
…
It was still hard for me to get around on my own two feet for long, so Penny had given me a walker to help assist in my recovery. The lack of mobility and overall sense of helplessness was certainly unpleasant, but made for long hours of thinking which led me to an interesting discovery.
Since I couldn’t move very much without activating my mana reinforcement, I became used to circulating my mana whenever I moved. Although it felt like something was still missing, it was definitely a step in the direction of passive mana reinforcement that I had thought about back when I was training with Penny.
I’m only missing one crucial hint to crack the puzzle.
Also, I had learned to become acutely aware of how much mana I had inside my body since running out meant falling flat on my face. I still had some left so I handed the walker to Penny before I knocked.
“Come in.”
I opened the door to the study where Lucas and Diana were sitting around the coffee table on the sofas.
“Penny said you were looking for me.”
“Yes. Please sit down, Erebus.”
I closed the door behind me and sat down on the nearest sofa. Lucas drank a glass of water, wetting his lips with a smack before saying.
“I think it would be best if you entered Aetheria Academy this year, Erebus.”
“…huh? What about the boarding school?”
“That is not actually necessary to attend the Academy. It only helps prepare you for the entrance exams to the Academy and the curriculum once you’re inside. As long as you pass the entrance exam, you’re free to enroll.”
“I see, but isn’t it better to be prepared? Why the sudden decision?”
Lucas looked at Diana before turning back to me with a sigh.
“Your grandfather found two assassins from the Church near the Chateau. He went to the Cathedral to confront the Pope about it. It turns out that the Goddess had given a revelation to the Pope. Apparently, she said that you were a Calamity that would destroy the world.”
“…”
Mother…Father…
Lucas’s arm suddenly shot towards me. I flinched as I tried to get away as far as possible,  but he was too quick.
He wrapped me in his arms and kissed my cheek.
“I know my own son more than I know the Pope or the Goddess. My son is no Calamity.”
Diana nodded in support behind him.
“Cornelius and I will try to suppress the rumours for as long as possible, but it might still be best if you went to the Academy now.”
“Although the Aetheria Academy shares the same name with the Church, the Association, and the Goddess, its authority is completely independent since the Headmistress is also a member of the Council. No one from outside the Academy will ever be able to get to you.”
Lucas explained.
“Penny said that she has already given you the material for the practical section of the exam. While the exam’s exact contents differ from each year, their main goal is to test your ability to unconsciously maintain your mana reinforcement. Now, you just need to study for the theory section of the exam. You have two months to catch up to what everyone else learned in two years.”
I blinked my eyes in surprise.
“I know it sounds challenging, but I’m not asking you to get a perfect score either. Just get enough to pass and we’ll already be extremely proud of you.”
“I’ll try my best, Father.”
“That’s my son. Thank you, Erebus, and don’t worry about the Goddess’s prophecy. No matter what happens, we will still love you.”
I got up from my seat at the sofa and bowed towards Lucas and Diana before walking out of the study with my mana reinforcement. Penny was stroking the fox’s fur when I appeared in the hallway. It immediately jumped out of her hands and ran towards me.
{Wow, that’s a lot to take in.}
‘You don’t say.’
Penny brought me my walker which I accepted gratefully.
“Where are you going now, Master?”
“The library. I have a lot of things I need to read.”
{No kidding.}
“Alright. I’ll go fetch you some snacks from the kitchen then.”
Penny bowed as we went our separate ways. The distance between the study and the library was not that far, but with my hindered movement speed, it took at least fifteen minutes to get there.
Tall, oak shelves to the side of the room reached high up towards the ceiling. Arched windows lined the walls, filling the room with warm, natural light. Desks made up the opposite side of the library where people could sit down and read their selection of books to their heart’s content.
The soft scent of paper brought a sense of nostalgia to me.
I’ve practically lived out my life here before everything happened.
I’ve probably spent more time in the library than in my own room.
I know these shelves like the back of my hand.
I made my way to the back of the library before turning a corner.
There, the education section…
Miranda was standing on the tip of her toes as she tried to reach for a particular book high up on the shelf.
“Ugh… almost there…”
“Watch out!”
“Eek!”
She had finally gotten a hold of the book she wanted to grab, but it slipped from her grasp as she was bringing it down. It was about to hit her head when I caught it for her.
{Nice receive.}
“Erebus! I didn’t expect to see you here. Thanks for the save.”
“No problem. Did you think I’d be at the training grounds with Harley and Charlotte again?”
“Be honest. That’s where you’ve been the whole day for the past two weeks.”
“Fair enough I guess. What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to review the subjects for the Academy’s entrance exam in two months. Why are you asking?”
“Do you think you could help me study for it too?”
“What?! Does that mean you’re going to the Academy this year?”
“It seems like it.”
“That’s great news! Here, help me bring this stack of books to the desks and we can start right now!”
Miranda plopped the book she had just gotten onto a neat pile of books and handed them over to me when she realized I was still using the walker.
“Oh wait, I’m sorry. I forgot about that. Are you feeling better?”
“It’s fine. I can go without the walker for about thirty minutes before I run out of mana.”
“That’s good! At this rate, you won’t have to worry about your performance during the practical section of the exam! You might even be able to get some practice in!”
“I hope so.”
Miranda led the way back to the front of the library with the tower of books in her hands as I slowly hobbled behind her. She put the books on one of the desks and pulled out a chair for me to sit down.
“Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it,” She replied as she grabbed a book and flipped through its pages. The fox circled the carpet several times before finally deciding on a good spot to sleep under the sunlight and curling up with its tails tucked in.
{I’m gonna clock out. Have fun studying.}
‘Sweet dreams.’
“Now, the Theory of Mana…”
…
I yawned as I looked up from the book in my hands. I rubbed my eyes in exhaustion.
Ugh…what time is it?
{Thirty minutes to dinner time! Come on, let’s go!}
I stretched my limbs in my chair as I got up from my seat. After lecturing me for a few hours, Miranda let me read a bit on my own as she reviewed the gaps in her own knowledge. At some point, she had left the library, leaving me alone with the fox.
I grabbed the walker by my side and yawned again.
‘Sorry, fox. I don’t think I can make it for dinner. I’m way too tired now.’
{Treason! Guards arrest this boy!}
‘Just go beg Penny for some food.’
{Beg? Me, beg? Excuse you, I am a Priestess of the Goddess of Fortune. I do not beg, alright? I receive offerings, thank you very much. There is a very clear distinction between the two.}
‘Were the offerings meant for you or Fortune?’
{It is the majesty of the Goddess to provide for her believers.}
‘So you just ate the offerings yourself. Are you a fox or are you a pig?’
{Hey! You take that back!}
I ignored the sulking fox and went back to my room.
I lit the scented candles by my desk and sat down on the chair. The birthday presents from my family were on the desk, including the cube the Archmage gave to me.
A wrapped present stood at the edge of the desk from all of the staff of the Chateau.
Penny told me the Matron specifically picked this gift herself.
Well, better late than never I guess.
Time for an unboxing.
I ripped open the packaging to reveal a black velvet box with the logo on top of it that I didn’t recognize. I opened the box and inside were five vials of some lime green liquid. The fox leaped onto the desk and whistled in surprise.
{That’s Basilisk venom right there.}
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