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      Years seemed to pass by in a blur. One day faded into another. I honestly didn’t know how much time had gone by since Kari’s death. It could have been days, months, years, or even decades.

      Time no longer had any meaning for me.

      I spent my days acquiring power and knowledge, using any and every means at my disposal to get it. I lied, cheated, and stole. I trampled on others. It didn’t matter to me if I had to step on a pile of corpses. If it meant gaining the power that I needed to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, then I would do it.

      I traveled to the Misty Mountain Range and fought against the Dragons, stealing and consuming their sacred treasures to increase my own power, though I was unable to acquire the most sacred of their treasures, hidden atop a mountain so tall you had to fly to reach the summit. Not only could I not fly, but the Dragons discovered me while I was attempting to climb the mountain. They chased me out after catching me. I almost died.

      I journeyed to the Forest of Dreams located far to the west of the Northern Plains and studied Spiritualism under the Ents.

      Of course, the Ents did not approve of me, so I had to use forceful means to convince them that teaching me was a good idea.

      It was probably good fortune that I never had to kill in cold blood for power. At this point, I was pretty sure I would sacrifice innocent people if it meant getting the power I needed.

      I had discovered some knowledge about higher concepts, but I never discovered anything concrete to convince me such a thing existed. The world’s greatest library had already been destroyed by the Sekbeists by the time I went to visit. Unfortunately, the knowledge I had hoped to acquire was already a pile of ashes.

      After traveling to the far reaches of the western side of the continent, I realized there was nothing more that I could learn in the Northern Plains. I decided to eventually go back to my home—not the one I had been living at in the Northern Plains, but the home that Kari and I had fled from all those years ago.

      I was going back to Nevaria.
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      I woke up early in the morning surrounded on all sides by women.

      Glancing to my right, I spotted Kari as she hugged my arm to her chest, her blonde hair spread across her body like an extra sheet of silk. She had the largest breasts among the three, and their soft elasticity along with their weight was one of the greatest sensations in this world. I might have described them as marshmallows because they were so soft, but I honestly didn’t think that would do them justice. The delicate softness that was more comfortable than any pillow and the gentle warmth that engulfed my arm were incomparable to anything else in all the nine realms.

      Turning my head to the left, I found Fay lying close by. Unlike Kari, she was not hugging me like I was an overstuffed teddy bear, but was holding my hand, which she had placed against her chest, perhaps unconsciously. My fingers twitched when I realized this. As they sank into the soft flesh of her tit, I found myself having to resist the urge to poke them into her inverted nipple. Her face was partially hidden by her fiery red hair, which looked like a curtain of crimson flames, but I could still make out the long lashes surrounding her closed eyes, and the gentle curve of her delicately parted lips as she breathed rhythmically in and out.

      I wanted to kiss her.

      As I was staring at her, a gentle warmth engulfed my hard shaft, making me suck in a breath. My length twitched several times as something wet and warm swirled around it. Electric arcs of pleasure jolted my mind into full alertness. I only realized after a second or two that what I felt was a long tongue. A very long tongue. It was wrapped around me from the tip all the way to the base.

      Only one person I knew possessed a tongue of such incredible length.

      “L-Lin… what are you…?”

      I couldn’t finish my sentence because Lin pressed her head down until I was inside of her throat. She had no gag reflex, which meant she was the only one who could deep throat me like this. The feeling of her esophagus surrounding me was something I could never get used to. Words like incredible, wonderful, and euphoric did not adequately describe this sensation. When her deep-throating talent combined with her long tongue, Lin was easily the best at giving blow jobs.

      Trying to move despite being trapped between three women, I somehow managed to at least disentangle my hand from Fay. She frowned as though in consternation, but I ignored that for now and lifted the blanket to find, lo and behold, Lin with my dick in her mouth. Her black hair surrounded the dark skin of her face. When I lifted the covers, she looked up at me with her glimmering golden eyes. Her pupils were slitted instead of round. The sight of her like this, smiling mischievously around my length, was far too much for me to handle.

      “Gooh mhomin, Dahlihg.”

      I thought she was trying to say, “Good morning, Darling.”

      My balls quickly tightened as I blew my load inside of her mouth.

      Since my dick was in her throat, my cum went straight down to her stomach, leaving not a drop to spill out between her lips. I saw her throat bob as she swallowed everything. Seeing that just ensured I remained rock hard. The hardness of my length was almost painful.

      Removing my shaft from her mouth with a wet plop, Lin grinned at me as she slithered up my body like a snake preparing to coil around her prey. She used her long tongue to lick my abdominals and chest before finally reaching my face. A thick trail of saliva coated my skin as she moved up. The moment we were face to face, she reached out with her hands and gently cupped my cheeks.

      “Well? How was it? Did you enjoy your wake up?”

      “Morning, Lin,” I responded automatically. “Was that what this was? A wake-up call?”

      “Well, something like that,” said Lin. “This princess is getting you ready to have sex. It has been too long since we’ve had sex. This princess is beginning to feel neglected.”

      “Ah. It has been a while, hasn’t it? I’m sorry.”

      All I could do was apologize. It was true that we had not been having sex since we moved into the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters. Part of the reason was that we were so busy that there simply wasn’t any time, but another reason was that we were sharing one bedroom—all four of us. I didn’t feel comfortable having sex with one of the girls in front of the other two. I didn’t think it was appropriate. And I was sure Kari and Fay agreed with me.

      “You don’t have to apologize.” Lin inched closer and closer until our noses were touching. Her golden eyes were now right in my face. Their mesmerizing appearance made me feel like I was getting lost within them. “All you need to do is please this princess now.”

      I could feel myself giving in to the idea despite knowing that Kari and Fay were sleeping right next to us. Truth be told, not having sex was grating on me as well. I’d caught myself thinking about it a lot more recently; I would sometimes catch myself staring at Kari’s chest while we were working, looking at Fay’s ass when she bent over, or ogling Lin’s flat stomach and slender body whenever she stretched. I would always imagine the things I could have been doing to them and lament how our busy lives prevented it.

      As I continued imagining all the times I had ogled these three, blood rushed to my lower regions and caused my organ to swell even more. It poked against Lin’s stomach. Another rush of electric euphoria washed through me as I rubbed against her taut belly.

      Lin smiled as she flexed her stomach and brought her soft vaginal lips to my head. She began grinding herself against me. The sensations caused by her warm and slightly wet netherlips as they rubbed my shaft and coated it in her sexual secretions were enough to make my cock begin erratically pulsating. Her soft scales were rubbing against me, and her warm lips were sandwiching my dick.

      “D-Darling…” The way Lin softly moaned her pet name for me was enough to cast a haze over my mind. The way she stared at me with half-lidded eyes full of wanton lust fueled my own desire. Her lips were parted, and I could see her fangs poking out of her mouth. “Darling… this princess wants you… haaaah… ahn… this princess wants you now. Right now, please.”

      I leaned up and pressed my lips to hers as I began slowly grinding my hips against her nether lips, which only caused Lin to buck her hips even more, the erratic gyration of her stomach and scaled hips bringing a sense of exotic sensualism that Kari and Fay didn’t have.

      I think I must have also worked out her clit. I felt my dick pressing into a soft nub. When I poked and rubbed it with my head, Lin’s moans grew louder, though she kept them muffled by pressing her mouth to mine as her tail coiled around my left leg. The long tongue penetrating my mouth, stirring up saliva between us, further hampered the groans, grunts, and moans we emitted.

      Our nasal gasps echoed around the room, mixed in with the wet smacking of our lips as we kissed. I continued to rub my head against her pearl. I pushed, rubbed, and circled her clitoris to see what gave me the best reactions, cataloging every cry, moan, and gasp. Her siren’s song was like a battle cry calling me to action.

      I was sure this would have continued and eventually escalated, but just as Lin had grabbed my dick and was about to guide it into her waiting entrance, a voice spoke up.

      “Are you two really having sex while we’re sleeping right next to you?”

      Lin and I froze. It was like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water all over us. Slowly, oh so slowly, we turned our heads to look at Kari, who was wide awake, lying on her side, and resting her head on her left hand. Kari wasn’t the only one who was awake either. Fay was also up. She stared at Lin and me with a blush so heavy I was worried her cheeks might catch fire.

      “Kari… Fay… um… good morning,” I said for lack of anything better to say.

      Kari’s smile was mixed with exasperation. “Good morning, dear. You didn’t answer my question.”

      I tried not to squirm. If I did that, it was going to send pleasure rocketing through my body. My dick was, after all, still rubbing against Lin’s lips.

      “I’m not sure how to answer that,” I admitted.

      “This princess doesn’t care if Big Sister and Fay watch,” Lin shamelessly admitted. “She wants to have sex. She hasn’t had sex since we started living here, and she’s tired of it.”

      Kari sighed in resignation, even as she reached up to push an errant strand of blonde behind her ear. “I suppose… I understand where you are coming from. Let’s get dressed and adjourn to the living room. We can discuss this during breakfast.” She paused long enough to give the two of us a look. “But you two need to wash off. You’re both dirty.”
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      As I sat there on the couch with a repentant Lin, I wondered if this was what a student felt like when they were being lectured by their teacher. I had never been to school before. However, back when I worked at the Nadine Library, there had been plenty of students who would talk about their school life. This moment reminded me of those hushed conversations.

      Lin and I were fresh from the bath. Our hair was still wet, but we were dressed in our usual clothes. Of course, since Lin’s usual clothing was just two strips of fabric wrapped around her chest and back in the shape of an “X” and a short wraparound skirt, she was still showing a lot of skin. But my outfit was actually a remake of the original clothing that Fay had bought for me when I was going to meet Stelys Valstine for the first time.

      Kari and Fay were also dressed in what could be considered their usual outfits. Fay’s looked remarkably similar to my own. Meanwhile, Kari wore a white blouse with long sleeves that featured ruffles at the end, a blue vest with white stripes thrown over the top, and black stockings with brown boots that went up to her knees. The vest stretched across her chest. The fabric was drawn so taut I wondered if it might rip.

      All of our clothing was made from the Basilisk hide we had salvaged, meaning it was highly resistant to Spiritual Techniques, cutting attacks, and tearing.

      We weren’t wearing our armor at the moment since it wasn’t needed.

      “I understand how you two feel,” Kari said at last. “It isn’t like I don’t understand where you are coming from. I miss not having sex with Eryk just as much you do, Lin. Like you, I haven’t been able to have sex with him since we began living here. In fact, I think the only person who has is Fay.”

      At the mention of how Fay had sex with me after we moved in, Lin looked over at the redhead, who was sitting on the chair near the head of the coffee table instead of with us on the couch. Her ears were burning and a streak of red traveled from one cheek, across the bridge of her nose, and ended near the other cheek. She had her hands in her lap and wasn’t looking at anyone.

      “When did you have sex with Darling?” asked Lin with a frown.

      Fay didn’t respond. She only looked at the hands resting on her lap.

      “In the bathtub about one month ago,” Kari answered for her.

      “K-Kari!” Fay finally looked up, her expression appalled like someone had just committed a grave sin against her. “That’s not something you should tell people! And how did you even know that?!”
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“Simple. I saw you two when I was going to take a bath.” Kari shrugged. “And this isn’t something to get embarrassed about. We’re the only people in this room. We already share a bed, a man, and we’re going to be sisters once we marry Eryk. There’s no need to have secrets between us.”

      “Well… I guess you do bring up a good point, but it’s still embarrassing.” Fay looked away from Kari.

      “I suppose it would be for someone as pure as you,” Kari said, but she didn’t take her words back and instead looked at me again. “In either event, I believe we have been neglecting our own desires for too long. The fact that you and Lin almost had sex while Fay and I were sleeping right beside you is merely proof of this. That’s why I think we should sleep with Eryk in rotational shifts. For example, tonight, we’ll let Lin sleep with Eryk since it looks like she’s going to explode if she doesn’t have sex with him soon. I’ll sleep with him tomorrow, Fay will sleep with him the day after tomorrow, and we’ll all sleep with him the day after that. Do you two agree with this idea? If you have a better suggestion, be sure to let me know.”

      There was something surreal about listening to my fiancées discuss how I was going to sleep with them in shifts. I felt a strange sense of detachment as my women discussed this without input from me. It wasn’t like I had a problem with it, however. Kari’s idea was a good one, in my opinion.

      “This princess likes that idea,” Lin said with a decisive nod. “This princess cannot go another day without having sex.”

      I almost wanted to facepalm, but it wasn’t like I didn’t understand how Lin felt either. Sex with these three was one of my greatest pleasures. That was probably why I said nothing, allowing the three to continue their conversation uninterrupted.

      Kari nodded. “Of course, we could also share him in bed. I have been considering the idea of the four of us having sex together.”

      “Oh! That sounds fun!” Lin clapped several times as if congratulating Kari on her brilliant idea.

      I had to admit, the thought of having sex with Kari, Lin, and Fay at the same time was highly arousing. Just thinking about it forced me to adjust my pants to avoid exposing my erection. The images my imagination invoked of Kari riding me to completion as Fay sat on my face and let me eat her out while Lin used my hand to pleasure herself as she waited for her turn was going to plague me for some time to come.

      “I really wish you two would stop talking about having sex so casually.” Fay covered her cheeks with her hands as though attempting to hide her blush—not that it worked. Her face was so hot I could practically see the steam rising from her forehead. “But… I also understand where you are coming from… a little. I’ll admit, I… um… rather like being intimate with Eryk too.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Kari clapped her hands together and gave a brilliant smile. “We’ll convert the office into another bedroom for us to sleep in on the days we don’t sleep with Eryk. Meanwhile, we’ll bring the desk and office furniture in here. The living room is plenty big enough to serve as both an office space and a living room.”

      I could have said something to stop Kari from going through with this plan, but I honestly thought her idea had merit. The girls weren’t alone in missing sex. Lin might have instigated this morning’s incident, but it wasn’t like she was the only one who had gotten worked up. I had been so lost in my lust this morning that I would have gladly done the deed if Kari hadn’t stopped us. In fact, the idea of her watching me do it with Lin was turning me on more than I cared to admit.

      With this decided, the four of us went down to the mess hall for breakfast.

      There weren’t that many people present when we entered. Ingrid and Bjark were there, but I didn’t see Geirolf anywhere, meaning he must have still been sleeping. The two Spiritualists who occupied one of the long tables noticed us and stood up to offer a bow, but I waved my hand and gestured for them to sit back down. I really didn’t want anyone standing on ceremony with me, especially when all I wanted was some grub.

      We walked past several long tables toward the backroom, where our chef was cooking something. He stood before an iron stove. Red flames erupted from a hole in the bottom. A large pot sat on top, and the man stirred a ladle around as steam rose from within. I couldn’t see the contents, of course, but judging from the scent wafting through the air, I was betting on the food being porridge with honey, almonds, and berries.

      “Good mornin’, Commander!” Hodor greeted me. “Today’s breakfast is porridge with chopped almonds, honey, and raisins. Hope that’s all right.”

      Called it.

      “It sounds delicious, thank you,” I said.

      “Ha ha! You’re welcome, Commander!”

      “Hope that’s not all you have. This princess does not like porridge.”

      “Don’t you worry! I’ve got you covered!”

      Hodor was a beefy man with arms thicker than my legs and a bushy beard that made it look like his face was covered in thick moss. He had a lot of hair on his arms and legs. Fortunately, he wore long-sleeved clothes, so no one actually saw his bear-like body.

      He used his ladle to pour some of the porridge into three bowls. Lin didn’t have a bowl, but that was because Hodor had made her something different: Poached eggs with sausage, bacon, and sliced ham. As a Lamia, Lin’s primary diet consisted of meat, which our head chef took into account when making our food.

      Since we were eating in the mess hall that morning, we sat by Bjark and Ingrid to converse with them. We always did our best to seem sociable. As leaders, it was important for those working under us to feel like they could come to us with their problems. Our presence should also be a source of comfort and security.

      “We’ve got another mission coming up today,” Ingrid informed us when we asked about it. Her voice was rougher than the average woman’s, but that matched her battle-hardened appearance. “It’s for the Alchemist Association. They want us to find Lion Hawk eggs.”

      “A Lion Hawk is a B-Rank Demon Beast that lives north of Nevaria, isn’t it?” asked Kari with an interested expression on her face.

      Ingrid nodded. “Yes. They make their nests on top of the mountains north of here. We’ll have to curve around the Demon Beast Mountain Range and search for a mountain where they might be nesting. Unfortunately, we only have a general idea of their location, so we aren’t sure how long this quest will take.”

      “What time do you plan to leave?” asked Fay.

      “Once Geirolf is up, we plan to meet with Catalyna and Marko to hit some of the shops and gather supplies for the journey,” Bjark said with a grunt. He spoke with a deep baritone, a bass rumble that made me think he might have Demon Beast blood in him. “We’ll leave tomorrow.”

      Considering how harrowing this particular quest sounded, it was definitely a good thing they planned on traveling in a group of five. Lion Hawks were fiercely protective of their nests and incredibly powerful B-Rank Demon Beasts. It would take at least a four-man squad of C-Rank Spiritualists to defeat just one. While they were all B-Rank Spiritualists now, they would still have to be careful.

      “I’m glad to see Geirolf is fitting in with everyone,” Kari said as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled.

      “He has been acquitting himself very well,” Ingrid said. “Of course, I think it’s because he wants to impress Catalyna.”

      “Oh? Do tell.” Kari pressed her elbows to the table and leaned forward with an interested gleam in her eyes.

      As we spoke with Bjark and Ingrid, Geirolf eventually arrived in the mess hall. He noticed us, respectfully nodded his head, then went to the kitchen to grab his breakfast. Once he came back with a tray in hand, he sat down beside Bjark and Ingrid, greeting the four of us with another respectful nod. He even greeted Kari with respect, which showed just how far he had come from the spoiled boy who acted like a self-entitled and arrogant brat.

      “Morning, Sis.”

      “Good morning, Brother. What’s this I hear about you trying to impress Catalyna?”

      Geirolf scowled and turned bright red at Kari’s words, but his attention was not on his sister. It was on the two Spiritualists with us.

      “Just what did you tell them?” he asked.

      “Nothing that isn’t true,” Ingrid said with a smile as Bjark chortled into his spoon.

      Geirolf’s scowl and blush deepened as he took a large bite of his porridge.

      After finishing breakfast, Kari, Lin, Fay, and I went back up to our room and began converting the living space into a combination of living room and office. We moved the desk into the living room. Then we moved the bookshelves as well. Those we lined up behind the desk so they wouldn’t get in the way of our other decorations. We had to remove all the books and replace them, which took time, but it was time well spent.

      “Fay, Lin,” Kari began, “why don’t you two travel to the Merchant’s District and buy a bed for us? We’ll probably want another custom-made bed since your tail is so big, Lin.”

      Fay accepted the request with a nod. “We’ll come back once we’ve finished.”

      “This princess will help Fay find the perfect bed.” Lin thumped her chest. “Count on it.”

      The two women left, meaning it was just Kari and me. I briefly thought about taking her right now, but just because we were alone didn’t mean we would be getting intimate. There was a lot of work that needed to be done.

      We continued moving everything from the office to the living room. Kari had plenty of ideas and a better sense of design than I did, so she made all the decisions on where everything should go. We ended up having to get rid of the dinner table, which took up too much space. I suppose we could have removed the couches and coffee table. When I suggested it, however, Kari vetoed my proposal.

      “Those couches are great for cuddling, and we can even eat on them. The table serves no purpose other than eating. It’s much better to remove the table, which lacks the functionality of the couches.”

      That had been her explanation, and thus we ended up removing the table.

      Dagny soon arrived carrying a large stack of parchment. She paused upon noticing the change in our living room, but she didn’t let her surprise at seeing the newly placed desk last for long. Greeting us with a polite smile, she went over to the desk and set the large stack down.

      “These are all of the new requests we’ve received within the last two days,” she informed us. “On top of this list is a report of all the quests that have been logged into the ledger since last month. I’ve marked the completed ones and circled the ones that are still being undertaken by our Spiritualists.”

      “Thank you,” Kari said as I sat behind the desk and grabbed the first sheet of parchment. “We appreciate you delivering these to us every day.”

      “Not at all.” Dagny smiled at Kari with a soft blush on her cheeks. “I’m glad I could be of service.”

      After Dagny bowed to us and left the room, Kari walked over to my desk as I read the first report. Thirty-six quests had been completed last month and six quests were still ongoing, meaning the Spiritualists who took them had yet to return. I looked at the dates the incomplete quests were taken. None of them were longer than four days. To me, that meant whoever had taken them was probably still alive and just hadn’t returned.

      It could take weeks to traverse the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “We have two times the number of completed quests this month than we had last month.” I set the parchment on the table, grabbed a quill and a bottle of ink from the drawer on my left, and scribbled my name on the parchment to show I had read it.

      “That’s because we’ve increased the number of Spiritualists working for us,” Kari said with a shrug. She was sitting next to me as she grabbed the first new quest from the stack. “It’s only natural that the number of quests we completed is higher. That said, I do wonder if the new recruits are truly up to the task of taking on quests. Didn’t you say you would only let Spiritualists that were at least B-Rank take quests? Oh! This quest is from the Eieran Family. It looks like there’s a Demon Beast that somehow made its way into the farmlands and is attacking one of their plantations.”

      I tried to contain my grimace as I followed suit, grabbing a sheet of parchment from the stack and reading through it. This new quest was to gather ten kilograms of blue mountain flower, a standard alchemy ingredient used in two of the new alchemy pills I introduced to Feinrea recently. They only grew on mountains of a certain elevation. Feinrea’s signature was on this quest, so I quickly signed my approval and placed the quest on top of the one Kari had just signed.

      “Of course, I don’t want any Spiritualist weaker than B-Rank taking quests, but I also understand how unrealistic that is.” Grabbing another quest, I read through the details and sender before signing off on it. “Ever since we attended the Eieran Family’s ball, we’ve been swamped with requests. Even though we turn down some of them because they’re outside our jurisdiction or simply against the law, we still have about a hundred quests coming in every month. I suspect that number will grow with time as our reputation spreads. Given that, we can’t afford to take the time to individually train each Spiritualist who comes in for employment.”

      “That does make sense.” Kari smiled wanly as she placed the sheet of parchment in her hands into the rejection pile. “We can’t really afford to be picky when we have this many quests to complete. Our reputation will suffer if we don’t complete these in a timely manner.”

      “The best way to make sure the rookie Spiritualists grow stronger is to have the more experienced Spiritualists take them on missions. I’ll create a policy mandating every group has at least one C-Rank Spiritualist travel with them during quests so they can show the newbies the ropes.”

      “Good idea.”

      All quests needed to be signed off by either me, Kari, Fay, or Lin before we would allow people to take them. This was because some people tried to slip in quests that were either outside the scope of our operations or illegal. A good example was when a noble family tried to hire us as soldiers. Our sect did do protection detail and guard duty, but those were temporary positions with a specific time frame. There had also been a few assassination requests. Not only were those outside of our jurisdiction, but assassination was also punishable by life in prison or execution, depending on who was assassinated.

      “Aaaaaahhhh!!!”

      Some time into our work, Kari suddenly threw her head back and released an annoyed scream. I looked up from the quest I was reading. We were about halfway through our stack, but it looked like we might have to take a break.

      “I really don’t like this at all!” Kari complained. “I don’t want to sit behind a desk signing papers all day! I want to go exploring too! I want to travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range again! I want to explore ruins and go on adventures!”

      Hearing her words made me smile.

      In our previous life, Kari and I used to go adventuring all the time when we were members of the Explorers Guild. We spent over a decade traversing the Northern Plains. However, after returning from Niðavellir, we formed our own sect and began working hard to expand our influence so we could take quests and fight against the Sekbeists.

      Kari never complained back then, but it wasn’t because she didn’t want to go exploring. She had matured greatly and was able to put her own desires aside for the sake of the greater good. By contrast, this Kari was not nearly as mature.

      I honestly liked that. I liked that this Kari could remain so carefree. I liked that she could display her immaturity and honest desire for adventure without reserve. In my mind, seeing her act like this meant I had accomplished one of my greatest goals.

      Allowing Kari to retain her innocence and sense of adventure.

      “We’ll go exploring soon,” I promised. “I’ll see about hiring several people who can do basic tasks like signing off on quests and creating our budget for us. I actually want to gather ingredients to make the Elemental Enlightenment Pills for you, Fay, and Lin sometime within the next few days. We’ll go out then.”

      “You mean it?” Kari asked.

      “I do.”

      “Promise?”

      “Pinky promise.”

      I lifted my left hand and held it out. Kari looked at it, then at my face, before she smiled and hooked her pinky with mine.

      “I’m holding you to this,” she warned me.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll begin holding interviews tomorrow and hire no less than three people who can do our workload. They’ll have to leave the more important tasks for us, but so long as they can do the rest, we can go exploring,” I said.

      “Yes!” Kari pumped her fist into the air. I just shook my head and smiled.

      Lin and Fay returned about an hour after Kari and I finished signing off on all the new quests people had sent us. There had been two assassination requests—requester unknown—and one quest to hire our Spiritualists as soldiers. We burned the assassination quests and declined the one to make us into soldiers.

      “We talked to Nadine’s husband,” Fay informed us. “He’s going to build us another custom bed that can fit Lin’s tail.”

      “That’s great.” I smiled in relief. “I’m glad to know we can count on Vance to help us out.”

      “He does good work,” Lin added as she crossed her arms. “This princess approves. His children are brats, though.”

      I snorted at Lin’s addendum. She didn’t like Vance’s children. Of course, this was a completely one-sided dislike. Casius and Kaleb loved Lin and kept hitting on her, which I was fairly certain was the cause for her aversion to them.

      Having two people hit on one of my fiancées normally would have upset me, but the two were still quite young. They were thirteen and fourteen years old respectively. If they had been adults or at least around sixteen or seventeen, I’d have beaten them to within an inch of their lives, but I didn’t feel the need to get upset at children with a crush.

      That said, if they kept hitting on Lin after they grew up, I was going to whack them upside the head.

      Since Kari and I were finished filing requests, we decided to take a break and have some lunch. My stomach was rumbling something fierce.

      However, just as we were about to head down to the mess hall, someone knocked at the door. It was Eira, the other receptionist who worked at the front counter and was charged with accepting and logging the quests that sect members took on. She wore a somewhat aggrieved expression as she entered. I couldn’t recall ever seeing her look this annoyed and angry before.

      “What’s wrong, Eira?” I asked as she came up to us, a single sheet of parchment in her hand.

      “We’ve just received a request from the Eieran Family that’s a bit… odd,” she admitted. “It seemed important, so I thought I’d bring it to your attention.”

      I shared a look with Kari, Fay, and Lin. After seeing the confusion on their faces, I felt a little better. It was good to know I wasn’t the only one who felt this way.

      Dagny was normally the one who brought us requests, and she always did so at the beginning of every morning about one hour after we ate breakfast. This break in routine caused mild alarm bells to ring through my head.

      “What’s the request?” asked Kari with furrowed brows.

      “It’s a request that was made specifically for you four. They want you to travel to one of the Eieran Family’s hot springs,” Eira said, which only increased my confusion. Our request was to journey to a hot spring? Did the Eieran Family want us to take a vacation? My confusion was cleared up a second later when Eira continued. “Apparently, a peeper has been spotted spying on women while they bathe. This person has proven incredibly elusive and somehow managed to avoid being caught, which is why they want to hire you four to take on this quest.”

      Well, now I knew why Eira was so upset. Peeping wasn’t considered a serious offense, but no one wanted to be spied on while they were bathing. Just the thought was enough to anger any young woman.

      It was rare for anyone to specifically request the four of us. While there had been a few people who requested us to complete a task for them, most people understood and respected that we didn’t normally accept quests ourselves. As the leaders of the Nevarian Braves, our job was managing the sect, not romping around for the sake of others.

      That did not mean we couldn’t take requests from others, however, and if anyone could request something from us specifically, it would be the Eieran Family. This was for multiple reasons. Not only was the Eieran Family one of the Three Heavenly Families who helped rule over Nevaria, but they had also been helping us advertise, hire new employees, and expand our business. We would not be where we were today without their help.

      And they knew that.

      They were likely trying to cash in on this fact.

      I glanced at Kari, Fay, and Lin to see what they thought. While Lin didn’t seem to care one way or the other, Fay and Kari were standing up and had righteous indignation blazing in their eyes.

      “Who dares to peep on women in the hot spring?!” demanded Kari. “I’ll stab them in the balls!”

      “And I’ll crush their balls!” Fay added.

      Seeing the two get so fired up, I decided to place top priority on finding people who could handle the paperwork involved with running a sect while we were away. It looked like we were going to take a trip to the hot springs.
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      The Endless Desert was every bit as harsh as I remembered. Scorching winds struck my face, covered only by a straw hat to protect it from the sun overhead. The heat was enough to make my body break out in a sweat, though I was constantly circulating the water element through my Spiritual Pathways and had even created a thin film of water over my skin for an additional layer of protection.

      How many years had it been since I had last been here? I could not recall. The two years Kari and I had spent in the Endless Desert were merely a small footnote in our lives, and I honestly hadn’t thought about this place since reaching the Northern Plains.

      I traveled over dunes without pause, walking and walking and walking. I didn’t know how long I had walked nor how far. I didn’t stop for anything. Day turned to night. Night to day. I continued walking through this vast stretch of land covered in nothing but sand.

      At some point in my travels, I eventually discovered an oasis surrounded by lush greenery and palm trees. I hadn’t realized it until I saw the water, but my throat was parched. I hadn’t had anything to drink since I began walking. The water element sustained me, allowed me to pull what little moisture existed in the atmosphere into myself, but I should still probably get something to drink so my throat wouldn’t feel like it was bleeding.

      Kneeling before the oasis, I removed my straw hat and scooped some water into my cupped hands. I drank the cool and refreshing liquid, sighing in relief. My parched throat, dry and cracked from having not drunk anything in days, suddenly felt so much better. It was like when you received a wound that never fully healed. You forget all about it, learn to function with the wound, to the point where you don’t even realize you’re injured until someone heals it.

      However, the oasis was a dangerous place, and I couldn’t afford to let my guard down.

      I sensed movement to my left. Clicking my tongue, I sent out a pulse of lightning that struck whatever had moved. Loud hissing erupted from the bushes as my lightning attack fried the snake that had been hiding from my sight. Seeing this creature twitching and spasming as it emerged from the bushes, I stood up and glanced around.

      Six Lamia, three men and three women, emerged from beyond a large dune.

      It had been a long time since I had seen the Lamia of the Endless Desert. Their exotic dark skin was bare for all to see. Lamia in this desert didn’t wear clothes for some reason, which meant their naughty bits were completely visible. However, while these men and women were exotic and gorgeous, I felt absolutely nothing as I stared at them.

      “A lone human dares to wander into our oasis?” one of the Lamia hissed. It was one of the men. “You must either be very brave or very foolish.”

      “What should we do with him?” asked another.

      “Should we kill him?”

      “No, do not kill him. I like the look of this one. Let me keep him as a pet,” a woman said.

      “Oh, no! You got the last one! Let me play with this one. I haven’t bedded a human in so long…”

      I stared at the Lamia as they argued over what to do with me. Were they trying to intimidate me by pretending to argue, or was this some kind of comedy routine? Either way, I didn’t particularly care to listen.

      Raising my hand, I channeled lightning into my index and middle fingers, sending out a powerful bolt that punched a hole clean through the nearest Lamia. It was the man who had first spoken. My attack was so powerful that the Lamia was blasted clean off his tail, struck the dirt hard, and began flopping like a fish out of water as the electricity fried his nerves. He soon went still, however, showing that he was dead.

      “You… You just killed Kamesh!” one of the women became enraged and tried to lunge at me.

      I blasted her in the face with lightning.

      I didn’t bat an eye as the woman’s head exploded.

      By this point, the Lamia appeared to realize I was a far bigger threat than they had first assumed. Two of them created ethereal purple whips and tried to cut me down, while the other two lunged at me with their swords. What were they called again? Khopesh? They were about sixty centimeters in length and curved like a hook.

      Deciding to end this battle in one go, I took control of the water within the oasis. The water undulated as several globules rose into the air. Each globule rippled before shifting into one-meter-long spears of water, which I let loose at the Lamia.

      The first one went straight through a male Lamia’s head. Seeing this, the others tried to dodge, but I controlled the water and turned them into tendrils that shifted with the fluidity of liquid. A female Lamia went down when one of those tendrils pierced her heart.

      “Damn you!!”

      The last remaining male Lamia placed his hands on the ground and channeled a massive amount of Spiritual Power through it. I was a little surprised to see several sand stakes erupt from the ground and try to impale me. However, I merely created a wall of water, condensed and hardened it into the consistency of diamonds, and watched as the stakes splattered against the wall.

      While I was defending myself against the earth stakes, the last female Lamia created purple snakes, creatures made from the poison element. These snakes slithered around the water wall and lunged at me.

      Their attempt at killing me would have worked on most people. I was not most people. The moment these snakes tried to sink their fangs into my skin, they exploded as I covered my entire body with a thin but powerful layer of lightning.

      The female Lamia’s eyes widened, but that was all she had time to do before I shot a beam of condensed lightning at her. It tore her arm clean off. The woman howled in agony as she began writhing on the ground, and I put her out of her misery by piercing her body with multiple water spikes.

      Now the only one left was the single remaining man. Turning to face him, I studied the male Lamia as he shivered in fear and rage. He was angry, but he also seemed to realize he had no chance against me, which made him stand there in indecision. However, as he stared at my face, his rage seemed to overcome his hesitation.

      “RAAAAAAA!!!”

      He unleashed a fierce battle cry as he raised his khopesh and charged at me. He was quite fast. That tail of his allowed him to launch himself across the ground like a coiled spring.

      Seconds later, the last Lamia was lying in a pool of expanding blood, and I made sure to have my fill of water before leaving the oasis.
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      We were riding in a wagon. Although I called it a wagon, it was one of the more luxurious ones. Seats ran lengthwise across the interior. They were padded and comfortable. Likewise, the tarp that curved above our heads to protect us from the elements was made from the hide of a B-Rank Demon Beast with a fire element. It seemed to be capable of trapping heat, so the inside was nice and warm. I think cozy was a good word to describe it. This wagon, which had been created as a mode of transportation that could ferry multiple people at once, belonged to the Eieran Family.

      We were on our way to one of the Eieran Family’s hot spring resorts, which was not located within the city. According to the knowledge we had been given by the requester, the hot spring resort we were going to was a natural hot spring located southwest of the city, in a small mountainous region that bordered the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      I couldn’t remember ever traveling this way in my previous life.

      Much of the surrounding area consisted of plantations and plains. The flat land the wagon was traveling through was made up of a winding dirt road surrounded on either side by farms and plantations, but I could see a forested section in the distance.

      Many people were tilling the farms, raking through the ground with their hoes, cutting wheat with their scythes, and planting seeds into the soil. A few of them looked up from their work as we passed, but most of them ignored us.

      “This princess has never heard of a hot spring before,” Lin said as her tail slowly thumped against the wagon’s floor, causing a thud, thud, thud, thud sound to echo around the small wagon. “What is a hot spring exactly?”

      While this wagon had not been built to transport Lin specifically, it served the purpose quite well. Not only was the inside long enough to let her stretch her tail, but it was being pulled by three Mastadons—more than enough to carry our combined weight plus that of the wagon. We were able to fit comfortably inside thanks to its abundant size.

      “A hot spring is a spring produced by water that’s been heated underground,” Kari explained. “The hot water bubbles up from the ground to form a spring. Most hot springs also have a very high mineral content, which is good for your skin. Many non-Spiritualists travel there because it can rejuvenate their skin and make them look younger.”

      “So it’s like a hot bath?”

      “A natural hot bath, yes.”

      “This princess loves hot baths!”

      Lin suddenly seemed a lot more excited to know we were traveling to a hot spring. While she and Kari began chatting, imagining what the hot spring would be like, I began worrying about the paperwork back home. I had left the matters of paperwork to Mykkel and two secretaries whom I hired as temporary workers to handle the sect’s affairs while I was gone, but I hadn’t been given much time to train them. Would they be okay on their own?

      “Are you feeling all right, Eryk?” Fay asked me when she noticed my worry.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I took in a deep breath and smiled. “I’m worried about the sect, but it’s not like there’s anything I can do about it right now.”

      “I’m sure the sect will be fine.” Fay hesitated for a moment before, ever so slowly, she placed her hand over mine. I smiled at her as I turned my hand within her grip and clasped our fingers together.

      “I believe you are right. The sect will still be around when we get back,” I agreed.

      The journey to the hot spring took about six hours by wagon. Lin eventually grew tired and fell asleep with her head in Kari’s lap. The beautiful blonde woman wore a gentle smile as she stroked the Lamia’s head, running her fingers through the woman’s long locks of raven hair.

      I looked out at the surrounding area, which had gone from farms to a mountainous region surrounded entirely by forest. We were traveling up an incline. However, I couldn’t see anything in front or on either side of us since it was blocked by the tarp. I could only look out the back. The land eventually flattened and the wagon soon stopped.

      “We have arrived at Whiterun Hot Spring Resort, my lord and ladies,” the driver announced to us.

      After waking up Lin, we emerged from the wagon and got our first glimpse of our final destination.

      The building was rather impressive, standing at what must have been five or six stories tall. It was hard to tell because it appeared to be made of many parts cobbled together. While the structure was predominantly made from stone, the slanted roofs were made of yellow tiles and several wooden support beams were helping to keep the building’s structural integrity. I also noticed they seemed to have a Phoenix theme going. At the end of each slanted roof was a Phoenix statue.

      Our driver, a man wearing a black and white tunic that most servants seemed to wear, hopped off the coach seat and bowed low.

      “Please follow me, if you would.”

      The man turned on his heel and began walking. We followed him as he walked past a set of wooden pillars connected by a support beam. A pair of torches sat on top of each pillar, the flames burning brightly. Beyond this was an archway that we walked through before reaching the double doors that served as the entryway into the hot spring.

      As we entered Whiterun Hot Spring Resort, all four of us found ourselves enamored with the decorations. The marble floor was polished to a shine. Tapestries and paintings lined the walls, depicting vast landscapes and intricate designs of Phoenixes with their wings spread wide. Several potted plants that emitted a refreshing fragrance added color to the stone interior. All of the decorations were refined but not ostentatious or gaudy.

      “Tasteful” was the word I felt fit best.

      A large half-circle table sat near the back, made of black marble that sparkled, and behind it was a beautiful young woman with a friendly smile. She had curly blonde hair that was cut short, bright blue eyes, and glossy pink lips. I was pretty positive she wore makeup. Her beauty seemed mostly cosmetic, and I couldn’t sense much Spiritual Power from her, meaning she wasn’t a Spiritualist.

      Our driver led us to the counter, where the woman greeted us with a slight bow.

      “Good evening, master and mistresses,” she said. “Welcome to the Whiterun Hot Spring Resort. May I ask how long you will be staying?”

      “These four are here on request by Lord Alexander,” our driver said as he produced a scroll from the pouch hanging at his hip.

      The woman’s eyes widened as she took the scroll. Unfurling it, she read the contents, her eyes widening even further. I wondered what the scroll said, but I never got the chance to read it. The woman rolled it back up, handed it back to our driver, and bowed to the four of us. This time, her bow was deeper and more respectful than the previous one.

      “Please, pardon me for not displaying the proper respect you deserve, Lord Eryk, Lady Kari, Lady Fay, and Lady Lin. I had not realized you four were here to resolve our current problem. My name is Iona. I am but a humble maidservant working here under the proprietress, Lady Sassa. Our ladyship is currently busy and won’t be back until later this evening, but if you would follow me, I can show you to the rooms you will be staying in for the duration of your time here.”

      “You don’t really need to stand on ceremony with us,” Kari said with a smile. “Also, you said rooms. Does that mean you plan on giving us more than one room?”

      Iona, who had been in the process of moving out from behind the counter, paused and looked back at Kari. Her eyes contained a deep respect and adoration, but those emotions seemed distant and impersonal. I realized that her respect for Kari was the result of my fiancée’s mother and not her innate talent. While that kind of bothered me, Kari didn’t display any annoyance and retained her polite smile.

      “I… had intended on giving Lord Eryk his own room. Should I not?” Iona asked.

      “No, giving Eryk his own room should be fine,” Kari said, her smile widening. “In fact, I think it works out better this way. That said, I would like the three of us—” she gestured to herself, Lin, and Fay “—to share a room. I also hope you will have our room right next to Eryk’s. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but Eryk is our future husband, so we would appreciate being able to visit him during the night.”

      The implications were rather heavy and impossible to miss. Iona’s face turned red, and not just her cheeks either. The crimson hue of her skin went from the roots of her hair down to her neck.

      Fay was blushing too.

      “I-I understand.” Iona looked back and forth between the four of us, her cheeks growing darker with every passing second. I had no idea what she was thinking. I could tell, however, that it was dirty. “I’ll, um, I’ll set you three up in a room right next to Lord Eryk’s.”

      “That sounds lovely. Thank you,” Kari said with a smile.

      The woman stammered out a soft “you’re welcome” before leading us away. Our driver did not follow us. I wasn’t sure what he was going to be doing while we were here, but he turned around and went back outside, so I assumed he was either planning to leave or park the wagon somewhere unobtrusive so it wouldn’t be in the way.

      We walked down a hallway lined with soft red carpet. The glow of monster core lamps cast a warm light everywhere we went.

      We weren’t the only people present. A few other maidservants, easily recognizable by their black and white gowns, wandered the halls. Some looked like they were cleaning, but others were carrying servings trays and pushing carts. All of them greeted us with polite bows. Aside from the maidservants, there were also men and women wearing bathrobes wandering the halls. Guests, I assumed.

      Iona led us up a set of stairs to the second floor.

      “The first floor is dedicated almost entirely to our hot springs and recreational facilities,” she explained to us. “We have both indoor and outdoor hot springs, mud baths, individual baths, and rooms where you can play games like Hnefatafl, practice your archery, and there are even sparring and meditation chambers for Spiritualists.”

      As she explained all of the amenities they had, our group stopped in front of a pair of wooden doors. Iona turned to us and smiled.

      “The room on my left is for you, Lord Eryk. Meanwhile, Lady Kari, Lady Fay, and Lady Lin will be staying in the room on my right. If any of you wish to visit one of our facilities, please feel free to do so. However, I would like to request that you return to your rooms during the evening. One of the other maidservants will take you to meet with Lady Sassa once she arrives. There are robes that we have provided for you to wear during your time here. They should be inside your rooms.”

      “We understand. Thank you,” I said for all four of us.

      Iona handed us a set of keys, bowed one last time, then wandered back the way we had come. We watched her until she disappeared. Then we turned to each other.

      “I suppose we should first see what our rooms are like,” I said.

      “Once you finish looking at your room, come to ours so we can decide on what to do as a group,” Kari said.

      “I will.”

      “This princess wishes she could sleep in Darling’s room… n-not that there is anything wrong with sleeping in your room, Big Sister.” Lin amended her statement hurriedly when Kari stared at her with a blank look.

      I could only shake my head when Kari’s frown turned into a smile as she ushered the other two women into their room.

      She has that girl wrapped around her finger…

      Since I didn’t want to stand outside the door looking like an idiot, I wandered past the door to my room. It was larger than I would have expected for a single person. A large bed sat in the center of the chamber. There was a window near the back that granted a wonderful view of the surrounding mountains and forest. It also featured a table, a dresser, and a chest to store my items. A small coat hanger stood near the door.

      The robes that Iona spoke of were neatly folded on my bed. I removed my armor and clothes, then slipped into the robes. They were very soft and warm. I was pretty sure these robes were made from a type of Demon Beast. Perhaps a rabbit of some sort?

      After putting on the robe, I emerged from my room and knocked on the door to the girls’ room.

      “Come in,” Kari’s voice rang out.

      I opened the door and entered.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin were also dressed in the robes provided for them. Like mine, their robes were long and traveled all the way down to their ankles (Lin’s ended about one dozen centimeters above the ground). However, where my robes were stretched across my broad shoulders but closed at the chest, theirs was stretched across their bust. Kari, in particular, had a notorious amount of cleavage visible. Fay did as well. Only Lin didn’t seem to have that problem since her chest was modest, but since she was a Lamia, the robe also appeared much smaller on her thanks to her tail.

      “You three look like you’re ready to explore the hot spring,” I said.

      “We are, though we aren’t sure what to do yet,” Kari admitted.

      “I don’t think we should visit the hot springs right now,” Fay said after giving it some thought. “The Eieran Family said they are having problems with a peeper, and I’m not keen on being peeped on.”

      “We should learn everything we can about this peeper before we do anything with the hot springs,” Kari agreed.

      “This princess wants to see what kind of games they have,” Lin said.

      “I’d like to spar a bit to loosen my limbs,” Fay added.

      “I’m fine with anything, so long as I’m with all of you,” I told them with a shrug. My words caused all three of them to begin smiling.

      We debated over what to do for a bit, but then eventually decided to see what games they had. According to Iona, there was a game room on the first floor, which contained several board games like Hnefatafl to play. I promised Fay that she and I would spar for a while after we checked out the games.

      We soon learned that there wasn’t just one game room. A passing maidservant informed us that the Whiterun Hot Spring Resort had six rooms dedicated to various games. One room was dedicated entirely to board games, while another was specifically for drinking games (they had several large casks filled with ale already prepared), and another was for Hnútukast, a game in which players threw bones at other players with the intent of causing an injury. There was even one room that contained a pool where water wrestling was the main sport played.

      Lin was mostly curious about Hnefatafl, so we traveled into the room filled with board games. It was set up with several round tables surrounded by chairs. The boards were located on the tables and the game pieces were already set up. Game boards ranged in size from 7x7 squares to 19x19 squares. Most of them were made from Demon Beast bone, but a few were also made from bronze or glass. Next to each board was an hourglass.

      Hnefatafl was a common game played across the continent. I didn’t know how old the game was, but the history books mentioned it had been created long before the Great Catastrophe. It was a strategy game in which a king and his retainers opposed an army. The player holding the king had only a small number of playing pieces to protect the king from a larger number of opponent pieces. A dice was rolled to determine how many moves the player had.

      “Darling! Play with me!” Lin demanded as she sat on one of the chairs.

      Wearing an amused smile, I sat in the chair opposite her, while Fay and Kari took up positions on either side of us.

      “Do you want to play the king or the opposing army?” I asked.

      “The king!”

      “Okay.”

      Lin was getting really excited. Her eyes were sparkling as I set up the pieces. The king and the king’s retainers were in the center, while the opposing army surrounded them. While this made it seem like the king was at a disadvantage, it was actually the opposing army that needed to work harder to win. All the king and his retainers had to do was prevent the king from dying. Games like this had a time limit too, so I also had to win within a set time frame.

      Kari flipped the hourglass over to signify that the game had started. Lin rolled the dice. It was a three. She enthusiastically moved her pieces to begin attacking one of my battalions. She took one piece, though I rolled a six on my next turn and took the piece she had used to attack plus one more. Lin narrowed her eyes as she rolled again and tried to attack… again.

      I took those pieces as well.

      It didn’t take long for Lin to realize that attacking was a horrible idea for a defender. She soon tried to consolidate her pieces around her king, but she’d already lost so many that there were gaps in her defense, which I mercilessly took advantage of. All the poor Lamia girl could do was watch in horror as one of my pawns slipped through the hole in her defense and claimed her king.

      “I-I lost… I can’t believe it!” Lin cried, so shocked that she actually spoke in first person instead of third person like she normally did.

      “Hnefatafl is a game in which one side defends and the other attacks,” I explained with a patient smile. “Your goal is not to defeat my pieces but defend yourself until the time runs out. Of course, if you do defeat all my pieces, you will also win, but that’s harder to achieve for the defensive side.”

      This was a game that was meant to simulate a real-life scenario in which a king was surrounded by an enemy army. Even the time limit had its basis in reality. After all, an army sent to conquer a land had limits on how long they could spend there before their supplies ran out and their troops’ morale crumbled. Even with a supply chain established, supplies would take time to arrive and cost a lot of valis to maintain. Also, the longer a battle went on, the less heart the opposing army had to fight with.

      “O-one more game!” Lin exclaimed, her eyes filled with determination. “This time, this princess will definitely beat you for sure!”

      “If you say so.”

      Lin played me exactly six times and lost all six times. That said, she did improve with each round. Our final game lasted until the last few grains of sand had remained in the hourglass. I barely scraped by with that win.

      “Th-this princess cannot believe she lost each time,” Lin moaned sadly as she fell from her chair and lay crumpled on the floor. If she were human, I was sure she’d have been crying. I felt like she was overexaggerating, but this was likely just a result of how enthusiastic she was about learning something new and fun.

      “You might be able to beat him next time,” Kari said in a soothing voice. “You did almost win with that last game.”

      “No… this princess doesn’t want to play Darling anymore,” Lin sniffed, eyes red and puffy like she was on the verge of tears. She looked up at Kari with her golden eyes wide and innocent looking. “Big Sister, will you play with this princess?”

      I was tempted to tell her that was a bad idea, but Kari smiled at Lin before I could say anything.

      “Sure. I don’t mind playing with you.”

      Since the decision was already made, I vacated the chair and allowed Kari to sit on it. I stood next to Fay as Lin tried to defeat Kari… and lost. She lost to Kari even worse than she did me. She lost so hard, in fact, that Lin could only stare blankly at the board like she couldn’t understand how she had lost in just under two minutes.

      “I… I don’t understand… what just happened?”

      “You lost, obviously.” Kari took enjoyment in Lin’s confusion. She toyed with one of the pieces on the board, smiling widely. “As the princess of Nevaria, I have studied many different subjects that are required for a ruler. This includes strategy, of course. I used to play Hnefatafl with Mother and Father for several hours every day.”

      I never said anything because we didn’t play often, but Kari was an amazing strategist, especially when it came to games like Hnefatafl. I didn’t think Lin would ever be able to defeat her. Even I had never beaten Kari at this game in my previous life.

      We didn’t just play Hnefatafl. Fay and I also did some light sparring to loosen and warm up our muscles. We even tried our hands at archery. Lin was surprisingly good at that. She never missed a target and always hit the bullseye. On the other hand, Fay and I were fairly horrible, while Kari was somewhere between the three of us.

      After finally having our fill of games, we traveled back to the girls’ room, where we sat on the bed and shared our thoughts on the resort until someone knocked at the door.

      “Excuse me.” A young maidservant entered and bowed to us. “Lady Sassa said she is prepared to receive you now. Could I ask that you please follow me?”

      Our conversation interrupted, we looked at the young woman, who couldn’t have been much older than us. She had brown hair tied into a bun, a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and a lithe figure decked in the white and black dress of a maidservant. I wondered how that outfit had become the standard for maids everywhere. Surely there must have been some history behind those clothes.

      The four of us stood up and followed the maidservant out of the room.

      It looked like we were finally going to learn more about this peeper.
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      “I wonder what this Lady Sassa is like,” Fay pondered out loud as the young maidservant led us up to what I assumed was the top floor. There were no windows to judge how far up we had gone. However, we had ascended several flights of stairs already.

      “Lady Sassa is the proprietress and second wife of Lord Alexander Eieran,” the young maidservant answered Fay. “She is a wonderful woman who is kind but stern. Many of us maidservants were orphans whom she took in, gave a home to, and let us work in exchange for food, the best possible education, and shelter.”

      We emerged from the staircase and walked down a small hallway. The top floor appeared smaller than the rest of the hot spring resort, leading me to believe this floor only contained one room.

      “But getting an education is free.” Kari frowned at the maidservant. “It doesn’t cost a single valis to get an education. That’s paid for with taxes from the people.”

      “Attending school might be free, but buying supplies isn’t,” the maidservant informed Kari, glancing at her as though stunned the Empress’s daughter didn’t know that. “It costs money to buy parchment, quills, and textbooks. While many commoners can pool their resources together and earn enough for their children to share textbooks and the like, orphans such as myself—who have no family—cannot even afford the clothes on our backs, much less supplies for school.”

      “She’s right,” I added. “I never got an education. I wasn’t able to afford supplies for an education. Honestly? I was pretty lucky Ms. Nadine was willing to take me in and teach me in lieu of a school, but many orphans aren’t that lucky.”

      Kari went silent. When I looked at her, I saw the way her lips trembled. The girl’s words probably hurt. And my addendum certainly didn’t help. Empress Hilda was, after all, the one who had made education free for children under the age of seventeen. This knowledge must have been like a slap to the face.

      I didn’t have time to comfort her because we soon arrived in front of a door painted red. I wouldn’t say it looked plain, but there were no identifying features that made it seem special either.

      The maidservant knocked on the door. “Lady Sassa? I have brought Lord Eryk, Lady Kari, Lady Fay, and Lady Lin to you, as requested.”

      No sounds came from beyond the door for a moment, but then a voice, only slightly muffled by the door, spoke up. “Thank you. Please send them in.”

      “At once, Lady Sassa.”

      The maidservant held the door open and bowed to us. Knowing an invitation when we saw one, the four of us walked into the room.

      I wasn’t sure what to call the place where this Lady Sassa worked. Was it an office? A living space? It had a luxurious bed off to one side, but there was a desk sitting against the far wall, and before that was a table currently filled with several trays of food. The floor was fairly clean, but a few articles littered it. A pair of shoes here. A shirt there. There were even bandages that I recognized as breast bindings hanging on the armrest of a couch.

      A woman sat on a chair next to the table, her luxurious blonde ringlets framing a sophisticated face that appeared mature and youthful at the same time. She had a pipe in her mouth and was wearing very loose clothing. Her robes weren’t tied completely and therefore didn’t fully cover her body, leaving some of her cleavage exposed. As we entered the room, the maid shutting the door behind us, the woman turned her head and smiled.

      “Welcome, Master Eryk. I am glad you and your group could make it.” Before I even had a chance to respond, the woman stood up from her seat and curtsied toward us. “Lady Kari, it has been many years since I last saw you. I doubt you remember me, but it is nice to see that you are doing well.”

      Myself, Fay, and Lin turned to Kari, who was staring at the woman with a hint of recognition. She bit her lip. I couldn’t quite tell what she was thinking, but I at least knew she was doing her best to figure out where she had met this woman.

      “You do seem familiar to me. We met at my grandfather’s birthday, did we not?” she asked at last.

      “It was indeed. We met at his birthday two years ago.” Lady Sassa gave her a pleased but somehow wry smile.

      Kari relaxed. “I do remember you. Please allow me to apologize for what happened on my grandfather’s behalf.”

      “There is no need for you to apologize.” Lady Sassa waved off Kari’s apology like it was no big deal. “What your grandfather did was incredibly rude and would have gotten anyone else killed, but… well, he is the former Emperor of Nevaria. Much as I wish someone had been able to put a stop to him, I doubt even Empress Hilda could truly stop your grandfather if he ever decided to get serious.”

      I was very curious to learn more about Kari’s grandfather and what he had done. I never learned about him in my previous life, though I was certain he had died during the Demon Beast Invasion. However, I knew that now was not the time for such a conversation.

      “Why don’t you all sit down and share a meal with me?” Lady Sassa gestured toward the table where an assortment of meats, cheeses, and several bottles of wine was sitting. “I can tell you about what is happening here while we eat. I’m sure the four of you are famished.”

      GRRRGGGLEE!

      As if the woman’s words were prophetic, one of our stomachs rumbled so loudly it almost shook the walls. Kari, Fay, and I turned to look at Lin, who was staring at the table full of food with undisguised desire. She wasn’t even trying to wipe the drool leaking from her lips.

      Seeing such an enthusiastic response caused Lady Sassa’s smile to widen as she gestured us over. Lin didn’t need to be told a second time. She slithered forward before anyone else could move, sat at the table, and began sampling all the different kinds of food available. She grabbed one of the thinly sliced pieces of pink meat and stuck it in her mouth. As she chewed, her eyes grew wide with surprise, then she clapped her hands against her cheeks and moaned in a way that sounded almost sensual.

      …It probably would have been most erotic if her cheeks weren’t full of food.

      “Thish ish shooo good! What ish thish?!”

      With an amused expression, Lady Sassa explained what type of food it was. “It is a type of freshwater fish called salmon. I have found that eating very fresh and uncooked fish provides many health benefits. After catching it, we store the salmon inside a block of ice to kill any bacteria or parasites that could result in illness, then thaw the salmon out and cut it into thin slices. Try dipping it in that sauce over there.”

      Lin looked at the small bowl of a strange black sauce that I had seen only a few times before. It was a type of sauce created from a plant found primarily on an island located east of Nevaria. To get there, one had to travel around the Demon Beast Mountain Range, toward the coast, then swim out for several hundred miles. The merfolk were the ones who cultivated this plant.

      I was surprised to see this sauce here.

      “Is that soy sauce?” I asked.

      “You’ve heard of it?” Lady Sassa’s eyes widened only a bit before returning to normal. “Yes, this is soy sauce. Several years ago, I had the good fortune of finding a recipe describing how to make it inside of Alexander’s library. According to the book I read, the original recipe came from the merfolk, a legendary species said to live in the sea east of us. It took me a while to grow all the ingredients, but I am rather pleased with the overall result.”

      As Lady Sassa explained the sauce and its origins to us, Lin curiously dipped a thin strand of raw fish into the sauce and let it sit, allowing it to soak up the flavor before she lifted it out and into her mouth. A squeal erupted from her as the food hit her tongue.

      “Sho dewishoush!”

      “Please don’t speak with your mouth full,” Kari admonished.

      “Showwy, Big Sishtah—I mean, sorry, Big Sister.”

      “I am glad you like it,” Lady Sassa said, not at all bothered by Lin’s poor table manners. It was probably a sign of her long years of experience servicing others. All manner of people came to this resort, after all.

      Since it had Lin’s rune of approval, I, Kari, and Fay also sat down around the table and tried some of the fish. It was… a lot different than I expected. I had heard of people who ate fish raw, of course, but I had never tried it myself because I always imagined it would taste kind of rancid, but it actually had a very mild flavor that was complemented by the soy sauce. Fay and Kari, after hesitantly trying some as well, decided they liked it too.

      As we ate, Lady Sassa explained the situation to us.

      “I’m sure you already know the basics. We’ve been having trouble with a peeper. Someone has been spying on the women using our facilities, which has resulted in our reputation dropping and fewer people coming here. These incidents started happening about two months ago. It might have been going on for even longer, but that is when we noticed something was off.”

      Lady Sassa leaned back in her chair, inhaled from her pipe, and blew a ring of smoke into the air above the table. The smoke drifted up toward the ceiling before slowly dissipating.

      “Of course, Alexander hired some mercenaries to try and discover this peeper, but they all came back empty-handed. Whoever this person is, they are clearly very talented at stealth. It is frustrating to admit, but we’ve not seen hide nor hair of the actual person.”

      “If you haven’t found a trace of this person, how do you know they really exist?” I asked as I dipped some raw fish into the soy sauce and placed the slice in my mouth. I had to pause as the umami from the fish burst against my tongue like a menagerie of flavor. The subtle flavors of the fish and the scent of the soy sauce created a delicate contrast that I could not help but enjoy.

      “Because even if we can’t see him, I have been able to, on occasion, sense him,” Lady Sassa said. “Several of the women who use our facilities are also strong Spiritualists, so they have occasionally sensed this man as well. And all the Spiritualists I employ as guards have sensed him at one point or another. The problem is that the moment he senses that we are onto him, he disappears without a trace.” The woman suddenly grimaced as if remembering something unpleasant. “Not only is this man hard to track, but he is very wily. He always hits different hot springs at random, which means we can never tell which one he is going to target until he actually shows up. It has made things very… difficult.”

      “And so you want us to stay here, use your facilities as guests, and lure him into the open so we can capture him? Does that sound about right?” asked Kari.

      “That is exactly it, Lady Kari.” Lady Sassa nodded with a smile. “I hope you and the others will be able to do what the many mercenaries and guards we hired could not. Please, help us capture this peeper.”

      “Do not worry,” Fay said with an assured nod. “We will not rest until this peeper has been apprehended.”

      “I won’t stand for some pervert spying on women when they are bathing,” Kari added.

      “This princess still doesn’t see what the big deal is, but she will help you,” Lin stopped eating long enough to say.

      “I probably won’t be as much help since I can’t enter the women’s baths, but I’ll do what I can too,” I said. As someone who possessed a very high libido, I understood the desire to see feminine flesh bared, but the idea of spying on women while they bathed disgusted me—and was more than a little pathetic. Was this pervert so hopeless that he couldn’t find a woman to bed him?

      “Thank you.” Lady Sassa bowed her head. “I am very grateful for your assistance.”

      Now that we knew what this woman wanted from us, the rest of the meal was eaten in relative peace.
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      After we had eaten our fill, Lady Sassa had us return to our rooms. It was already late in the evening. When I looked out the windows we passed as we walked down the hall, I saw the setting sun paint the surrounding forests and mountains ablaze.

      “I will leave you all here.” The maidservant who had been showing us around curtsied. “If you need anything, please do not hesitate to let me know. I shall be staying in this room right over here. Just knock should you require my assistance for anything.”

      Having said that, the maidservant wandered through the door across the hall. I see. It looked like we had our own dedicated maidservant catering to us during our stay. That was pretty ritzy. I had heard there were similar resorts in the Northern Plains, but since Kari and I had always been so busy in my previous life, we never had the opportunity to visit one.

      “The three of us are going to take a dip in the hot springs,” Kari informed me. “Do you want to come with us?”

      I glanced at the three women. While Kari looked eager, Fay seemed embarrassed, and Lin looked like she was about to burst—and I meant that literally. The poor Lamia had eaten way more than anyone else here. Of course, her appetite was always voracious, but it looked like she had finally eaten more than her bottomless stomach could fit.

      “This princess is actually going to rest in our room,” Lin said before I could answer Kari. She looked a little green. “She isn’t feeling so well.”

      Fay sighed. “You shouldn’t have eaten so much fish.”

      “But it was so good…”

      Despite Lin’s words, it was clear to everyone that she was regretting her decision to stuff her face. I was actually a little surprised. I had seen this girl eat her weight in beef before. I honestly didn’t think she could eat too much, but I guess even someone whose stomach seemed like a bottomless pit had a limit.

      “I think I’m going to relax in my room too,” I said after a moment. “I have some things I need to think about.”

      “Okay.” Kari’s shoulders slumped and her eyes dimmed for a moment, but then she perked back up as a strange twinkle entered them. Her frowning lips shifted back into a smile as she stared into my eyes. “In that case, Fay and I will refresh ourselves in the hot spring together.”

      “We will?” asked Fay.

      “We will, so come on.”

      Lin entered the room first, but then Kari dragged Fay in afterward. A loud thump echoed from within the room. I wasn’t quite sure what the noise was, but I thought it might have been Lin flopping onto the bed. Several more noises echoed from the other side. I heard the shuffling of feet, the excited chatter of Kari, and the muffled responses of Fay.

      Not waiting around to see Kari and Fay come back out, I entered my own room and sat down on the bed. Crossing my legs, I closed my eyes and entered my subconscious.

      Because I had previously discovered my Spiritual Core, when I appeared within my subconscious, I was already floating above it. The swirling nebula looked a little brighter than it had before. The lightning and water cores were also fairly bright, though they lacked the vibrancy I possessed when I was at the height of my power in my previous life. Sadly, the earth and darkness cores were still dim. It was obvious that I hadn’t reached the Third or even Second State of Spiritualism with either element.

      Floating down toward the earth core, I reached out and touched it.

      My mind was filled with a sturdy and reliable warmth, a soft beating sound like that of a heart filling my ears. It felt like I was being wrapped in a warm blanket. While I had never experienced this sensation before, a part of me wondered if this was what it felt like to be held by your mother.

      As I sensed the earth element enveloping me, I learned many things about it.

      The Earth is stable and reliable, yet it is also constantly moving, constantly working. Yes. The Earth is always in motion. Those who possess the earth element are no different. They are sturdy, durable, and enduring, yet they are also warm, caring, and nurturing. Everyone is born of the Earth, and when they die, they return to the Earth.

      Feeling the earth element like this made me think of Lin. Although she was arrogant and haughty, with the personality of a spoiled but naive princess, she was also affectionate, caring, and loving. Back when she had been the only person living with me, Lin had never pushed herself or her feelings onto me. Well, she did to some extent. However, she listened to everything I said. When I requested her to back off, she backed off. When I told her not to go outside, she heeded my advice… except at the end there when I didn’t return home after the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, but even that was just a sign of her caring nature. She had only left the house we had been living in because she was worried about me.

      As I absorbed all this knowledge and became more intimate with the earth element, the earth core began glowing brighter and brighter, until it eventually stopped. It still wasn’t anywhere near as bright as the lightning and water cores. However, given that I wasn’t familiar with the earth element at all, I’d like to think I did a pretty good job. I wondered if I would be able to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with this element.

      Removing my hand from the earth core, I floated over to the darkness core. However, I didn’t touch it at first. I could admit that some part of me was afraid of this element. The Sekbeists were masters of darkness. They controlled it like an extension of their own bodies. I’d had so many bad experiences with this element that a part of me didn’t want anything to do with it.

      However, this element was also a part of Lin. Thinking along these lines, wasn’t being afraid of this element the same as being afraid of her? I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to not accept a part of Lin just because of my past.

      I took a deep breath, reached out, and slowly pressed my hand against the darkness core.

      The moment I placed my hand on the core, everything disappeared. My sense of sight, my sense of smell, my sense of touch, my sense of hearing, and even my sense of taste, all of it vanished.

      I panicked. Before I knew what was happening, I began trying to thrash around, trying to scream, trying to breathe, but I couldn’t even do those simple acts. I couldn’t do anything. It was like I had been cut off from my body as well as my senses.

      There was no telling how long I was like this, but my panic eventually faded when I noticed nothing was happening. That was when I realized that this was the darkness element. Darkness was everywhere, and it was necessary. Just as the world could not exist without light, it also could not exist without darkness. Just as the sun rose into the sky to shower its warm brilliance upon the world, it eventually disappeared and was replaced by the darkness of night, further showing that darkness was as necessary for the continued existence of life as light.

      As this thought filled my mind, I realized that darkness itself was not scary. Darkness was just darkness. It was no more frightening than any other element. It was all about how a person used this element, not the element itself. Like with all things, good and evil existed in the actions of others, not in nature, of which darkness was a part.

      I took a deep breath, released it, then removed my hand from the darkness core. As I did, my senses returned to me, including my sense of hearing.

      “… yk… Eryk… Eryk?”

      Hearing Kari calling my name, I left my Spiritual Core behind and returned to the real world, opening my eyes to find another pair of eyes right in front of me. Kari was so close that our noses were touching. Once she realized I was finally awake, she leaned back and smiled at me.

      “I’m glad you’ve finally decided to join us. I’ve been calling your name for a few minutes now.”

      Although she said that like it was a joke, I could sense the worry in her tone. I gave her an apologetic smile.

      “I’m sorry. I was becoming more intimate with the darkness and earth elements, and I couldn’t hear your words until just now.”

      “It’s okay.” Kari shook her head, climbed off the bed, and took a step back. She clasped her hands behind her. “I didn’t know what was happening, so I was a little worried, but you seem fine.”

      Kari was not the only one in the room with me. I glanced behind her at Fay, who was clutching the front of her gown and blushing all the way down to her chest. She shifted and let out a little squeak when she noticed my eyes on her.

      Wondering what she was so embarrassed about, I raised an eyebrow at Kari, who smiled at me with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

      “Technically speaking, tonight was going to be my turn to sleep with you,” she said slowly. “However, I thought we could make things more interesting by having Fay join us.”

      I had never had a threesome before, so of course, I only knew about them from the bragging of fellow sect mates in my previous life. Felicia had once propositioned me and Kari for a threesome, but I turned her down. I wasn’t interested in sleeping with a woman who wrote trashy sex scenes involving me and her brother.

      “That does sound awfully fun,” I admitted. While the idea of having a threesome with Felicia didn’t interest me in the least, that didn’t mean I had never entertained the idea. If Erica had been the one to proposition us, I would have probably accepted. Fay joining me and Kari turned me on even more.

      “I’m glad you think so.” Kari’s cheeks flushed as she climbed back onto the bed and crawled over to me on all fours. The way her slender limbs moved caused her breasts to sway and jiggle as they hung down her chest, which was erotic enough to make blood flow to my cock, causing it to harden and swell. “I’ve wanted to try this for quite a while now. I thought it would be fun if we added someone else to our nightly activities…”
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Kari didn’t give me a chance to respond as she leaned forward and pressed our lips together. Her tongue swiftly penetrated my mouth and began caressing me. I groaned as she stirred up the saliva inside of my mouth, pushing, hooking, and pulling against my tongue with her own. The pleasure from her kiss shot straight to my brain. As she kissed me, she placed a hand over my crotch and began rubbing until I was hard enough to cut through diamonds.

      “Now…” Kari pried her lips away from mine and, breathing heavily, she undid the string tying my pants together and hooked her fingers underneath them. “Let’s… remove… this…”

      I lifted my hips so I could help her remove my pants. My simple string underwear was removed along with it, causing my erection to spring free. Kari cooed as she grabbed it with one hand, leaned down, and rubbed her face against it. Seeing her take a deep breath as if she was inhaling my scent caused it to throb and pulse against her cheek.

      “It seems you’re quite excited,” she said before placing a small kiss on my head.

      “I’m always excited when you get like this…” I mumbled.

      “Mmm. I’m glad to hear that. Well, since I didn’t get any dessert at dinner today, I believe it’s only right to have some now.”

      I couldn’t say anything witty in response to her words. Kari placed the head of my cock into her mouth and swirled her tongue around it. I groaned out loud and placed my hands on the back of her head, not pushing her to take in more, but massaging her scalp to let her know how good she was making me feel. Then Kari moaned around my shaft, and I had to grit my teeth to stop myself from cumming right there.

      Fay still hadn’t joined us, and a glance revealed that the brightly blushing young woman was frozen in place. She was staring mesmerized at Kari. I think it was because Kari had begun fingering herself. I couldn’t quite see what she was doing, but one of her hands had slipped inside of her robes and was clearly being firmly pressed against something between her legs. It looked to me like she was rubbing her clit.

      “Fay… come over here,” I said.

      Her cheeks glowing even brighter now, Fay obediently pattered over to me. She climbed on the bed when I gestured for her and sat on her haunches right beside me.

      “S-stick out your tongue,” I instructed her, stuttering only a little because Kari had taken more of me into her mouth and was licking the underside of my shaft. Talking was becoming difficult. I was honestly impressed I could even speak.

      Fay did exactly as I asked. Her cute pink tongue appeared from within her beautifully lush lips. It glistened softly in the light.

      I removed one of my hands from Kari’s head, reached behind Fay, threaded my fingers through her hair, and pulled her down so that I could suck her tongue into my mouth and begin playing with it. Fay produced a noise that was like a mix between a squeak and a moan. I thought I could feel her embarrassment through our connected lips. However, as I began playing with her tongue, she responded to me with equal enthusiasm.

      By this point, Kari had soaked my entire length with her saliva. While her mouth was warm, the rest of my cock was cold. The contrast sent jolts of pleasure straight to my brain like an electric shock. That pleasure only increased when Kari used her hands to rub the parts that she couldn’t fit into her mouth.

      I was trying hard not to thrust my hips. I didn’t want Kari to choke, but by the Nine Realms, it was harder than it sounded.

      Focusing on Fay, I removed my hand from the back of her head and slipped it into her robes. I placed my hand over her left tit and let my fingers sink into the pliant, soft flesh. It felt like my fingers were being engulfed by a giant marshmallow. Her inverted nipple hardened underneath my palm as I continued to fondle her, but it still wouldn’t come out from where it was hidden.

      “Mmm! Hmm! Hnnn! Hrnn!”

      Fay’s moaning was muffled by our sloppy kiss. Loud smacking sounds echoed within the room as she and I continued exchanging saliva. However, her moans eventually increased in volume, and I soon realized that, much like Kari, Fay had begun masturbating. Her robes were fully open, and when I looked down, I could see her furiously rubbing her engorged clit.

      The sight was much too stimulating.

      My balls tightened seconds before I exploded inside of Kari’s mouth, which caused the blonde’s cheeks to bulge obscenely as some of my seed escaped her lips and dribbled down her chin. While seeing Lin drink my cum was hot, this was also sexy in its own right. Kari wiped her mouth as she swallowed what she could and spit out the rest.

      “Haaaah… I’m always so jealous of Lin…” she muttered. “It must be nice not having a gag reflex…”

      “I don’t think… you… you need to worry about… that,” I said to her as Fay and I stopped kissing. “Even if you can’t take all of me in, it feels great, and watching you always turns me on.”

      “Yeah, but… I can’t swallow everything you release if I can’t deep throat you like her. I keep gagging it back up,” Kari complained.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her words. That was her complaint? I didn’t know why I found that funny, but I did.

      “It’s not funny.” Kari pouted, then sighed. “Anyway, lay down, Eryk. There’s something I want to try.”

      I was curious to know what her plans for me were, so I lay down on the bed. I watched as Kari took my only slightly flaccid length into her hands and rubbed it until I was erect again. It was coated in her saliva and my cum, but that didn’t seem to bother her as she looked at Fay.

      “Fay, you can ride him first.”

      “A-are you sure?” Fay asked.

      “Of course, I’m sure. Now, come over here.”

      Fay crawled over until she was sitting next to my hips. Her inner thighs glistened in the light. She must have been masturbating quite furiously indeed; her nethers were puffy and plump, and her juices were leaking down her thighs.

      At Kari’s urging, she maneuvered herself until she was straddling my legs. Kari reached out and took Fay’s robes off, sliding them down her well-defined shoulders and arms, revealing centimeter after centimeter of gloriously soft skin and well-defined muscles. Fay’s chest was red from all the blushing she had done, but that just made her nipples stand out all the more. One of them—the left one I had been playing with—was fully erect and poking out of her chest, while the other was still hidden. As each breast shook from her heavy breathing, I glanced further down at her stomach, which rippled and flexed. Fay’s six-pack was an impressive sight, though it was not as amazing as the sight of her engorged and dripping pussy lips.

      “Come on,” Kari urged as she took my dick and guided it toward Fay’s entrance. “Let’s stuff this massive cock inside of you.”

      “Th-that’s a very crass way of talking,” Fay muttered.

      “Maybe, but you want to have Eryk’s hot, throbbing man meat filling your pussy, don’t you?”

      Fay said nothing, causing Kari to grin as she finished maneuvering my dick until it was rubbing Fay’s sodden entrance. Her glistening lips parted slightly as Fay lowered herself onto me. I tried to watch as her vagina took in more of my dick, but the feeling was so intense that I threw my head back and groaned. I bit my lower lip and willed myself to keep from cumming on the spot. Fay’s passage was warm, wet, and it felt like I was being embraced by a soft yet slippery tube as her walls conformed to me. Soon, Fay had completely taken me in. My dick had disappeared entirely.

      “Haaaah… haaaaah… haaaaah…” Fay’s breathing had grown increasingly heavy as she placed her hands on my chest.

      Kari grinned. “How does it feel?”

      “It feels… so good,” Fay moaned. “I feel like I’m being completely filled.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad. Now then…” With Fay riding my cock, Kari moved up the bed, swung her left leg over my head, and straddled my face. Her dripping honeypot was right above me. I could see the way her engorged lips were glistening and puffy. “Eryk… make me feel good too.”

      Even if I hadn’t been interested, which I was, I didn’t think I’d have been able to resist that moan. Those words combined with the thick, sensual overtones Kari used when speaking drove me insane. The strong scent of her sex only made my lust that much harder to control.

      I needed her.

      I needed to taste her.

      I wrapped my arms around her thighs and leaned forward. I pressed my tongue against her nethers and began licking, pushing my tongue into her plump folds and enjoying the slightly sweet, slightly salty, and slightly bitter taste. It was a taste I couldn’t get enough of. Soon, I had buried my nose in her as I began eating her out in earnest.

      “Oh! OH! HYK! Y-yes! Just like that! Oh! Ahn! Eryk! You’re fucking my pussy with your tongue! I! I! Ah! Ahn! Ahn!”

      Kari tried to say something, but the words eventually became incoherent as I used my fingers and tongue to play with her. I spread her lips apart, inserted my finger up to my knuckles, and began rubbing the slightly ridged area inside of her walls. At the same time, I licked the overflowing juices that tried to escape.

      While I was enjoying Kari, Fay was riding me hard. The slapping sounds as her ass smacked against my thighs mixed with her heavy moans and the wet squelching noises as her pussy sucked in my dick only to reluctantly release it seconds later. She didn’t just bounce either. Mixing bouncing and grinding motions together, she created sensations inside of me that left me breathless. Her hips and stomach gyrated like a belly dancer from the Endless Dessert. Her passage was pulsing around my shaft.

      It was glorious.

      “Fay! Fay…” Kari moaned as she reached out and grabbed Fay by the face. “K-kiss me! I want a kiss!”

      Fay was already too lost in lust to respond with words. She leaned forward and kissed Kari. Her arms wound behind Kari’s back and began scratching the other woman’s shoulder blades, leaving behind red marks.

      I could not see them kissing, but I could very easily imagine it. I imagined their mouths pressed tightly together, tongues entwined in an erotic dance as they moaned. I pictured the way their stomachs and hips were moving as one of them rode me and the other ground her crotch against my face. These images provided by my own imagination fueled me. I began rubbing Kari’s engorged clit as I ate her out and bucked my hips to thrust my dick even further into Fay, trying to reach as deeply into her as I could.

      My hardened length began twitching erratically as my balls tightened again. I could sense my end coming. Fortunately, I could already tell Fay and Kari were reaching their ends as well. Fay’s walls tightened around me so much that I could hardly move, and Kari’s netherlips were twitching as I stimulated her pearl with my fingers and her passage with my tongue.

      Our ending came sooner than I would have liked. A bright light was emitting from somewhere above me—the runes on Fay’s chest no doubt. It was something I had noticed before. Oral sex did not make the runes appear. I sprayed Fay’s insides white as Kari drenched my face with her love juices. The two women who had been passionately embracing above me clung to each other as they cried out, raising their voices to the heavens. I was almost positive people in the other eight realms could hear their screams.

      When the two girls came down from their high, they fell sideways and landed on the bed, their breathing heavy. I took a moment to get my own erratic breathing under control. I felt spent. It was a good exhaustion, however, the kind that came with a sense of accomplishment.

      Kari was the first to move. She climbed onto all fours and headed toward the end of the bed. I looked up to find her wiggling her ass at me. Looking over her shoulder, Kari’s bright eyes complemented her excited smile and flushed cheeks.

      “Do me now,” she said. “I want your dick filling this hole.”

      I shouldn’t have been able to get hard after cumming twice, but Kari’s words brought me to full mast once again. Getting up, I crawled on my hands and knees until I had reached Kari. I glanced at Fay, lying on her side and incapable of moving. She looked like she was asleep. The glowing runes were nowhere in sight. Looking back at Kari, I grabbed her hips, lined myself up with her entrance, and thrust myself inside.

      “Hrn! Yes! Just like that!”

      Retracting my hips and then pushing them back in, I set a steady pace. However, this apparently wasn’t enough.

      “H-harder! Do me harder!”

      I gritted my teeth as I increased both the speed and power of my thrusts until the sound of my hips smacking Kari’s ass cheeks echoed all around us. The sensation traveling through me was intense. Kari’s tight passage made it hard for me to move, so I needed to put more strength into each thrust to move as fast as I was.

      “Hyk! Haah! Ahn! Ahn! M-more! More—ahn!”

      Kari’s near incoherent moaning was enough to keep me going. I kept thrusting, flexing my butt, and tightening my abs as I pushed and pulled. As more juices began to flow out of her, leaking around me and staining her legs with glistening trails, the increased wetness helped me move, allowing me to once more increase the power and speed of my thrusts.

      Of course, I had already cum twice, so my ending came sooner than I would have liked. To keep myself from being the only one who orgasmed, I leaned over until my chest was pressed against Kari’s back, grabbed her tit with one hand, and pressed the other against her clit. I gently pinched it between my thumb and index finger, then tugged. That was enough. Kari’s back arched as a scream tore its way from her throat and her walls tightened around me. The increased lubrication from her release made it easier to move. A bright glow emitted from the center of her chest. I shoved my dick in as far as it could go until I bumped against something that kept me from proceeding further, and shot what I believed was my last load.

      Kari’s legs and arms wobbled before she fell forward. The glowing rune faded once more. I managed to roll off her before I crushed her, but I wasn’t in much of a state to move either.

      We spent several minutes like this, just breathing heavily as we regained our strength.

      “Bed…” Kari mumbled. “Help me… Fay… bed…”

      I tried my best to figure out what she was saying and soon translated her words to “help get me and Fay to bed.”

      Climbing off the bed, the first thing I did was pull back the covers. Since Fay was well and truly asleep, I picked her up first and placed her on the bed, then picked up Kari and climbed into bed with her. I set her on my left so Fay could have my right and lay down between them. Kari immediately rolled over so she was snuggling against me, her head resting on my chest. Fay didn’t move at all, but I guessed she was simply too tired.

      Feeling my own exhaustion coming over me, I grabbed the covers and pulled them up. Then I fell asleep with a content smile on my face.
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      None of them knew exactly where Lion Hawks nested, though their general location was known due to several Spiritualists having spotted them in the vicinity of a mountain range north of Nevaria.

      Geirolf needed to take deep breaths as he climbed up the mountain with the other members of his party. The air this high up was very thin, making it more difficult to draw in the necessary amounts of oxygen. Every lungful of air he took in felt like it required a monumental effort of will.

      He was in the middle of the group. Catalyna and Bjark were just a little above him, while Ingrid and Marko were behind him. A cable tied them all together, meaning that if one of them fell, the others would be able to keep them from plummeting to a very painful death. Catalyna, leading their group, was constantly digging stakes into the cliff face and tying their cable around it to secure their position.

      Looking up, he could see her as she climbed with surety and confidence. The sight stunned him. He almost forgot where he was, though he jerked back to reality when someone nudged him on the bum.

      “What are you doing? Keep climbing,” said Ingrid.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Chagrinned, Geirolf continued his climb up the mountainside.

      The mountain they were climbing did not have a name—it was just one of many mountains that made up this small mountain range. It was neither the tallest nor the most dangerous within the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Certainly, it was nowhere near the elevation of Mount Hymll, easily the tallest mountain around. Yet it was still too high for them to reach the summit in a single climb.

      “Everyone! I’ve found a place for us to stop and sleep for the night! It’s just a little further up!” Catalyna called down to them. She received acknowledgment from everyone, nodded, and continued to climb.

      They soon reached a small cave built into the cliffside. Claw marks on the walls made it clear this place had once been lived in by a Demon Beast, though what kind eluded them. It didn’t matter anyway. Equally clear was the fact that this cave had long since been abandoned.

      “Oh, man. My arms feel like they’re about to fall off,” Bjark groaned as he stretched his arms above his head. The massive muscles flexed beneath thick layers of skin. This man was easily the largest Geirolf had ever seen before. He looked more bear than man.

      “It’s a good thing they didn’t, or you’d have a lot of trouble swinging around that hammer,” Ingrid said with a grin, rapping her knuckles against the hammer attached to Bjark’s back. It was a massive weapon easily as tall as Geirolf himself. He had no idea how the man was able to swing something so large and unwieldy, but he had seen the man wield it one-handed with ease.

      “Ha ha ha! Even if I didn’t have arms, I’d just use my teeth!” Bjark laughed.

      “I’m not sure that would turn out very well…”

      “Enough joking around. Let’s hurry up and make camp. I want to get a fire going,” Marko complained as he stepped further into the cave.

      Bjark and Ingrid furrowed their brows at Marko, but Catalyna agreed. “That’s a good idea. It’s almost nighttime, which means it’s going to get much colder soon. We should prepare our sleeping bags and get a fire ready.”

      Taking charge, Catalyna divvied up the tasks. Marko, Bjark, and Ingrid were responsible for preparing their sleeping bags, while Geirolf and Catalyna were responsible for starting the fire and cooking their food.

      Geirolf set down his pack and rummaged through it as Catalyna grabbed several logs she had been storing along with some flint. They didn’t have any fire affinity Spiritualists with them, so she started a fire the old-fashioned way, striking the flint until a spark ignited. Meanwhile, Geirolf removed a bowl, a Demon Hide canteen of water, and a bag of food. Most of the food was dried jerky, but there were also some dried fruits and veggies.

      “Let the water come to a boil before putting in the jerky,” Catalyna said. “Do you have any seasonings?”

      “Just some salt and pepper,” Geirolf said.

      “That’s good enough. You can add the salt and pepper now.”

      Had this been before his near-death experience at the hands of a Basilisk, he would have no doubt told her off. He had watched Mykkel cook their food during expeditions enough times that he was certain he could do it himself. However, that was back then. Geirolf had changed now. Even though some part of him felt like complaining, he said nothing as he dutifully did what Catalyna told him to.

      The scent of cooking meat soon filled the air along with steam from the soup. It wasn’t the most appetizing smell ever, but it didn’t smell awful either. Geirolf even thought there might be something comforting about the scent.

      Catalyna scooped some soup onto a spoon and tested the flavor.

      “Hmmm. Not bad. I think this is passable. Let’s get out the bowls and utensils for everyone.”

      “Okay.”

      It wasn’t long before everyone was sitting around the fire, eating the basic soup and talking. Bjark and Ingrid spoke to each other in hushed tones. Geirolf wondered if the two were involved with each other, but he didn’t sense any sexual tension between the pair like he did when he looked at Eryk and his women. Their relationship seemed far more platonic.

      He brought a spoon to his mouth. The soup didn’t have much flavor. Catalyna had called it “subtle,” but Geirolf thought “bland” described it better. Yet while the soup contained little flavor, the heat warmed his body up just right. That was enough for him.

      Most of their supplies were hidden in a small cache at the bottom of this mountain, including most of the spices. They had been forced to leave them behind because bringing them up this mountain would just add needless weight. It was already arduous climbing this without more supplies weighing them down.

      The sun went down entirely, casting the cavern into darkness lit only by the glow of the fire. Catalyna told everyone to sleep while she took the first watch shift.

      Geirolf tossed and turned in his sleeping bag. Even with his body warmed by the soup and the fire, it was still too cold for him to sleep easily. After what felt like an hour of tossing about, he sighed and sat up, glancing around. Bjark, Ingrid, and Marko were all sound asleep. He didn’t see Catalyna at first, but that was because she had opted to move toward the cavern’s mouth. She stood before the entrance, her back to him. Geirolf found himself mesmerized.

      She’s so beautiful…

      He remembered watching her battles during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament. At the time, his heart had been taken by Fay. He felt an affinity toward the redhead. Seeing her struggle so hard against her fate reminded him of how he had struggled to earn his parents’ approval, to step out from underneath Earland’s and Mykkel’s shadows. Perhaps that was why he had first been taken in with her. At the time, he had not paid much attention to Catalyna other than to notice how skilled and powerful she was.

      Things were different now.

      A cold chill hit Geirolf’s skin as he climbed out of his sleeping bag, but he ignored it, walking over to Catalyna until they were standing side by side.

      “Having trouble sleeping?”

      “Yeah… too cold.”

      “I don’t blame you. Sleeping at this elevation takes some getting used to. You’ll eventually learn how to sleep despite the discomfort, but it will take time.”

      It was so dark that Geirolf could barely make out the mountains spread out before them. They were mere shadows vaguely contrasting against the velvet backdrop. The only reason he could even see them was that they blotted out the stars.

      “You’ve been on a lot of expeditions, yeah?” he asked suddenly.

      “Yes. Many expeditions.” Catalyna nodded. “My first expedition was when I was twelve or so. I remember Mother taking me out with her and showing me the ropes. Most people would probably say I was too young at the time, but thanks to her, I quickly learned how to lead expeditions. It’s part of the reason I’m always leading us instead of Marko.” He could see her lips curve upwards as the firelight glanced off her skin, casting shadows in the crevices of her armor. “This will make my hundredth expedition—a rather momentous occasion, wouldn’t you say?”

      “That is… quite a lot.” Geirolf swallowed. While he was shocked, his reason for not being able to speak properly was not because of the knowledge she had given him, but because he was left breathless by her smile.

      Whether Catalyna knew what she did to him or not, he couldn’t say. She wore a bright grin that eclipsed all the stars in the night sky far more surely than the mountains ever could. Her next words, however, caused his cheeks to heat up like a bonfire.

      “Are you taken in with me?”

      “Wha…?!”

      “I’ve noticed you watching me. You might have thought you were being subtle, but I saw how your eyes always strayed toward me during this expedition. It wasn’t just this expedition either. You’ve been watching me for the past several expeditions now.” A sly grin gave her quirked lips a devilish appearance. “Do you have feelings for me?”

      “I… well… not… maybe?”

      Geirolf was befuddled, unused to someone so straightforwardly asking him about his feelings. He could feel his body heating up. Perhaps it was a combination of the cold air and his hot cheeks, but he was beginning to feel dizzy. At the same time, he tried to speak, but all he could do was stammer.

      Catalyna giggled. “My apologies. You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to. At least, not right now.” She twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “Discussing matters of the heart during an expedition isn’t the best idea, so we can save it for another time.” Geirolf almost breathed a sigh of relief. He might have if not for her next words. “However… I believe it’s only fair for you to know that I don’t dislike that intense gaze of yours. Feel free to keep looking.”

      Geirolf was stunned once more. Catalyna giggled.

      “Well… looks like my shift is over. Bjark was set to take the next one, but since you’re up, you can take it instead.”

      Catalyna walked back into the cavern. Geirolf watched as she stretched her arms. The way her breasts, barely covered by her skimpy armor, shook caused him to quickly turn his head around. It felt like her eyes were on him. And he did not want her to see the blush burning his face right now.

      He looked back out of the cavern mouth, trying hard to get his rapidly beating heart under control. The way Catalyna teased him shook him up. It made his temperature rise, his heart rate increase, and his mind confounded. However, he could not say he disliked it.

      “She’s quite the woman,” he muttered under his breath.
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      They were able to ascend the cliff and reach the summit the next day, but that didn’t mean they could rest.

      “Geirolf! On your left!”

      Spinning around at Catalyna’s shout, Geirolf was able to dodge the Lion Hawk, which released a roar no bird could have made. He tried to counterattack. Rotating his left fist, he released a powerful blast of wind, but the Lion Hawk was a master of the skies and therefore a master of wind. It dodged his attack with ease.

      True to its name, Lion Hawks were more lion than hawk. Its body was that of a lion, but it had hawk-like wings that were almost twice the size of a grown man. The one he fought was lacking a mane, but that just signified its sex as female. It also had the face of a lion—the very clear feline features complemented its muscular body, covered in thick fur. Only its feet and wings were hawk-like.

      He and Catalyna were fighting against the female Lion Hawk while Bjark, Marko, and Ingrid fought against the male several meters away. Marko was doing his best to funnel the Lion Hawk by raising walls of earth. Bjark and Ingrid attacked as opportunities presented themselves, but it was clear they weren’t having much luck. The Lion Hawk could simply fly above Marko’s earthen ramparts, far out of Bjark and Ingrid’s reach.

      “Get back!”

      Geirolf retreated as Catalyna rushed forward and swung the massive claymore in her hands. Its jagged edges crackled with lightning. Releasing another roar, the female Lion Hawk struck the claymore with her talons, which were encased in visible eddies of wind. The wind canceled out the lightning. Sparks exploded from the blade as Catalyna was forced back.

      “Ugh!!”

      “Catalyna!”

      Geirolf came in to defend Catalyna’s flank, raising his gauntlet-clad fists in a defensive posture. The movement of his forearms allowed him to channel and project Spiritual Power, transforming it into a powerful wind barrier in front of his gauntlets. The Lion Hawk’s cutting wind blades clashed against the barrier. Loud shrieking filled the air. Geirolf gritted his teeth as his boots slid against the ground. He was being pushed back!

      “Excellent job, Geirolf! Keep it occupied!”

      Catalyna recovered while he defended her, raced around the Demon Beast’s flank, and swung her claymore in crisscrossing patterns. The hairs of Geirolf’s arms prickled at the massive wellspring of Spiritual Power that Catalyna was generating. Streaks of lightning were left in the claymore’s wake. They remained stationary, hovering in the air as she swung her weapon, creating many more streaks.

      “HHHHAAAAAAAAA!!!”

      With a loud scream, Catalyna thrust her claymore into the multitude of stationary lightning bolts. A powerful roar that shook the ground echoed around them as the lightning charged forward, changing from vague streaks of lightning into a dragon with glowing white eyes.

      Lightning Dragon was a powerful A-Rank Spiritual Lightning Technique. Given its Spiritual Power usage and how complex the dance required to use it was, it wasn’t a technique that just anyone could use. Catalyna’s ability to use it was proof of how powerful she was. No longer was Lightning Wolf’s Asunder her most powerful technique.

      The Lion Hawk must have had eyes in the back of its head, or maybe its senses were just too great. It moved quickly to avoid her attack.

      “Oh no, you don’t!”

      Geirolf leaped into the air and threw a punch. Wind took the shape of a gauntlet as it was expelled from his fist, slamming into the Lion Hawk’s head. The creature shrieked as it was forced down. Geirolf thought they had it dead to rights now, but the Lion Hawk proved its strength by flapping its wings to ascend despite his attack. It looked like it was still going to dodge.

      Then Catalyna did something unexpected.

      “Hhhrrrrrgggg!”

      She swung her sword around with a heave of effort, and the lightning dragon moved with it, ascending higher into the air. Geirolf was shocked. It was well known that Spiritual Techniques couldn’t be controlled once they were released—at least, not normally. But that was when he noticed the thin thread of lightning connecting the lightning dragon to Catalyna’s claymore.

      I see. So long as there’s still a connection between her and the lightning dragon, she can control its movements to some extent. This wasn’t part of the original technique, was it? How long did it take her to modify it like this?

      Even with Catalyna controlling the lightning dragon, she still wasn’t able to completely hit the Lion Hawk, which created a barrier of wind from its talons. The barrier was hastily formed, however. The lightning dragon tore through it, swerving slightly off course, and struck the Lion Hawk’s left wing. An anguished cry echoed around them as the Demon Beast, unable to maintain flight with just one wing, crashed into the ground.

      “Quick, Geirolf! Attack it while it's down!”

      “Leave it to me!”

      Geirolf leaped high into the air, the wind bursting from his feet propelling him higher and higher. Once he reached the apex of his jump, he began rotating. He descended toward the Lion Hawk as Catalyna kept it occupied. He needed to rotate faster. Faster. Faster! The wind around his left foot soon transformed into a blade that cut through the air with a harsh screech, a whistling so loud even Bjark, Ingrid, Marko, and their foe noticed it. The Lion Hawk he was fighting noticed, too. It looked up, then tried to scramble out of the way.

      However…

      “You’re too late!”

      Geirolf slammed his extended leg into the Lion Hawk’s back. A wet tearing sound echoed around them as he split the Demon Beast in half, the wind blade he created tearing through flesh, muscle, feather, and bone. Blood splattered against the ground. The Lion Hawk’s front half fell forward while its lower half scrambled against the mountain like it was trying to walk. They were the dying twitches of the creature’s nervous system.

      “Haaah… haaah… how do you… like that?” Geirolf placed his hands on his knees and breathed heavily. Sweat drenched his forehead and stung his eyes. Several locks of wet hair were plastered against his skin.

      “Excellent work, Geirolf,” Catalyna congratulated as she set her claymore on her shoulder and walked to the still miraculously alive Lion Hawk. “I suppose I’ll put it out of its misery now.”

      Geirolf shook his head, unable to believe the Lion Hawk was still alive, but this was clearly a tenacious beast. Even with its entrails spilling out of its torso, the creature continued clawing at the ground. It roared, though it sounded more like a whimper, as Catalyna waltzed up, raised her lightning-coated blade, and plunged it down with great force. Her weapon sliced through the beast’s head. No blood splattered from the wound, which had cauterized, but the Demon Beast ceased moving.

      “Phew… fighting these things wasn’t in the original plan, but I’d say we did a good job,” Catalyna said.

      “I guess so.” Geirolf shrugged.

      The original plan called for waiting until the mother Lion Hawk was gone and stealing the eggs before it returned. They never expected to find a father Lion Hawk, given the solitary nature of these creatures. The father had called the mother back, and they had found themselves embroiled in a battle against two enraged Demon Beasts.

      Catalyna grinned at him. “Don’t act like you’re not proud. It’s okay to feel pride, you know.”

      “M-maybe, but I feel like I should be careful…”

      It was pride that had nearly gotten him killed, after all. Foolish pride had caused him to almost die at the hands of a Basilisk. He should have died. That he had survived was a miracle. His survival had taught him a harsh lesson about allowing pride to get the better of him. Pride cometh before the fall, or so the old saying went.

      “Well, if you say so.” Catalyna shrugged his words off, then made a gesture. “Come on. Let’s help the others.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      Geirolf was honestly rather tired, but he raced after Catalyna as she went to provide aid to their other three allies.
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      They defeated the male Lion Hawk alongside Bjark, Ingrid, and Marko, rested at the summit for a day, and descended with the Lion Hawk eggs in hand the next day. Since they had slain two Lion Hawks, they had also salvaged it for parts, including two shining green monster cores. It only took a single day to descend the mountain. However, it was night by the time they reached the bottom, so Catalyna decided to set up camp and head out early the next morning.

      Geirolf took the first watch.

      He stood vigilantly before the others, keeping an eye out for Demon Beasts. It was more dangerous at the bottom of the mountain. Not many Demon Beasts made their homes on the cliffsides. Yet he could hear nothing except the gentle chirping of cicadas and the crunch of boots on gravel. The air wasn’t nearly as chilly here as it was at a higher elevation, but Geirolf still shivered a little.

      Wait. What?

      Footsteps?

      “Are you cold? Drink this. It’ll warm you up.”

      A canteen appeared before his face, held out by a feminine hand covered in callouses and scars. He looked from the canteen to the grinning Catalyna. After glancing back and forth several times, he muttered a soft “thanks,” took the canteen, and put it to his lips. An intense burn traveled down his throat as he drank the ale.

      “You seem a lot happier now. Are you finally proud of your accomplishment?”

      Geirolf pondered the question as he handed the canteen back to Catalyna, who was heedless of the fact that his lips had just been on it as she took a swig—or was she? He blushed at the indirect kiss but tried his best to answer her question.

      “I don’t know if it’s pride I feel, exactly, but I do feel more accomplished than before.” He raised his hands and slowly clenched them into fists, leather gloves softly creaking. “I never felt any sense of accomplishment when I traveled with Mykkel and Earland. They always did most of the work. Mykkel would plan out our attacks and Earland was our frontline fighter. I just supported them. It always made me feel inferior to them.”

      He paused. Catalyna said nothing, just watching him. The fire behind them played across their features, casting light and shadows that danced in the gentle breeze blowing through the clearing.

      “I suppose… I also thought myself inferior. I would train every day, hoping to catch up to them, but in my heart, I felt like I would never step out of their shadow.”

      It was more than Earland’s strength and Mykkel’s wisdom that caused him to feel inferior to them. It was also their parents. Their mother and fathers always compared Geirolf to his older brothers. “Why can’t you be strong like Earland?” “How come you can’t use tactics like Mykkel?” “You really should try to be more like your brothers.” Geirolf had heard his parents say similar statements for so many years that he began to believe nothing he did would ever let him catch up to his talented older siblings.

      “And now?” asked Catalyna. “Do you still feel the same way?”

      The scent of burning wood filled Geirolf’s nose as he took a deep breath. All the trees in this region contained a type of bark with a sharp scent. They didn’t bring any firewood of their own, so they’d had to chop down one of the trees for firewood instead. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was a very strong smell that he couldn’t just ignore. He wasn’t sure what kind of tree it was. Perhaps Mykkel would have known, but not him.

      “No… not anymore. It’s true that Earland is still stronger than me and Mykkel is still smarter than me, but I’ve realized that what’s been holding me back has never been them. It was myself. I tried to mimic them rather than play to my own strengths. I inhibited myself by trying to be like them. I allowed my sense of inferiority and need for approval to hamper my growth. I now understand that what I should have been doing wasn’t trying to surpass them. What I need to do is surpass the person I was yesterday. Every day, if I can get just a little stronger than I was the day before, I’ll eventually achieve the strength I want.”

      It was Kari who made him realize this. Down in the sewers of Bucharest, it was she who had slapped some sense into him—literally. He still hadn’t told her yet, but he was grateful for what she had done.

      Catalyna’s smile blossomed into something so beautiful Geirolf was too stunned to move as she leaned forward and pressed their lips together. He was so shocked that he couldn’t do anything as she kissed him, and by the time he regained his bearings, she had already leaned back.

      He could still feel the phantom touch of her lips on his.

      “Now that is the kind of strength I find attractive in a man,” Catalyna said as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It seems I was right. You’re becoming more desirable by the minute.”

      “Uh… I… thank you?” Geirolf squeaked.

      Giggling like a girl who’d found a crush to tease, Catalyna shooed him away. “It’s my turn to take your shift now. Go get some rest.” She winked. “We’ll talk more after we return from our quest.”

      Geirolf was too befuddled to do anything but slip into his sleeping bag. However, even as he closed his eyes, he was unable to sleep. Catalyna’s taste still lingered on his lips.
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      Muqadas was the largest city within the Endless Desert. The ruler of the humans who made this desert their home lived there. The Emperor’s palace was visible no matter which part of the city you were in, standing tall against the backdrop like a monument built to worship the gods. Built along the coast, it was possible to see all manner of vessels moored at the docks in the bay to the north. Anything that could be found within this vast plain of sand dunes was likely to be found in this city.

      I arrived at the edge of Muqadas about four months after entering the Endless Desert. Walking into the city, I glanced at the buildings made from limestone. They were all very plain, with no decorations or adornments, but many of them were massive. Even the pillars were several times thicker than the columns used in architecture found within the Northern Plains.

      There were many people within this city, stand owners hawking their wares to potential customers, men and women looking to buy food and other amenities, and children running through the streets. I couldn’t go five meters without several kids darting between my legs. One of them even tried to pick-pocket me, though I caught him. Not that it would have mattered. Everything I owned was in my storage ring.

      A lot of people stared at me as I walked past them. I understood that it was because I looked different. My clothes might be sturdy and easily able to withstand the desert heat, but they were far more refined than anything found in the Endless Desert. There were also my features. I had pale skin, long green hair, and green eyes. Everyone here had dark skin, dark hair, and dark eyes. There wasn’t much variety to be found within the people of the Endless Desert.

      “Who is that man?”

      “That’s a man? Are you sure that’s not a woman?”

      “What strange hair.”

      “His skin is so beautiful…”

      “What is that big thing on his back?”

      I ignored the comments people made about me as I walked through the streets. I was looking for an inn. As I walked, I saw that food and jewelry weren’t the only things being sold. Several humans and Lamia bound in chains were being forced to stand on a stage as a man announced that they would now begin bidding. It looked like they were going to be sold as slaves.

      Slavery was illegal in the Northern Plains, but it was just another facet of life here. Lamia took many humans as slaves as well, though most of the humans did not last for more than a year, or so I had been told. I paid no mind to the stage and the crowd bidding on the human and Lamia women currently being auctioned. Whatever happened to these people was none of my concern.

      However, as I was walking down the street, I sensed a pair of eyes on me. Hiding my frown, I activated Spiritual Perception to locate my stalkers. The world around me faded to a dull gray, but in exchange, the colors of numerous Spiritual Signatures appeared within my mind’s eye.

      There were only a few thousand Spiritualists in the entire city, with a heavier amount being concentrated on the marketplaces and outskirts. Most of those people were probably guards. However, I could see several flames sticking close to me. They followed me when I turned a corner, waited outside of the shops I entered, and even followed me into a bar.

      More eyes focused on me when I entered the bar, but I continued to ignore the many stares I received as I walked past several tables filled with dark-skinned patrons and sat down on a stool. The bartender was a bald man with broad shoulders and a thick chest. He was only wearing a vest that remained open at the front. In this hot, arid climate, wearing too many clothes would normally cause someone to suffer a heat stroke.

      I was an exception to that rule.

      “I would like a glass of wine.”

      I reached into my pouch, pulled out several copper valis, and placed them on the table. The man stared at them, counting the amount present before nodding. He grabbed the valis, pulled a glass from somewhere under the bar, and poured me a drink. His eyes were focused on me the whole time, but I paid him only a cursory glance.

      The people who had been following me were all scattered around the room now, making it look like they were not part of the same group, but I knew they were. Unlike the many people who wore light clothes that revealed a lot of skin, they wore red pants and black shirts with a cloak thrown over their bodies. Turbans sat on their heads. While their outfits weren’t necessarily uniform, they were similar enough that I could only suspect they belonged to the same group. Of course, if I did not have Spiritual Perception, I would have never been able to spot them in the crowd outside, so maybe it didn’t matter if they dressed similarly.

      As I sipped my wine, I wondered what I should do about these people following me. I could just kill them and be done with it, but I suspected they were working for someone. On the other hand, I had only just arrived here a few short hours ago, and I hadn’t lived in the Endless Desert for at least three or four dozen years. It wasn’t like I had been given enough time to offend anyone.

      “Do you know of any good inns I can stay at?” I asked the barkeep, placing another five copper valis on the table.

      The man slid the valis into his hand as he answered me. “There is an inn known as the Snake Queen’s Lodge that you can stay at. Though it’s expensive, the amenities they have make spending the night there worth it, if you have the money.”

      I asked for the location of the inn and then stood up to leave. As I did, the people following me shifted in their seats, but I didn’t so much as glance in their direction. I didn’t want them to know that I was onto them.

      The people following me left the bar a few minutes after I did, though they didn’t all leave right away. I kept track of them using Spiritual Perception. Some of them left in groups of two, but most left one at a time. As I walked toward the Snake Queen’s Lodge, I kept track of how my followers were maneuvering around the city to surround me. It seemed they were finally getting ready to take action.

      Several figures suddenly appeared in front of me. They were, of course, the same cloaked men and women who had been following me this whole time. It was only three of them. However, even as I stared at them, I could sense ten more coming out from small alleys and the street I had just vacated.

      “I assume you have business with me,” I said.

      “Our master has taken an interest in you,” the man in front said. Guess he was the spokesperson. “You are coming with us.”

      The audacity this man displayed, not requesting but demanding that I come with them, astounded me, but I knew this was how many people operated. The Endless Desert epitomized the term “survival of the fittest.” The strong thrived. The weak were either killed or enslaved by the strong. I could only assume these people worked for one of the richer families in the Endless Desert. The question was which family.

      I smiled at them. “I refuse.”

      My refusal caused the group to stir. Several of them shifted uncomfortably as if they could sense my sudden hostility.

      The man who had first spoken narrowed his eyes. “You are not being given the option of refusing.”

      “That’s too bad,” I said. “I still refuse.”

      “Then we will take you by force!”

      At this, the man unsheathed a pair of khopesh that were hanging at his waist. The others did the same and readied themselves for battle. They surrounded me. None of them moved, however, perhaps sensing something dangerous about me.

      My smile widened, but it was a cold smile.

      I reached behind me and grabbed the handle of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. My weapon was currently covered in a thick cloth. The bindings that kept the weapon attached to my back came undone as I pulled it off and held the massive object aloft as if it were a sword. Seeing how easily I held this giant thing made the men and women hesitate further.

      “If you wish to die, you may come at me one at a time or all at once. I do not care what you choose to do, but do decide quickly. I’m rather pressed for time,” I said to the people present.

      “Such arrogance!” the spokesperson shouted. “Someone will need to teach you a lesson! I’ll beat you to a bloody pulp and drag your half-dead carcass back to my master!”

      “If you believe you have the power to do such a thing, you are more than welcome to try,” I said.

      The man roared as he charged at me and swung his khopesh. I didn’t even try to dodge. I merely smiled as his two weapons sliced through the air… and watched as they passed through my afterimage.

      “W-what the—?!”

      The man’s eyes widened. He didn’t even notice me appearing behind him. I also wouldn’t give him the chance to notice me.

      I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and struck him with the flat of my blade, putting enough force into my attack that I could feel my enemy’s bones shattering. The man was blasted off his feet. He slammed into a wall, which cracked and dented underneath the impact, then slid down in a crumpled heap.

      The many people who had been seconds away from charging suddenly stopped when they saw what I did. Most of them hesitated, but a few of the more courageous ones suddenly danced along the ground. Spiritual Power surged around them, traveling into their blades, and when they swung their weapons, fire erupted from them in sharp crescents. All of these attacks came in from multiple directions and were heading toward me.

      I used the Flash Step.

      I doubt the Spiritualists I was fighting had even noticed that I was no longer where they thought I was. Their attacks slammed against each other where I had been standing, exploding and sending a shock wave of heat washing over everyone. They probably thought I had been killed in that blast because many of them relaxed their guard.

      That was the last mistake they would ever make.

      I appeared behind my first victim and swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. This time, I did not use the flat end. I channeled lightning through my weapon, the cloth tearing to reveal the jagged teeth of my blade, and then I used it to tear through my first enemy. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler cut the man in half at the waist as easily as if his body had been made of butter. The two halves separated and fell to the ground. By then, I was already moving.

      Appearing above the group, I channeled more Spiritual Power through my weapon, causing the segments to unlock and move like the tail of a dragon. Commanded by my will and Spiritual Power, I sent the dragon tail to attack. The eleven segments shot forward. One person was pierced through the chest before she knew what was happening, and three more people quickly followed suit. All of them died instantly.

      “M-m-monster!” one of them yelled. “He’s a monster!!”

      “Run away!”

      After seeing me kill four of their members with such ease, none of them wanted to stick around and keep fighting, but I had no intention of letting them leave. It was no longer in my nature to allow enemies to escape. These people had picked a fight with me. That was as good as choosing a grave to lie in. I made liberal use of the Flash Step to cut down each person who attacked me. I showed no mercy as I killed them, though I did grant them the benefit of a quick and almost painless death.

      I stood amongst the scattered remains of over a dozen corpses. There was no blood on my clothing, but the stench clung to me all the same. Several people had appeared when the commotion started to see what was happening, but all of them had run away when they laid eyes on me.

      Placing the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my back again, I wandered over to the man who had first spoken to me and checked his pulse. He was still alive. That was good.

      I tied him up and began healing him with the water element. I had some questions that I wanted him to answer, and it would be much easier to torture him if he wasn’t already in pain.
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      Kari awoke with a stifled yawn. Blinking her eyes open, she slowly sat up, stretched her arms, and groaned as her muscles tightened before relaxing. As she brought her arms back down, she looked at the room she was staying in.

      The nice room featured soft carpet and contained several amenities like couches, chairs, and love seats. There were also three beds. Currently, only the bed with Fay was being occupied. The one Lin slept in was empty.

      Standing up, Kari slipped out of her pajama bottoms and shirt. She wandered over to the clothing rack, grabbed her robe, and slid it on. She normally wore breast bindings, but since she was planning on taking a dip in the hot springs, Kari opted to keep them off for now.

      After she was dressed, Kari went to Fay’s bed and began shaking her future sister awake. The redhead wasn’t a heavy sleeper, but she wasn’t exactly a light sleeper either. Kari wondered if maybe Fay had low blood pressure in the mornings.

      “Fay. Wake up, Fay. It’s time to get up.”

      Releasing a soft groan, Fay turned onto her back and slowly opened her eyes. She blinked several times when her eyes landed on Kari’s. Then she gave a sleepy smile.

      “Good morning, Kari.”

      “Good morning. Sleep well?”

      “I slept okay.”

      Fay sat up in bed and stretched her arms high above her head. She also stretched out her legs, and even her toes seemed to be stretching. Her red hair was a complete mess, but Kari knew that would be fixed soon.

      “Let me guess: you would have slept much better if you were with Eryk, right?” Although she said that in a joking manner, it wasn’t like there was no truth to her words. Fay blushed at her words but didn’t deny them, causing Kari to laugh. “Come on. Get dressed so we can meet up with Eryk and Lin.”

      Fay nodded as she slid out of the bed. Like Kari, she was wearing pajama bottoms and a shirt. The shirt was too small, so it stretched taut against her chest, but Fay didn’t seem to mind. She slid her pajamas down her hips, stepped out of them, then removed her top. Kari went over to the clothing rack, grabbed another robe, and helped the redhead slip into it.

      Once they were both dressed, the pair left their room and traveled to the one right next to them. Kari knocked once.

      “Eryk? Lin? Are you two awake?”

      “We’re up,” Eryk’s voice echoed from the other side. “Come on in.”

      Eryk and Lin were indeed already awake when the two entered. Lin was sitting on a couch and Eryk was standing behind her, brushing her hair with a comb. There was a dopey smile on Lin’s face and her long tail thumped against the floor in a steady rhythm. Kari would not have been surprised if the dark-skinned woman started singing. She looked like a very satisfied Lamia.

      “Good morning, you two.”

      “Morning, Big Sister. Morning, Fay.”

      Kari and Fay greeted the two as they moved over to the sofa and sat down on either side of Lin. Eryk continued combing Lin’s hair as he chatted with all three of them. While they spoke of inane matters like Spiritualism, the elements, and the food available at this resort, Kari felt an astonishing warmth pervade her chest. Sitting here with the man she loved and her two future sisters gave her a joy she had never believed possible. She was so happy with her life now, so incredibly content that she couldn’t imagine any other life.

      Once Eryk finished combing Lin’s hair, he combed Kari’s and Fay’s hair as well. It was a skill he had become quite good at during their time together. During this time, the maidservant who was waiting on them arrived with a cart full of food. It was a simple but delicious meal of bread with butter and honey and a variety of fruits. Of course, that was for the humans. Lin was served a large helping of beef.

      As everyone began eating, they discussed important matters.

      “It’s been two days already, but we’ve still seen no sign of this peeper,” Eryk said. He was sitting between Fay and Lin. “Are we sure he hasn’t left?”

      “I’m positive he hasn’t left,” Fay said as she nibbled on some berries. “Maybe I’m imagining things, but there were several times I could have sworn I felt a pair of eyes on me, and it wasn’t the usual kind I feel when other women look at me. The feeling of these eyes was lecherous.”

      “This princess has also sensed someone lurking around,” Lin added. She paused long enough to grab another long slice of beef, place it in her mouth, and swallow after barely chewing it. “He disappears every time this princess senses him, so she can never keep track of where he is, but there was definitely someone ogling us.”

      “Hmmm… in that case, I suppose we should try hitting more of the hot springs until we get lucky,” Eryk said with a sigh. “I’ll stick around the men’s bath like usual. Sorry I can’t be much help.”

      “It’s okay.” Kari smiled as she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “We know there’s not much you can do to catch this peeper. It would be one thing if he was interested in men, but since he’s not, there’s no way you can lure him out.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel much better, but thanks.”

      Kari knew that Eryk’s real problem was in regards to another man who wasn’t him seeing them naked. She wouldn’t say he was the jealous type, but he was definitely possessive. She rather liked that about him. He didn’t try to control her or force her to do things she didn’t want to, but he hated it when other men ogled her, Fay, and Lin, which Kari honestly appreciated.

      After they finished eating, Eryk split up from them and went to the men’s bath.

      There were several hot springs located in this resort. Most of them were separated by gender, though there were some mixed baths. The men’s hot spring was on the opposite side of the women’s, which was located on the south side of the resort. To reach the women’s hot spring, Kari, Lin, and Fay needed to travel outside and take a meandering cobblestone path that led to another building.

      The building was a lot smaller in terms of height, but it was also much wider and was located at the base of a small mountain. Each room within this building featured a different type of hot spring. There were indoor hot springs, outdoor hot springs, simple springs, carbonated springs, salt springs, and springs that contained various kinds of minerals. So far, Kari, Lin, and Fay had only tried the simple indoor and outdoor hot springs.

      Perhaps they should try something else today, Kari pondered.

      “Which hot spring do you think we should try today, Big Sister?” Lin was slithering along beside Kari with a bright grin. The Lamia was practically glowing. “This princess thinks we should try the hot springs that are high in minerals. Sonia told this princess that mineral-heavy hot springs may help make her scales smoother and glossier.”

      “They seem pretty smooth and glossy to me already,” Fay said as she looked at the scales on Lin’s tail, which did indeed have a high-quality sheen to them. Each scale looked like a gleaming ruby.

      “This princess’s tail can always afford to look better,” Lin defended. “This princess wants to look her best for Darling.”

      Of course, she was thinking about Eryk when she mentioned wanting her tail to look more attractive, though Kari didn’t think she needed to worry. Eryk had confided in Kari during their pillow talk that he thought Lin’s snake half was very erotic. His comments had even made Kari consider having a threesome with Lin and Eryk. She was planning on it soon, but she wanted to prepare herself first. The threesome she, Eryk, and Fay had their first night at this resort had left her very, very, very sore the next morning. She had walked with a pronounced limp for at least the first half of her day, and that was after Eryk healed her.

      Since Lin wanted to bathe in a mineral-heavy spring and neither Kari nor Fay had any specific hot springs they wished to try, the three of them journeyed into the building, traveled down a hall, and soon emerged from the other side.

      The mineral hot springs were located further up the mountain. They followed another cobblestone trail, bypassing several other hot springs that several women were lounging around in.

      Perhaps it was because of Lin and her tail, but they were drawing a lot of attention. Quite a few women stared at them as they walked by. Even more were leaning over and whispering in each other’s ears as they pointed, though Kari could not hear what was being said.

      To protect the privacy of their guests, the Whiterun Hot Spring Resort had erected large stone walls around the mountain to keep men from trying to enter. The rampart, which must have been a few meters wide, was also being guarded by female Spiritualists. Several of them were patrolling the walls.

      “It’s a wonder this man can peep on women when there are so many guards patrolling the area,” Fay said when she saw where Kari was looking.

      “I know what you mean.” Kari frowned. “I do wonder how he manages to slip past all these guards undetected. He must be incredibly skilled at stealth.”

      Stealth was not something most Spiritualists focused on since many of them preferred flashy Spiritual Techniques, but it wasn’t like there weren’t any who possessed that sort of talent. Finn had been quite adept at stealth. That was how he had ambushed Eryk during their stint in the Demon Beast Mountain Range with Catalyna.

      They soon arrived at the mineral spring, which was already occupied by two women. However, the spring was quite large, about fifteen meters in diameter, and so it wasn’t like anyone could complain about their presence. Like the other hot springs, this one was surrounded by lush trees and verdant flowers. It gave the spring a natural aesthetic.

      “Look at how pretty this hot spring is! This princess cannot wait to get in!”

      Lin was quick to slip out of her robe, discard it on the ground, and slither into the water. The two women already in scooted away from her in shock. However, Lin didn’t even seem to notice as she sank into the water until it was up to her shoulders. The Lamia girl sighed in contentment as she leaned back against the edge of the spring.

      “So nice…”

      “It seems someone is eager,” Fay joked with a smile as she slipped out of her robe and folded it up. She placed it next to Lin’s before wandering over to the spring. Unlike Lin, she dipped her toe in first, testing the temperature before deciding it wasn’t too hot. Then she slowly slipped into the spring and sat down next to Lin.
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Kari sighed as she folded both hers and Lin’s robes, setting them back down before joining her friends. The water really was nice. The heat seeped into her body, relieving the tension and aches in her muscles. It felt like her fatigue was being washed away. The water also felt very thick, like it was more than just water. She guessed those were the minerals.

      While Kari and Lin merely relaxed in the water, Fay began moving around. It looked like she was doing basic exercises and stretches.

      “Fay has a lot of trouble keeping still,” Lin muttered as she watched the redhead.

      Kari shrugged. “Fay enjoys training for the sake of training, so I’m not surprised.”

      “Do you think the peeper will show up?”

      “It’s hard to say…”

      Kari began rocking back and forth as she activated Spiritual Perception. Unlike Eryk, who mentioned that he saw Spiritual Signatures as flames, Kari could sense Spiritual Signatures as sounds. Each signature had its own unique sound. Fay, for example, sounded like crackling embers. Lin was a low hiss like steam rising from geothermic vents in the earth. And Eryk sounded like thunder as it flashed across the sky during a monsoon. She could determine how much Spiritual Power someone had and what their element was based on the pitch and timbre they gave off.

      The two women in the spring with them were not Spiritualists, so they gave off nearly no sound at all. Of course, there was Fay and Lin, the two strongest Spiritual Signatures aside from her own, and then there were the female Spiritualists guarding the wall. However, aside from them, she couldn’t sense anyone el—

      Kari continued rocking as she picked up a strange sound. It felt very different from most other sounds. This one reminded her of the way wind whistled when it passed through a valley of rocks. It sounded almost like the sounds of nature, but when she focused on it further, she realized that it was, in fact, not nature but a person producing those sounds. They blended into the environment so well that she almost missed it.

      What a cunning stealth technique.

      “Fay,” Kari called, not letting her discovery be known. She had to act naturally. “Stop exercising and come talk with us. We’re supposed to be on vacation.”

      Fay did stop doing her stretches and waded back over to them, and Kari felt a slight moment of admiration when she saw her friend’s muscles. Her arms and legs were slender but defined, and her stomach had a six-pack, something that Kari would never be able to gain because of her softer body.

      Of course, Eryk loved her body, so she wouldn’t trade it for the world, but she still admired Fay’s muscular physique.

      “Is something on your mind?” asked Fay.

      Kari gestured for her and Lin to come closer. Fay and Lin appeared curious as they leaned in until their foreheads were mere centimeters from Kari’s.

      “I’ve found the peeper,” Kari whispered, causing the other two girls to grow stiff.
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      Lin and Fay both went ridged at Kari’s words. They immediately began looking around as though trying to spot the peeper themselves, but Kari quickly splashed them with water. She made it look like she was playing instead of trying to make them stop doing something incriminating.

      “Don’t do anything that would give you away,” Kari said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “We want to catch this pervert in the act. If he knows we’re onto him, he’ll just disappear again.”

      Her words were enough to get Fay and Lin to settle down, though they still appeared wary of their surroundings and had lowered themselves into the water until it lapped at their chin. Lin’s eyes kept darting across the hot spring like she would find this peeper just standing out in the open. Fay was a bit better. She was staring at Kari with narrowed eyes and a frown on her lush lips.

      “What should we do about this?” asked Fay.

      “I already know where he is hiding,” Kari continued speaking in a soft voice. “What we need to do first is expose him. Once we force him to appear, we can capture him and make him pay for—I mean, we can take him to Lady Sassa and have her deal with him.”

      “Nice catch,” Fay said dryly.

      “This princess would rather make him suffer herself,” Lin muttered.

      Lin had not even known what a peeper was until Kari explained the concept to her. Kari was sure that, even now, Lin didn’t really understand what was so bad about a peeper.

      The Lamia of the Endless Desert apparently did not wear clothes, which was why it had been so difficult to convince Lin to wear them. Of course, now she did understand the concept of modesty. What’s more, she agreed that the only man she wanted to see her naked was Eryk, so at least there was that.

      “I’m going to expose him,” Kari told them her plan. “When I do, I want the two of you to capture him. Fay, use the Flash Step to appear next to him before he can run. Lin, while Fay is keeping him occupied, I want you to use your whips to entangle him. Do not underestimate this man.” Looking at the other two, Kari tried to impart how serious she was about this through eye contact alone. “This person has managed to sneak into an area guarded by several Spiritualists. He is obviously highly skilled and quite possibly incredibly powerful.”

      “We understand.”

      “Do not worry. This princess will be careful.”

      Fay and Lin agreed with her plan and told her they wouldn’t do anything reckless. Kari nodded and began rocking her body back and forth again, activating Spiritual Perception and listening to that unique sound that came from the Spiritualist. She found him readily enough now that she knew what to look for. He was hiding behind one of the boulders several meters to her left. It didn’t look like he had realized that they had noticed him since he hadn’t moved from that spot.

      “Are you two ready?” asked Kari.

      “We are.”

      “This princess is ready.”

      Seeing the pair nod and state their readiness, Kari took a deep breath as she stood up, turned around, and leaped into the air. The two women who weren’t a part of their group gasped when they saw this. Kari ignored them as she channeled Spiritual Power through her body, which flowed into her feet and was projected outward as a platform that she kicked off of. The Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step quickly activated as she flew toward the boulder that the peeper was hiding behind.

      “Take this!!!”

      Flipping around in midair, Kari didn’t even bother activating her Spiritual Aura or entering the Second State of Spiritualism. She slammed the back of her heel into the boulder. This would have broken the foot of anyone else, but when Kari did it, the boulder shattered into hundreds of fragments.

      The two women squealed in fright at the sudden bout of violence. Kari ignored them. She narrowed her eyes as a figure darted out from behind the now decimated remains.

      “Now, you two!” Kari shouted.

      Fay used the Flash Step to suddenly appear right in front of the figure, who was clad in a pure black outfit that made it almost impossible to discern this peeper’s identity. The man stopped and his eyes widened when he saw Fay suddenly appear before him.

      “You aren’t going anywhere, pervert,” Fay said.

      The man snorted and, in a voice reminiscent of aged parchment, said, “I do not know who you are, but do you really think you can contain me?”

      “I don’t think I can. I know I can.”

      Fay narrowed her eyes at the man, even as a smirk stretched her lips. The man didn’t seem to know what to make of this smirk. However, before he could contemplate it or slip past her, Lin created two whips made of purple Spiritual Power and swung them at the peeper. They wrapped around him, pinning his arms to his sides.

      “This princess has you now, peeper!” Lin shouted as she tugged on her whips, tightening their grip on the old person clad in dark clothes.

      “Do you really? Perhaps you should check again,” the old man said. However, the voice had not come from the man wrapped in her whips. It had come from behind her.

      “Lin! Look out!” Kari shouted.

      “Huh—kya!”

      Lin was given no time to avoid what happened next, and a loud smack resounded throughout the pool as the man slapped her ass. Lin’s entire face turned red with shame as she placed her hands over her butt cheeks. It was humiliating that a man who wasn’t Eryk had touched her.

      The whips in her hands dissipated thanks to her lack of concentration. Whirling around, she stared daggers at the man. If looks could kill, he would have long been dead.

      “How dare you! How dare you touch this princess there!” Lin hissed, her mouth open to reveal her longer than average fangs. “Only Darling is allowed to touch this princess like that!”

      “I don’t know who this ‘Darling’ is, but he has very good taste,” the man taunted. He rubbed his chin and gave her bare body an appreciative gaze. “You’ve got a fine ass.”

      Lin hissed again as she created two more whips, but this time, they were more than just whips. Both of them more closely resembled a flail—except for one difference.

      The ends of each flail were made up of a snake head.

      “Now those look dangerous,” the man observed out loud. Despite his words, he appeared calm.

      “This princess will show you dangerous!”

      “Whoa!”

      Lin didn’t bother with subtlety. She threw her flails forward. The man somehow managed to slip between her attacks, which resulted in the ground suffering serious property damage. The stone floor cracked. Several chunks flew through the air. It looked like small chasms had formed in the ground and water was now flowing into the new cracks. Yet her target remained unmarred.

      Seeing that her attack missed, Lin hissed in anger as she attacked with even more ferocity. She manipulated her flails to come in from multiple directions, the snake heads darting around as if they had a will of their own to attack the man at unpredictable angles. Some attacked from behind, others the sides, and still others came in from the front. However, no matter how she timed her attacks or what angles she attacked from, this man slipped through all of them.

      He was like air.

      “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to catch me,” the man joked.

      “Then how about I join the fray as well,” Kari said from behind the man.

      The old man garbed in black turned his head when Kari appeared behind him. His eyes widened. He seemed shocked, but Kari didn’t give him time to respond as she threw a powerful roundhouse kick at his face. She expected her attack to hit. She had the element of surprise and everything. Despite this, somehow, someway that was beyond her ability to comprehend, she missed. No, she didn’t miss. It was like her attack had gone through him.

      An afterimage? No, this is different. What kind of technique is that? I’ve never seen anything like it before. There was a mild amount of resistance when I passed through him. It’s like I’m kicking concentrated pockets of air.

      “You’ve become quite strong, haven’t you? This isn’t the result of Hellen’s training, is it?” the man said, causing Kari to frown. Why did he speak as if he knew her?

      Why does his voice sound so familiar…?

      Kari didn’t let herself get distracted. She put the thought out of her mind and attacked in tandem with Lin and Fay. She and Fay used the Flash Step to zip around the man, attacking him from multiple directions at once. Meanwhile, Lin was using her whips, slipping them through the gaps left in Kari’s and Fay’s movements to add another layer to their attacks.

      Their timing was perfect.

      Kari, Lin, and Fay had spent many hours sparring together. They knew each other’s strengths, weaknesses, and how the other two fought perfectly by now, which was how they could coordinate their attacks so seamlessly. Even the old man they were attacking expressed his astonishment.

      “Impressive! Very impressive! You three are quite extraordinary!”

      Despite his words being praise, Kari could not help but frown at how this man not only continued avoiding their attacks, but he didn’t even appear to be winded. What’s more, she couldn’t figure out how he hadn’t been injured yet.

      She feigned a kick that the man tried to dodge, but then shifted her feet and punched him in the head. Her fist went straight through his head, however, and so did Fay’s when the redhead launched an attack at him from behind. That said, while he didn’t bother dodging Fay’s or her attacks, he did dodge Lin’s strikes, which smashed into the ground with enough power to crack the earth.

      What is going on here? Why is he bothering to dodge Lin’s attacks but not ours? Is it because she’s using Spiritual Power?

      Kari’s eyes widened as she came up with a theory on how this man had managed to avoid all of her attacks.

      “Fay! Lin! This man has reached the Third State of Spiritualism! He has a wind element! That’s how he’s been able to avoid getting hit by our attacks! He transforms his body into wind just before we attack!”

      Fay’s and Lin’s eyes widened in surprise. So did the old man’s, but unlike the others, his were also alight with something other than astonishment.

      “Very good! I had no idea you knew about the Third State of Spiritualism, Little Kari.”

      Little Kari?

      The name struck a chord with her, resonating with a long-forgotten memory. Only one person had ever called her that, but she hadn’t seen him in quite a while. Could this man be him? She shook her head. Regardless of whether or not this was him, she wouldn’t let him get away with peeping on women like this. In fact, if this man was who she thought he was, then for the sake of all women, she had to punish him!

      Now that they knew how this man was avoiding their attacks, Fay and Kari activated their Spiritual Auras. Fay’s aura was a fiery red so thick and powerful that the ground underneath her feet turned red until she reigned it in. Kari’s was bright gold. The glow of her Spiritual Aura was similar to staring directly into the sun.

      “Not only do you know the Third State of Spiritualism, but you’ve become so powerful too! I am very impressed!”

      “You won’t be impressed for long!” Lin shouted as she activated her own Spiritual Aura. Unlike the other two, her aura was dark purple—a combination of the earth and darkness elements, which created a potent poisonous aura.

      “I see you Lamia really do all have a natural aptitude for poison,” the man observed.

      “You won’t be able to remain so calm when this princess melts your face off!”

      Lin could not gain power the way Kari and Fay could. She could train all she wanted, but her reserves of Spiritual Power would never increase through training. However, Eryk had found a method of helping her grow stronger through a different means. Even if she couldn’t increase the amount of Spiritual Power she possessed, she could hone the strength she did have by coming up with more creative ways to utilize her Spiritual Power. Also, breaking through to a new state would increase the quality and quantity of her Spiritual Power just like it did for humans.

      Lifting her hands above her head, Lin channeled Spiritual Power through her palms. Purple light gathered above her. Turning into a small sphere, which quickly expanded in size. Like Eryk, she didn’t need to use movements to create her attacks. It was probably because Lamia were not human. In either event, the sphere grew from the size of her palm to the size of her head, then doubled in size yet again.

      “Take this!”

      Kari and Fay flew backward as Lin threw the sphere at the old man, who leaped into the air mere seconds before her attack struck the ground. The explosion that followed was not a typical detonation. There was no fire or intense winds buffeting everything around them. No shock wave followed this explosion. However, an expanding cloud of purple smoke blasted out in all directions. It did not reach the old man, who was now floating high in the air, but when the attack dissipated, it revealed a perfectly smooth crater about the same size as the hot spring they had been using.

      “Now that is impressive,” the old man whistled. “I never knew Lamia could attack this way.”

      “Do you really have time to be impressed?” asked Kari as she and Fay appeared right next to the man via the Flash Step.

      Fay acted fast, moving her hands as her fingers danced in strange patterns. Flames sprouted from her fingers, glowing brighter and brighter, until they were so bright that looking at them directly could burn someone’s eyes. She made a swiping motion with her hands. Flames shot from each of her fingers, extending to incredible lengths and wrapping around the man before he could move out of the way.

      Kari attacked at the exact same time as Fay. The patterns she moved her hands in were similar but different to Fay’s. The attack she was about to use was not the A-Rank Five Finger Flame Whip, which created five whips made of fire that extended from the fingers. She had used the knowledge she gained through long hours of discussion with Eryk on runes and Spiritual Techniques to create her own technique.

      Light Hands, an A-Rank Spiritual Light Technique.

      Thrusting out her hand, Kari felt the drain on her Spiritual Power as a massive golden hand erupted from her palm and slammed into the old man. She clenched her hand and the golden fingers clenched around him, further pinning him in place. He tried to move, but with two Spiritual Techniques holding him, he couldn’t transform his body into wind and slip away like he had done the first time when Lin wrapped her whips around him.

      Kari and Fay landed back on the ground, and the man fell down with them. He landed in a crouch, but he quickly sprang to his feet. His knees were bent like he was ready to flee. Yet after another moment, he sighed and relaxed his posture.

      “All right. It looks like you three win,” he said in surrender. The three women looked at each other and smiled, but then the man continued with a giggle. “Or am I really the one who won?”

      Kari’s smile quickly turned into a frown. She didn’t understand what this man was talking about at first, but then she felt the warm breeze against her bare skin and realized something.

      She and the others were still naked. Lin and Fay also noticed this.

      “Kyaaaaaaa!!”

      Their screams echoed across the mountain.
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      After the man informed them of their nakedness, Kari, Fay, and Lin quickly got dressed in their robes again. Now they were standing around the man, who still couldn’t move. They had made sure he couldn’t escape by constantly having two of them entrapping him with their Spiritual Power, disrupting his ability to enter the Third State of Spiritualism.

      “You know I already surrendered, right? I’m not gonna vanish on you,” he said as Kari tightened the belt around her waist.

      “This princess doesn’t believe you,” Lin spat. “She doesn’t trust you as far as she can throw you.”

      Fay nodded. “A lecherous man such as yourself is completely untrustworthy. There is no way we’re going to let you out of those bonds.”

      The old man sighed but said nothing more.

      Now that Kari was dressed again, she walked over to the man as he sat on the ground, crouched before him, and studied him thoroughly. He was wearing black from head to toe. Even his face was covered by a mask that kept her from seeing all but his blue eyes and a little of his pale skin. Some wrinkles were lining his eyes, but they didn’t make him seem that old.

      She knew better.

      Reaching out, Kari grabbed the mask and tugged it off. What appeared before her was the face of a man who looked to be somewhere in his middle years with a head of shaggy blond hair that contained streaks of silvery gray. He had a few wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. It was enough to make him look distinguished.

      She would have placed his age at around forty or fifty, but she understood that he was much older than that. After all, this man was several decades older than her mother.

      “It’s been a long time, Grandfather,” Kari said.

      “WHAT?!” Lin shouted.

      Fay’s eyes widened. “This person is your grandfather?!”

      Kari sighed as the old man grinned at her. Despite being completely bound by their Spiritual Techniques, he didn’t seem troubled at all. If anything, this whole situation seemed to amuse him.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” her grandfather asked.

      Standing up, Kari turned to face Lin and Fay. There was resignation on her face as if she was extremely reluctant to do this. She gestured toward the man seated on the ground.

      “Lin, Fay, allow me to introduce you to my grandfather. Herleif Astralia.”
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      I leaned against the lip of the tub, enjoying the hot water surrounding me. Sweat dripped down my face and neck, but I paid it little mind, closing my eyes and releasing a content sigh. These hot springs were filled with minerals that helped combat numerous skin diseases and relaxed the muscles. I could feel them going to work on my tense body, loosening the tension between my shoulder blades, easing the aches in my arms and legs, and causing warmth to spread through my chest.

      It was easily one of the greatest sensations ever.

      Now, if only Kari, Lin, and Fay could have joined me, it would have been perfect.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stayed inside of the hot spring, but I eventually left when a large group of men arrived. They were loud, and I wasn’t really interested in listening to them. It got especially bad when they began wrestling in the pool. Did these people have no tact?

      After wrapping a towel around my waist, I headed into the lounge.

      The men’s hot spring was located in the opposite direction of the women’s hot spring, on a mountain just like the one the women used. This mountain featured numerous types of hot springs, including one that was located inside of a cave, which was the one I had been enjoying until those noisy people came along.

      As I walked down the mountain path, I glanced at the large ramparts surrounding the mountain. This hot spring seemed to take their security pretty seriously. There were even guards patrolling the perimeter. I guess they were on high alert after the peeper had shown up, or maybe they always had this many guards.

      The lounge was located at the bottom of this mountain. It was a smallish building, at least when compared to the structure that made up the inn. I couldn’t judge its size, but it was enough to comfortably fit maybe forty people with plenty of room to spare. While the building didn’t have much, the comfortable leather sofas allowed me to relax and cool down after being in the hot water. We were also provided with something called coffee milk. I had never had it before, but it tasted like a slightly bitter version of hot chocolate.

      As I was relaxing, someone entered through the front door. It was not a man. The maidservant who had been catering to my and the girls’ whims looked around for a moment, spotted me, and came over.

      “Sonia,” I greeted her.

      “Master Eryk, Lady Sassa has requested your presence.”

      I eyed the woman as she bowed to me. “If she’s requested me, that must mean something has happened. I am going to assume the peeper has been found?”

      “That is correct.” Sonia straightened from her bow. “Mistress Kari, Mistress Fay, and Mistress Lin have apprehended the peeper.”

      I perked up upon hearing this. If they had caught the peeper, then I guess that meant our time here was coming to an end. Too bad. I rather enjoyed these hot springs.

      I stood up and gestured for Sonia to lead the way.

      I honestly didn’t know what to expect when Sonia led me to Lady Sassa’s room. I mean, of course, I had my expectations, but when I entered the room and found a man bound by ethereal flames, purple whips, and a giant golden hand, I could state that this was not what I had been expecting. The man was sitting on the ground with his legs crossed. Kari, Fay, and Lin were surrounding him and maintaining their Spiritual Techniques.

      The man in question was a blond male who appeared to be around forty or fifty years of age. He had blue eyes and a handsome face that spoke of a long and noble pedigree. His features were the refined kind only found on nobles and a few rare commoners like Empress Hilda. Despite being completely bound and unable to move, he didn’t look all that troubled.

      “Eryk.” Kari waved me over. “I’m glad you are here. Look, we caught the pervert.”

      “It is a cruel day when my own granddaughter calls me a pervert.” The man sighed before looking at me as I walked further into the room. His eyes picked up an odd gleam. “So, you’re the young man called Eryk, huh? I’ve heard many rumors about you. They say you won the Spiritualist Grand Tournament, defeated an A-Rank Demon Beast, and were responsible for single-handedly defending Nevaria during the Demon Beast attack three months ago.”

      “I’m sure the rumors you heard were exaggerated, but they don’t sound completely inaccurate.” I shrugged his praise off, but only until the first sentence he said hit me. Then I stopped walking and looked between the old man and Kari. “Did you just say that Kari was your granddaughter?”

      “Not ‘was.’ Is. Kari is my granddaughter.” The man puffed out his chest and grinned at me. “The name is Herleif Astralia. It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for protecting Nevaria in my absence.”

      “Huh…” I needed a moment to contemplate this new information, but when I digested everything, all I could do was scratch my head. “I never knew your grandfather was such a lecher, Kari.”

      “Yes, well… it’s not something I like to talk about, but it’s an open secret among the nobility.”

      Kari gave me an aggrieved smile, as though she had been dreading the moment I discovered this, and I suddenly understood that Kari was well aware of her grandfather’s perverse antics. Thinking back on it, I recalled Kari apologizing to Catalyna about her grandfather doing something during a party several years ago. She had never specified what happened. However, now I had a very clear idea of what this man might have done back then.

      “Haaah. So, the man who was peeping on women in the hot springs was Kari’s own grandfather, the former Emperor of Nevaria.” I crossed my arms. “This is a bit of a problem, isn’t it? What are we supposed to do now?”

      Lady Sassa, who had said nothing up to this point, walked forward with her pipe in hand. Smoke trailed from the pipe and the hems of her robes rustled against her ankles. Herleif stared at the woman’s heaving bosoms, which made me sigh.

      In my previous life, Herleif Astralia had been held up as one of the most powerful Spiritualists of his time, a legendary figure and a bastion against the Demon Beasts surrounding our fair city. His exploits were known far and wide. Many ballads had been sung about him, and he was prominently featured in the history books. He was a hero.

      I felt like my entire worldview of him had just shattered in a single instant.

      “Unfortunately, because he is the former emperor, punishing him would be quite difficult,” Lady Sassa said. “Even if we could justify the punishment, it would be a light one since sexual harassment isn’t considered a major crime, and he’s too important to Nevaria to be given harsh punishments. Regardless, I refuse to let him stay here. I’ll be permanently banishing him from this resort. That, at least, is within my rights. He’ll return with you to Nevaria, and Empress Hilda can decide on a punishment for him.”

      So that was how it was going to be, huh? I looked at Herleif, who didn’t seem all that concerned about what would happen to him and was instead studying me. His eyes held a gleam of intrigue.

      “This princess believes perverts like him deserve a harsher sentence,” Lin suddenly said.

      Fay nodded. “I agree. I believe castration would be a fitting punishment for a man like this.”

      “Don’t you two think you’re being a little harsh here? All I did was see you naked,” Herleif muttered.

      The moment I heard those words, I felt an indescribable sensation wash over me. Red filled my vision.

      He had seen them naked? He had seen… Kari, Lin, and Fay…. my fiancées… naked?

      He needed to die.

      Lin had crossed her arms and Fay was nodding along with the girl. Both of them seemed to be in agreement about what kind of punishment this man should suffer, but Herleif seemed to think differently. Of course, I was no longer paying attention to that since the realization of what this man had done finally set in.

      “That’s right. If these three caught you in the act of peeping, then it means they were naked.” I stared at Herleif, who suddenly broke out into a cold sweat. “You saw my fiancées naked.”

      “Er… well, I mean, there was a lot of steam, so it was kinda hard to see and…”

      “You saw my fiancées naked.”

      “Uh… erm… I cannot deny that, but… w-wait! What are you doing?! Where did that sword come from?! I-is that made from the earth element?! But I heard your affinities were water and lightning—where are you sticking that sword?! Don’t! STOOOOPPPPP!!!”

      Herleif’s anguished squeals echoed throughout the room as I administered what I felt was a suitable punishment. No one, not even his granddaughter, tried to stop me. I think Kari understood.

      The punishment had to fit the crime.
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      Since I didn’t want anyone stumbling upon me while I interrogated this man, I found a secluded alley far from the hustle and bustle of the city. It was dark, dank, and perfect for my purposes. Here, the night was quiet. Not a sound could be heard, save for my own breathing and those of the still unconscious would-be kidnapper.

      Said kidnapper was currently tied up. He was leaning against the wall, his head lolling against his chest. Of course, I made sure the bindings were a little loose so I could easily grab a body part to break, but even though it was loose, he would not be able to escape from me, even if he broke the bindings.

      That was simply the difference in our strength.

      Deciding that now was a perfect time, I placed a finger against the man’s head and sent a jolt of lightning straight into his brain. It was just a mild shock. Certainly, it would not be enough to kill someone, but the man’s entire body jolted upright so quickly that he smacked the back of his head against the wall.

      “Ow…”

      I was still crouched right in front of him, waiting to be noticed. The man blinked several times. He seemed disoriented at first. He glanced around with dull, glazed eyes. As the seconds passed, he gained cognizance and began trying to move around, only to realize that he was completely bound in rope.

      “W-what in the nine realms?! What happened to me?”

      “Can you not guess?” I asked, finally speaking up.

      “You!” the man shouted, spittle flying from his mouth as his face became increasingly pale. “What are you doing?! Untie me this instant! Do you not know who I am?! Are you courting death?! I am a guard in the service of the great Ammon! If you do not wish to die like a miserable cur, then release me at once!”

      The smile on my face grew increasingly wide. This man was shouting and spouting information like it was water. I didn’t even have to interrogate him to get the most important information I wanted—knowledge of the man I needed to kill.

      “So, the man who asked you to capture me was Ammon, is it?” As soon as those words left my mouth, the man clammed up, but I didn’t mind. “I’m rather new here, so I don’t actually know where this Ammon resides. Perhaps you could tell me?”

      I made sure to keep my voice light and easygoing, but I think that just frightened the man I was interrogating even more. His face paled to the point where his skin was no longer dark but nearly ghost white. I didn’t know that was possible.

      “I-I’m not going to tell you anything,” the man said, though he no longer sounded as confident. “I’ll never betray my master!”

      “Really? That’s too bad.”

      Since the man didn’t want to tell me anything, I decided to begin the actual interrogation.

      “AAAAAHHH! AH AH! AHHHHH!!!”

      The first thing I did was begin removing his toenails. Since I didn’t have pliers, I created a knife made of water and used that instead. I dug my water knife underneath his toenail, wiggled the knife around as blood seeped from the cracks, and then pried it off.

      It was awfully gory. I had no idea there was so much blood underneath a person’s toenails. It gushed out as I removed each toenail at a pace that was so excruciatingly slow, I was sure the man was regretting his decision not to speak. Skin split. Ichor burst forth. I could see the muscles in his toes now. For a full fifteen minutes, the man I was interrogating released shrill screams and agonized cries before he finally ran out of energy.

      I stopped removing his toenails. Fortunately, I had only removed three, so there were still seven left in case he still decided to resist. Should he prove even more durable than expected, he also had ten fingernails.

      “Are you going to talk?” I asked. The man shook his head. “Well, that’s unfortunate. I guess I should begin removing the rest.”

      “P-please don’t!” the man cried. “It’s not that I don’t want to talk! I do! I do! But Ammon will kill me if I say anything!”

      I could feel the muscles in my face becoming strained as I listened to this man. He obviously didn’t realize what kind of situation he was in.

      “If you do not tell me what I want to know, then I will kill you.” The smile I wore widened, which I think made the man even more afraid of me. He was shaking like a leaf trapped in a hurricane. “So, either way, you are dead. Now tell me what I want to know.”

      The man whimpered and cried, but I merely stared at him until he finally gave in.

      “Okay… okay… I’ll tell you,” he said, body slumping as though exhausted. “Ammon belongs to one of the four most powerful families in the Endless Desert. He’s the eldest son and a powerful Spiritualist who’s received the best training since childhood. They say he’s only a few steps away from reaching the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      My frown grew larger as I listened to this man blather on about things I couldn’t have cared less about. I placed my finger against his chest. The man froze. Then his body jolted as I sent a surge of lightning through it. The man tried to scream, but he could not even move his mouth, or any of his muscles for that matter. They had all locked up when my lightning surged through him. However, anyone with eyes could tell from the way his body shook and his eyes rolled into the back of his head that he was experiencing a great deal of pain.

      Finally letting up, I used the water element to heal his seized muscles, but I didn’t heal the pain.

      “That isn’t what I want to know. Where can I find him?” I asked again.

      I was also a little curious about why this man called Ammon tried to have me kidnapped, but I could already take a guess. I was exotic. There was no one in the Endless Desert who had pale skin, green hair, and green eyes. My green hair was actually one of a kind on this entire continent. I was sure this Ammon or whoever had seen me in the market and decided that he wanted to have such a rare and exotic-looking person as his slave.

      Kari and I had been forced to deal with people like this back when we were wandering the Endless Desert too.

      “Hi… his mansion is… it’s located in the nobles’ pavilion close to the emperor’s palace…” the man rasped. “If you keep traveling into the city, you’ll find a large pavilion with four massive palaces. These palaces belong to the four most powerful families of the city. The one located on the north side of the pavilion belongs to the Malik Family, which is the family Ammon belongs to.”

      I stood to my feet and stroked my jaw, nodding several times as I committed this information to memory. Of course, I had known about the Four Families. They were sort of like the Three Heavenly Families back in Nevaria. They controlled much of the wealth here in the Endless Desert. From what I understood, each of them had control over a very specific type of trade.

      “If I’m not mistaken, the Malik Family controls the marketplace, don’t they?” I asked.

      “That… yes, that is correct,” the man said.

      “I see. Yes, I understand now. Thank you for this information.”

      The man looked up at me with hope in his eyes. “Does that mean you are going to let me go?”

      I smiled at the man. “Of course not.”

      Before the would-be kidnapper had time to do anything more than widen his eyes, I swung out my hand and a blade of water jettisoned from it, slicing through the man’s neck with impunity. It was a clean, surgical cut. I doubt this man even felt pain as his head slowly slid off his shoulders. As the man’s twitching body slumped to the ground, I turned around and began walking toward the center of this city.

      I had a very important person to meet.
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      The morning after we apprehended Herleif, Kari’s grandfather and the peeper, our group hopped aboard the carriage that had taken us to Whiterun Hot Spring Resort and left. Lady Sassa had seen us off. She told us that if we ever wished to return, she would grant us a free room as thanks for apprehending the peeper for her.

      Herleif was not invited.

      Speaking of, Kari’s grandfather sat on the bench opposite of me. He was staring at me with a very strange look in his eyes, like he was torn between feeling jealous and wanting to shed manly tears. I wasn’t sure what to make of his expression. However, I would not deny that it disturbed me a great deal.

      Despite how much room was on the other bench, Kari, Fay, and Lin were sitting with me. Kari was on my right and Fay on my left.

      Being the more affectionate of the two—perhaps the one most willing to show affection would be more accurate—Kari had her arms wrapped around mine as she used my shoulder as a pillow. Fay was sitting close enough that our thighs touched, but she wasn’t holding me like Kari was. I think she was self-conscious in Herleif’s presence.

      Of course, the most affectionate of the entire bunch was Lin. She had seated herself on my lap, her cute bottom pressing into me as her snake tail slithered around our legs. She was using my other shoulder as a pillow. Her slightly cool body honestly felt kinda nice against me. It presented a lovely contrast to Kari and Fay’s warmth.

      The scent of the three girls was a little intoxicating. It was a strange mixture of their natural scent, which was light and somehow feminine, but it was mixed in with the shampoo and soap they had used in the baths. Lavender tickled my nose. The scent of strawberries made my mouth water. There was also a hint of vanilla, which I believed came from Fay. I would admit, it made keeping myself rational more difficult than normal.

      “You are quite the lucky man, aren’t you?” Herleif said. “You must be the envy of all Nevaria.”

      I shrugged. “I suppose I am? I’ve never really thought about it.”

      “You never thought about it?” Herleif looked like he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “You’re in a relationship with two gorgeous human women and an exotic Lamia, a creature who hasn’t been seen in Nevaria for thousands of years. I’m sure men everywhere glare at you with envy, and you haven’t even thought about it?”

      “I don’t really care about what other people think,” I admitted.

      Herleif chuckled. “You’re quite the interesting young man.”

      “Darling is the best,” Lin muttered in a belligerent tone before she stuck her tongue out at Herleif. Fay snorted with laughter while Kari demurely tried to hide her giggles behind her hand.

      As the carriage continued down the mountain path it took to reach the resort, I spoke with Kari, Fay, and Lin. Our discussion centered mostly on what we would be doing once we returned home.

      The scent of the leather upholstery that made up the bench mixed with our own and created an oddly pleasant aroma. I was pretty sure the driver had used some kind of potpourri to create this delicate scent, which reminded me of blooming flowers in the middle of spring.

      “I want to begin studying runes in even more depth,” Kari told us. “Thanks to you, I’ve managed to gain an even greater understanding of runes and how they work, but I would like to begin coming up with practical uses for the knowledge I’ve gained. Also, I want to begin studying the runes that have been discovered in the various city ruins located throughout the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Perhaps I can even find information on the runes that appear on our chests during intercourse.”

      Kari looked more excited than usual as she spoke about her desires and goals. Her eyes were sparkling like a pair of stars, and the smile that lit up her face was the kind I only saw on a few occasions. She had even clasped her hands in front of her large chest as if just thinking about runes was enough to make her shake with anticipation.

      “That sounds like a good idea, especially if you can figure out what the runes on your chests are,” I said. It was still something I didn’t understand despite having searched through every library in Nevaria and the Northern Plains. Hopefully, Kari would discover something that I had missed. She was always the smarter one between the two of us.

      “I haven’t decided what I want to do yet,” Fay admitted with a sigh. “I know I want to learn something new, something that will make me more useful to you and the sect, but I just don’t know what.”

      Fay appeared fairly despondent. She had tried learning runes with Kari, but it was clear from the onset that she not only lacked the talent but also the drive to learn more. It didn’t help that Kari was a natural. The blonde had the unique talent to innately understand how runes worked after just one explanation, and she could even expound upon my lessons through her own deductions.

      I knew Fay felt like she needed to be more useful to me, that she needed to prove her worth, even though she’d already done so ever since we met. She didn’t understand that, to me, she was priceless.

      “There’s no rush.” I placed a hand over hers, which rested upon her thigh. “We have plenty of time for you to decide. For now, focus on getting stronger, and when you finally know what it is you want to do, tell me, and I’ll help make it happen.”

      “Thank you, Eryk.” Fay smiled at me, causing me to smile back.

      “Well, this princess knows what she wants to do,” Lin declared. “She’s going to begin learning more about how to administrate and manage the sect. This princess will help you run the sect while Big Sister and Fay are at the academy.”

      Lin had puffed out her modest chest as she looked at me with a brilliant gleam in her golden eyes. She placed a hand on my chest. Meanwhile, her tail thumped excitedly against the ground and her long ears wiggled happily. Her expression was expectant. The look on her face was practically screaming, “Praise me! Praise me!”

      Warmth blossomed in my chest as I rubbed Lin’s head. Her silken tresses were softer than the finest fabrics.

      “I’ll be relying on you to help me manage the Nevarian Braves, Lin.”

      Lin’s smile widened until it was so large her eyes were forced closed. “Mm! This princess won’t let you down!”

      “I feel like I’m being ignored here,” Herleif muttered as he stroked his jaw.

      “That’s because you are being ignored,” Kari, Fay, and Lin said at the same time.

      Herleif’s shoulders slumped.

      The journey continued. During this time, we discussed many topics, and not all of them were related to work, Spiritualism, and school. They covered a broad range from simple witty dialogue to conversations about what was happening around Nevaria.

      As we talked, Herleif listened and watched us with interest. I couldn’t figure out what the old man was thinking, but he seemed invested in what we were saying.

      “By the way, Grandfather,” Kari suddenly addressed the oldest person in the carriage.

      Herleif perked up. “Oh? Are you finally paying attention to me?”

      “Just for the moment,” Kari said. Herleif looked dejected, but she continued, heedless of the despondent expression on the old man’s face. “Where have you been all this time? It’s been years since I last saw you.”

      “I’ve been exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” Herleif answered. “My journey took me past Mount Hymml. I ended up traveling into the Morkdypt Ravine and got lost for several months.”

      Hearing that name sent a jolt through my spine. Mount Hymml was the mountain that I had trained on to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism with the lightning element in my previous life. I planned on journeying there in this life since one of the key ingredients to the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill was at the top of that mountain.

      “I can’t believe you went that far!” Kari exclaimed in shock. “What could have possibly incited you to journey into one of the deepest and most dangerous places of the Demon Beast Mountain Range?”

      Herleif shook his head. “Sorry, Little Kari. While I would like to tell you, the information I have is something her majesty requested of me. It’s confidential, so unless your mother gives you permission to know of it, I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

      “Mother asked you to do this…?”

      The befuddled expression on Kari’s face said what she was thinking perfectly, and I could understand why she would be so shocked. In my previous life, even I had not dared travel into the Morkdypt Ravine. Even just staying along the edge of the ravine was dangerous. A-Rank Demon Beasts were as numerous as pebbles in that area. Not only were A-Rank Demon Beasts numerous, but there were even several S-Ranked ones.

      I remember fighting against the S-Rank Demon Beast, Asura, when I journeyed close to the Morkdypt Ravine. Only my battle against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm and the six enslaved Elemental Birds—which were all SS-Ranked—had been a more arduous battle.

      The fact that Herleif had been asked to travel that far into the Demon Beast Mountain Range told me there was probably something down there, and that something likely had to do with the Sekbeists. I had never traveled into the Morkdypt Ravine myself, though. All I could do was wonder about what Herleif had discovered.

      The journey from Whiterun Hot Spring Resort to Nevaria took most of the day. By the time we had arrived, the girls all wanted to go off and enjoy the remainder of the evening with me. We said our goodbyes to Herleif and left to grab a bite to eat and enjoy the nightlife.
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      Herleif stood before the Imperial Royal Palace as nostalgia swept through him. The massive structure was one that he could never forget, having lived there for almost a century. Herleif had been the son of an upstart nobleman. At the age of thirty, he had achieved incredible acclaim and power, then went on to challenge the previous emperor in single combat and defeat him, becoming the new emperor. He married the emperor's daughter and was blessed with a wonderful son. Unfortunately, his wife had died during labor.

      So much time has passed, and yet I still remember Astrid’s smile like it was yesterday…

      Shaking away the memories, Herleif walked up to the entrance, where a pair of guards stood. They must have been new because they didn’t recognize him. That, or maybe he had just been away for too long and everyone had already forgotten the previous emperor.

      “Halt!” one of them shouted as they barred entrance into the palace. He glanced at the spears being used to block his way, then at the guard on his right. “I do not know how you managed to get here, but only members of the Astralia Royal Family and those with permission may enter!”

      Herleif pondered what to do about these two. He didn’t think pulling the “previous emperor” card would work. The mere fact that they didn’t recognize him on sight meant they would probably assume he was senile if he told them that. And, of course, he no longer had any form of identification, having lost his royal seal while he was exploring the Morkdypt Ravine.

      Just as it was looking like he might have to sneak in through the back, someone came to his rescue.

      “Lord Herleif! You are back!”

      The man who had appeared looked even older than Herleif, had a handlebar mustache, and had a pronounced widow's peak. He had darker than normal eyes. However, his hair was so gray it bordered on silver. Unlike Herleif who didn’t look a day over forty, this man truly did appear his age.

      His black and white tunic rustled as he walked toward Herleif and the two guards, his expression lively as he recognized the former emperor.

      “Garret, it has been some time since we last saw each other,” Herleif greeted with a smile. “Are you still tending to your garden?”

      “Yes. I’ve recently added some new flowers and wanted to make sure they were taking to their environment.” Garret paused long enough to collect his thoughts. “If you have returned, then does that mean your mission for Empress Hilda was a success?”

      “Well, yes and no,” Herleif said with a mysterious wave of his hand. “Some stuff happened that made accomplishing all my objectives a bit too difficult, but I wouldn’t say it was fruitless either. Anyway, I need to speak with my daughter. Sadly, these two guards don’t seem to recognize me.”

      The two guards in question were watching the back and forth with completely pale faces. By this point, they must have either guessed his identity or at least understood that he was an important person. The one who had spoken to him so harshly was shaking in his greaves.

      “You refused this man entrance?” Garret narrowed his eyes at the guards. “Do you not know who this man is? He is the previous emperor! Lord Herleif Astralia!”

      “The former emperor?!” The two men gaped as they withdrew their spears from the door and knelt on the ground. “O-our apologies, Lord Herleif! We had no idea it was you!”

      Herleif could have used this moment to berate these two, and indeed, he even contemplated punishing them for a second, but he eventually decided not to. He was in a hurry. Also, it was kind of his fault these two didn’t recognize him. They were new and had clearly never seen his face before. He had also been gone for several years now.

      “It’s fine. Just let me in and we’ll pretend this issue never happened.”

      “Th-thank you, My Lord!”

      The two guards expressed their gratitude with tears as they opened the door and allowed Herleif inside. Garret joined him as he walked down the hall.

      “You haven’t aged a single day,” the man remarked with a wistful smile. “I guess this is the benefit of being a powerful Spiritualist.”

      “I’ve recently received a couple of breakthroughs in my cultivation as well.” Herleif gave his old friend a mysterious smile. “That’s probably why I don’t appear to have aged much despite the number of years that have passed.”

      As a Spiritualist who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, Herleif expected he would probably live anywhere from 500 to 1,000 years. The previous emperor had been around 562 years old when he died. Of course, he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism when he was around sixty years old, so that might have contributed to why he only lived to be a little over 500.

      Garret accepted the words at face value and didn’t ask any questions. That was something Herleif liked about this man. He understood that discretion was often the better part of valor.

      It did not take more than a few minutes to reach the empress’s office, where she did most of her work. Where most people would have knocked before entering, Herleif did no such thing, opening the door and walking in as if he owned the place.

      He gazed around the large chamber and smiled. There were a few new additions to the decorations such as the tea table and chairs, but aside from that, it looked just as he remembered. He even found Hilda sitting behind her desk with two large stacks of papers atop it. She was reading through various reports and sometimes signing off on something. Behind and to her left was Valence, her ever-faithful first husband, bodyguard, and Herleif’s own son.

      “Hilda, it has been a long time. You seem to be doing well,” Herleif greeted as he walked in. Garret did not follow him but instead shut the door and informed the guards standing on either side that they weren’t to be disturbed during this meeting.

      “Father.” Hilda’s eyes grew wide as she looked up from her work, but then she smiled, set down the quill she had been using to sign papers, and placed her clasped hands on the table. “It has indeed been some time since we last saw each other. I am pleased to see you have returned in good health. If I didn’t know any better, I would say you look younger now than you did before leaving.”

      Herleif gave Hilda the same mysterious smile he gave Garret, but then he shifted his gaze to Valence. His only son remained stone-faced even after seeing who had entered. Well, it was time to change that.

      “Valence, do you have nothing to say to your father?” Herleif asked.

      While Valence did not become flustered, he did bow his head. “It is good to see you, Lord Father. You look well.”

      “Tch. I never could get a fun reaction out of you.”

      Herleif wanted to try and tease his son some more, but Empress Hilda had one of her maidservants grab a chair for him to sit on, then ushered everyone but her, Valence, and Herleif out of the room. Silence descended. Now alone, the blonde woman activated a rune array on her desk. Herleif sat straighter when a soft surge of Spiritual Power spread across the room. It almost felt like every surface was being coated in a fine layer of powder.

      “I see you’re making great use of the Array of Silence,” he observed with an amused smile.

      Hilda shrugged. “The information I requested you to discover for me is not something I want just anyone hearing. If it gets into the wrong hands, it could very easily spell disaster for Nevaria.” The woman set her elbows on the table and steepled her fingers together. “I’d like to know what you have discovered during your travels into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Have you found any trace of the Sekbeists?”

      Knowing that now was not the time to keep trying to tease Valence, Herleif nodded and began informing Hilda of what he had discovered during his travels. The woman remained silent as she listened. However, her eyes were slowly growing wider the longer he talked. Even Valence was not immune to surprise. By the time Herleif had finished explaining everything, the other two looked like they were being confronted with an S-Rank Demon Beast.

      “To think there would be something so dangerous in the Morkdypt Ravine…” Hilda muttered. “I’m sure they have also been there for many centuries, biding their time and building their forces. Meanwhile, our own forces have diminished greatly—likely because of them.” She placed a hand on her forehead and rubbed it as though attempting to rub out the wrinkles created by this distressing news. “This is a rather serious threat indeed.”

      “What do you plan on doing now?” asked Herleif.

      “Nothing yet.” Hilda released a deep gust of breath as she leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes for but a moment to compose herself. “There is currently nothing we can do about them since we do not have the strength to defeat them. For now, I will simply work on strengthening our forces. Fortunately, we have many alchemy pills that can help us achieve the results we desire.”

      Herleif was surprised to hear that someone had brought back alchemy, but he did not comment on it. There were more important matters to discuss.

      “What about using Eryk Veiger?” he asked. “I’m sure that young man could possibly do something about this threat.”

      Speaking honestly, Herleif didn’t think there was anything Eryk could do, but he wanted to know what Hilda thought of the young man. Her response would tell him a lot. Of course, he was sure she knew what he was up to.

      “So, you know Eryk, then?” asked Hilda.

      “We met just recently.” Herleif shrugged, not going into detail. There was no need to let his daughter-in-law know that he was still peeping on women while they bathed.

      “I see.” Long locks of blonde hair jostled around as Hilda shook her head. “I’m sure he could do something given enough time, but I do not believe he is strong enough to deal with a threat of this magnitude yet. However… maybe it would be a good idea to let him know about what you have discovered. He might have an idea about what we can do.”

      It sounded like she thought quite highly of the young man. He played with the upholstery of his seat. The leather was soft, obviously a kind made from a very powerful Demon Beast, though he couldn’t tell which. That said, there were only a few Demon Beasts with white/silver hides, so that did narrow down his prospects quite a bit.

      “Is this made from Silverback hide?” he asked suddenly.

      “It is,” Hilda confirmed.

      “Hmm…”

      He continued to play with the hide, letting his thoughts roam. Hilda did not interrupt him. While she had defeated him in combat, that was back then, when she had miraculously reached the Third State of Spiritualism at the ripe young age of twenty-two. She had surprised him so thoroughly that he slipped during their match and lost. To be fair to himself, the idea of a young woman barely out of her teens reaching the Third State of Spiritualism seemed preposterous.

      If they were to fight now, there was no telling who would win.

      He was also her father-in-law, and Hilda was nothing if not respectful to those who had seniority over her.

      “You seem to trust this Eryk Veiger a great deal,” Herleif said after a moment of thought. “Not only are you considering telling him about the information I have, but you have let Kari travel outside of Nevaria with him.”

      “I have indeed,” Hilda confirmed. “I have even let Kari travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range with Eryk several times.”

      Herleif felt like someone had shocked him with a Spiritual Lightning Technique. Hilda had always been overprotective of her daughter ever since she was attacked by a Demon Beast when she was younger. To learn that she was now allowing Kari into the Demon Beast Mountain Range told him that Hilda implicitly trusted Eryk to protect Kari.

      “I would like to know more about Eryk Veiger,” Herleif said at last.

      Hilda nodded as she slowly stood up and gestured toward him. “In that case, let us speak over dinner. I have not had a chance to eat since breakfast and am rather famished.”

      Standing up, Herleif followed Hilda and Valence to an informal dining room, where his daughter-in-law told him everything she could about the mysterious young man who would eventually become his grandson-in-law.
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      The palace where Ammon resided was quite extraordinary. It was a massive complex made of large stone blocks, featuring numerous gigantic columns that were at least four times thicker than myself, and were decorated with many intricate drawings. Something I noticed about the drawings was that they all featured depictions of the man who had killed my wife and daughter. It looked like this place had at one point been a base for the war against the Sekbeists a thousand years ago.

      My blood boiled.

      I didn’t remember these palaces being so big when Kari and I were living here before, but I guess the four families had grown in power since I left the Endless Desert all those decades ago.

      Crouched low behind some fronds that decorated the outer courtyard, I observed the guards that were standing before the door and patrolling the grounds. I counted at least one dozen. After several seconds of observing, I used Spiritual Perception to confirm that there were indeed only twelve guards outside. The rest were inside. And there were about two hundred of them.

      Now that I knew how many people I was up against, it was time for me to act.

      I stepped out from behind the fronds and pointed at the two guards near the entrance. They had noticed me, proving they were quite quick on the uptake, but it was already too late.

      My Spiritual Power surged as I channeled it through my fingers, shooting two bolts of lightning that curved through the air and slammed into them. Each bolt was so powerful that it ripped their chests clean open and erupted from their backs. The guards were dead before they hit the ground. I watched in silence as their smoking corpses flew backward and struck the stone courtyard.

      “What the—we have an intruder!”

      Of course, my actions caused the other guards to notice me as well.

      That was fine.

      Reaching behind my back, I tugged on the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, bringing the massive weapon to bear. Lightning crackled along its length as I thrust it forward. The segments quickly detached from each other and flew along the path my will dictated. It moved so quickly that my first victim could do nothing as he was impaled through the chest. Then the blade quickly curved around, impaling another through the back.

      I used the Dragon’s Tail Ruler with just one hand. The other hand I pointed at a guard coming in from my left. Like the rest, he was wielding a pair of khopesh and dressed in dark clothes.

      When he saw the lightning crackling to life on my palm, he tried to stop running toward me, but I fired the powerful bolt before he could get away. The sphere of condensed and bright energy exploded against him. His scream echoed across the courtyard as his insides were fried. Smoke rose from his body as it turned black and charred. Then, with a few twitches, he fell backward onto the courtyard. At the same time as that man died, I maneuvered the Dragon’s Tail Ruler to impale another guard.

      I had just killed six of the twelve guards who had been outside in less than a split second.

      Unfortunately, we had made far too much noise. More guards were streaming out from the main entrance. Not all of them were Spiritualists, but quite a few were, though they were almost entirely at the First State of Spiritualism. It seemed most of them had either an earth or a fire elemental affinity. That was not unusual for people of the Endless Desert.

      Even as I watched them, these Spiritualists began stamping their feet in a unique rhythm that caused their Spiritual Power to surge into the ground. Several of them also smacked their hands against the courtyard. As their powers reached a crescendo, the earth suddenly rose up around me and encased every part of my body, save my head.

      “Who are you?!” a man wearing a slightly different uniform than the others asked. His outfit was a little more ostentatious than everyone else’s, and he wore a turban on his head, leading me to believe he was a commander of sorts. “Answer me now! Who are you?! Who sent you?! Are you working for the Samawai Family?! If you don’t answer me right now, then do not blame me for being ruthless!”

      If I was not mistaken, the Samawai Family was one of the four most powerful families in the Endless Desert. I had never dealt with them, but the mercenary company Kari and I used to belong to had done jobs for them on occasion. They always paid well.

      I had no intention of answering this man’s question. With a soft grunt, I released my Spiritual Power, causing it to pour out of my body in arcs of lightning and jets of water. The earth encasing my body shattered in an instant. Soon, the lightning and water changed from arcs and jets to rings and swirling cyclones that surrounded me as a protective barrier.

      “W-what in the nine realms is this?!”

      “What’s going on?! How can anyone have such power?!”

      “Third State! This man has reached the Third State of Spiritualism! We’re all dead!”

      The men who had come to attack me were on the verge of panic, their eyes wide as they stared at the elements I was controlling with but a thought. Many of them looked like they wanted to run. However, the man in charge merely raised his khopesh and started shouting.

      “Do not falter, men! This man is obviously using some kind of trick to make himself seem strong! Deal with him the way you would deal with any other mercenary scum!”

      Had I faced these people before Kari died, I would have been impressed by how this man managed to get his forces back under control. Many of them were still frightened, but they didn’t turn tail and run, instead choosing to stay and fight. However, I was not impressed now. I was annoyed. These people were in my way.

      “Since you do not wish to get out of my way, I’ll just have to sweep you all aside. I hope you’re prepared to die.”

      “If you think you can kill me, then just try it!”

      Oh. I must have said that out loud. I thought I had been talking inside of my head, but maybe I had begun talking to myself. I was sure that was a bad sign.

      “Use the Great Phoenix Formation!” The commander shouted.

      At his words, several men moved to the front while the others moved to the back. The men at the front stomped their feet into the ground, timing their movements with each other. Their synchronicity was impressive, and the results of their movements were several fire spears that gathered together above their heads. Each one was maybe a meter or two in length. All of them shot toward me after the Spiritualists made throwing motions.

      Too bad for them I had no intention of staying still.

      My body flickered briefly before the spears traveled right through it like it wasn’t even there. Of course, all the spears had struck was my afterimage. The real me was already right next to my first victim.

      The man’s eyes widened in shock as I swung my weapon, but that was all he could do before my blade sliced his body in half. I must have used more force than I intended. His upper half spiraled through the air while his lower half flew in the opposite direction. Both hit the ground with a wet splat.

      I ignored the sight and moved on.

      The next person I appeared beside was a young man who was staring at his now dead comrade in horror. When he noticed I was next to him, he screamed and tried to swing his khopesh at me, but I struck him in the face with the pommel of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. This normally wouldn’t have done much. It might have stunned him at most. However, just then I was using lightning and water to enhance my attack power.

      I could feel the cartilage of this man’s face breaking, but more than that, I felt the lightning coursing through his body, frying his insides so completely I imagine he would have looked like overcooked beef if someone cut him open. His body twitched and spasmed as it fell to the ground.

      By this point, the guards were beginning to panic again.

      “He’s too strong!”

      “We’re all going to die!”

      “Run away!”

      “Don’t give up, men! Once the Great Phoenix Formation is complete, this man will die!”

      I didn’t know what this Great Phoenix Formation was, though it sounded like a Spiritual Fire Technique. Maybe it was one of those combination techniques I had learned a while back. Kari and I didn’t have any combination techniques because we had different affinities that were not complimentary, but we had discussed them in great detail before.

      It turned out I was right. While I was systematically slaughtering the guards at the front, the ones in the back finished their technique.

      I heard it before I saw it, the loud cry of a great bird echoing across the courtyard, and then came the almost unbearable heat. It was so sweltering that my body instantly broke out in a sweat. I had to channel the water element through my body to keep cool. Not only was I suffering from this heat, but the people around me were also in incredible distress. I was actually pretty lucky. The guards who had been fighting me all dropped to the ground as the heat sapped their strength.

      I looked over at the commander and his men. All of them were dancing in sync, their movements generating massive amounts of Spiritual Power that erupted from their palms as the fire element. Streams of fire swirled above their heads. This fire quickly agglomerated into a massive sphere above them, which then took a different shape. Another bird cry echoed through the courtyard as the fire transformed into a massive Phoenix.

      The Phoenix was a legendary S-Rank Demon Beast and one of the few that was said to be benevolent. It traveled the world, spreading its wings, and with each flap, it emitted the Flames of Life, a powerful fire that was said to bring life to desolate lands.

      I had no idea if any of that was true. What I did know was that this technique was definitely powerful.

      Not that I cared.

      The commander made a gesture as if he was throwing something, and the Phoenix shot toward me so fast anyone else would have lost sight of it. I did not. High-speed movement was my forte, and this Phoenix was nowhere near fast enough to defeat me.

      With but a thought, I dismissed the lightning element and focused fully on the water element. My body transformed. I could feel it changing from solid to liquid. My hands, arms, legs, and torso suddenly became semi-transparent as they turned into water.

      Now an element, my body quickly exploded, growing into a massive tidal wave that was ten times larger than this Phoenix. I didn’t sweep over the creature, however. I surrounded it on all sides and enclosed my now watery body around it. Steam emitted from my body as the Phoenix tried to burn me away, but my Spiritual Power was stronger than this technique, and after nearly ten seconds of struggling, the Phoenix gave a single cry before I closed around it, snuffing the fire from existence as though it were nothing.

      “W-what the… there’s no way…”

      “This is impossible!”

      “I-I can’t believe it… our Great Phoenix Formation… destroyed in an instant.”

      As I transformed back into flesh and blood, I looked at the guards. All of them were on the ground, their eyes wide in horror and their mouths agape. Some of them were so frightened that they pissed themselves when I looked at them.

      The scent of urine soon mixed with the charred scent of burned flesh.

      Recognizing that many of them had their spirits broken, I spoke in a loud voice that rang across the courtyard. “The one I want is Ammon and Ammon alone. Should any of you wish to flee for your lives, I will not stop you. However, if you choose to stand against me, I will crush you like I did that Phoenix.”

      As my words echoed across the courtyard, the many guards sitting on the ground, their bodies unable to move, suddenly gained strength. They stood up and ran. None of them seemed to have a clear destination in mind, but all of them ran as far away from this courtyard as fast as their legs could carry them. They understood that it was impossible to defeat me.

      The only one who didn’t run was the commander.

      “You are either very brave or very stupid. Or both,” I said to the man whose hands were shaking as he gripped his sword. “You know you cannot defeat me, yet you still choose to stand in my way.”

      “I swore an oath long ago to protect the heir to the Malik Family,” the man admitted reluctantly. “Unlike the others who are only in it for the money, I promised that I would give my life for the sake of my master. If this is to be my end, then I would rather die in service to the family I swore allegiance to than as a coward who turned tail and ran like a gutless dog.”

      “I see. I understand how you feel.” Despite not wanting to, I felt some respect for this man as I readied the Dragon’s Tail Ruler. “In that case, I shall grant your wish. Die knowing that you did all in your power to protect your master from an overwhelmingly powerful enemy. Die with your honor and pride still intact.”

      The man said nothing as he charged at me, but I was not in the mood to let him and I clash. I wanted to end this now.

      Using the Flash Step, I ran straight past him, feeling only a hint of resistance as I swung my weapon through his body. Appearing several meters from where I had been standing, I listened as the sound of a body dropping to the ground echoed across the now silent courtyard.

      Without turning to look at the corpse of the commander guard, I began walking toward the entrance of the Malik Family’s palace.
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      Everything returned to normal after we arrived back in Nevaria.

      I immediately began working the day after we returned, checking to make sure that Mykkel and the two people I had hired to keep everything in order while I was away had done a good job. Fortunately, all of the paperwork had been properly cataloged and filed. The quests and quest reports were stored neatly in a leather-bound book. All the information was correctly logged as well, including who took which quest, how long it took them to complete each one, an after-action report regarding what happened, the rank, and what each quest paid.

      Of course, we had only been gone for a few days, so it wasn’t like there were that many new quests, but it was still good to know that the people I hired were capable of doing my work while I was gone.

      I soon learned that only Mykkel and one other person had been doing any actual work, however. One of the workers I hired had neglected her duties and decided to foist all of the work onto Mykkel and the other person.

      She was summarily fired.

      I had no need for workers who didn’t work.

      Mykkel went back to his original duties after I returned. He secretly informed me that while he was willing to help, he preferred being free to take on quests and that I should consider hiring someone full-time. It was a good idea, and fortunately, there was someone more than up to the task.

      “You do good work,” I said as I sat behind my desk. The large leather-bound book containing all of the quests that had been completed thus far sat in front of me, but I was looking at the man standing in front of the desk and not the book. “Your handwriting is neat and legible, and all of the information has been properly recorded. Mykkel had nothing but praise for your talent and dedication. Congratulations, Felman. I’m going to hire you full-time.”

      The man who stood before my desk was an older gentleman in his thirties. He wasn’t a Spiritualist, which was obvious from how he actually looked his age. His sideburns were beginning to turn gray and there were some wrinkles around his eyes. However, he still stood with a proud bearing, back straight, shoulders back, and his chest thrust out.

      “Thank you, sir.” Felman bowed low. “I promise not to let you down.”

      Felman proved to be a very capable worker. He took on all the tasks that didn’t require my attention, filing away completed quests in the quest book, communicating with the receptionists whenever a new quest had been taken, and diligently working with our suppliers to buy ingredients for food for the kitchens and water for the baths. The only thing he didn’t do was work on our budget and correspond with the various families and groups who hired us for quests, which was my job.

      Unfortunately, while Felman was indeed a great worker, there was someone who didn’t approve of him.
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      Several days had passed since we had returned. Kari and Fay were back at the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy, meaning they couldn’t always help out. I found myself relying more and more on Felman to deal with the menial tasks that I couldn’t be bothered with.

      At the moment, I was sitting behind my desk and reading over a report regarding the increased food expenditure. Our sect had expanded from a mere forty members to one hundred and forty. A lot of these members liked to eat here before they went on a quest, which meant we were consuming a lot more food now.

      Of course, the increase in the number of people eating here meant we had to increase the number of ingredients we bought. Fortunately, eating at the sect wasn’t free. It was cheaper than if someone were to eat at a restaurant, but it still cost money, which was what helped pay for the food. That said, a new budget had to be drawn up to accommodate for the increased amount we were paying for ingredients. I also should consider hiring extra hands to help the chef since one man could not cook for hundreds of people.

      It wasn’t just the increase in food that we needed to draft a new budget for. There was an increasing need for Body Forging and Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills to help the new recruits, the equipment for training our new Spiritualists, and we needed to consider expanding our base of operations. I was actually thinking of buying out the nearby buildings to hold all of the people who now worked here. It would be convenient if they lived nearby.

      Of course, room and board were not going to be free.

      I was not the only person working in the office, and as I leaned back to rest my eyes, I chanced a glance at Lin.

      The young Lamia woman had been working even more diligently than before. I was not sure why, but she continued to read through reports, sign off on quests, and place them in the quest book with an almost maniacal tenacity. Every time she finished one task, she would immediately inform me and demand another.

      “Darling, this princess has finished adding all the new quests into the quest book. What is next?”

      “This princess is done writing up the new budget to increase the amount of training equipment we have. Is there anything else she can do?”

      “This princess wrote a letter to the Alchemist Association, requesting more alchemy pills for training. Would you like her to deliver it to the Alchemist Association for you?”

      While I was happy to see her working so hard, another part of me was worried that she wasn’t getting enough rest. I felt like Lin was pushing herself to get more work done than she could reasonably handle. I had noticed it before, but she was making a few basic mistakes that she hadn’t made since we first opened the sect.

      “Lin, are you feeling all right?” I asked during one of our work crunching sessions.

      “This princess is feeling fine. Why wouldn’t she be?”

      Despite her words, I continued to study Lin as she drafted several letters to various companies. The one for the Alchemist Association was situated right next to her. I looked at the current one and saw that it was a letter to the Eieran Family, requesting information on any nearby buildings that were up for sale. Her handwriting was meticulous and neat as always. She had even better handwriting than Kari and Fay now.

      It didn’t look like there was anything wrong with her, but I still couldn’t stop the feeling that she was trying too hard.

      Before I could say anything more, the door opened and Felman walked in. Lin immediately stiffened. Her tail began rattling ominously as the man approached. I kept a careful eye on her as I turned toward the older man, wary that she might spring over the desk and attack him.

      “Sir Eryk, I’ve come to deliver the new expense report regarding training clothes for the newest Spiritualists who joined the Nevarian Braves.” Felman handed the report over to me. “It seems there was a slight miscalculation in the amount of money required to produce the equipment. After going over the numbers myself, I discovered that we were off by about 2,500 valis.” He shrugged. “The number itself is not significant, but if we keep on making these mistakes, we’re bound to lose money.”

      The report consisted of two sheets of parchment, one containing the original report and the other containing the new report. Looking it over, I could see that, indeed, someone had miscalculated the numbers on their first try. This new one was correct. The old one was wrong.

      “Thank you,” I said to Felman. “I’ll be sure to incorporate this into the new budget.”

      “Of course, sir.” Felman bowed to me before seeing himself out of the office/living room.

      Silence filled the air for a while as I set the reports on the desk and turned to Lin, who had suddenly broken out in a cold sweat and was looking anywhere but at me. Her tail was beating incessantly on the ground. Its frantic pace betrayed her nervousness more than even the expression on her face.

      “Lin…” I began.

      “D-don’t look at this princess like that! She’s not very good with numbers yet! Sh-she was bound to make a mistake or two, but it was only the one mistake! She’s still much better than Felman! This princess is a bigger help than he is!”

      “I didn’t say anything about your mistake, did I?”

      “Uuugh!”

      Looking at this woman with pitifully slumped shoulders almost made me sigh. Lin was trying so hard to be helpful, and she was doing her best. There was no way I could fault her for making a mistake given the circumstances.

      In truth, a simple mistake like this wouldn’t affect our numbers right now, though if we kept making them as our sect increased in size, it could cause serious problems in the future. It would probably be a good idea to nip this problem in the bud right now.

      Fortunately, I had a pretty good idea of what was wrong.

      “Lin… are you jealous of Felman?”

      I waited for Lin to answer me as she stared at her hands, which now rested on her lap. Her tail had gone silent. It was lying flat on the floor as the expression on her face became one of struggle and conflict. Her eyebrows were squinted together and she was biting her lower lip with her longer than human fangs.

      “This princess… is trying really hard to become useful to you,” Lin finally said in a quiet voice. “She wants to be someone you can rely on, someone who can do things for you that other people cannot. But that Felman does a better job than her. He’s consistently doing better work than this princess. He’s helping you more than this princess can. It is infuriating!”

      As she spoke, her voice growing louder with each passing second, Lin clenched her fists, tightly gripping the fabric of her skirt. Her arms were shaking. This must have been eating away at her for the last few days.

      I didn’t speak at first as I stood up and stepped over her tail. Kneeling before the girl, I placed my hands over hers and looked into her eyes from my new position. Now that I was lower than her, I could see her face and eyes turning red with frustration. Lamia didn’t have aqueducts in their eyes, so they couldn’t produce tears, but if they could, I was pretty sure she would be crying right now.

      As someone who was still relatively new to Nevaria, Lin had not been around for that long, but even so, she had learned our written language in just a few months, could read even the most complicated books as though she had been reading her whole life, already knew basic math, and had some of the best handwriting I had ever seen. She worked very hard to learn those skills. It must have been frustrating for her to see someone do a better job at something that she was putting her whole heart into.

      “Lin,” I began, “it is true that Felman does an excellent job.” There was no getting around that, so I didn’t bother saying otherwise. Lying wouldn’t have helped. “However, Felman works specifically as a secretary. He has years of experience that you do not have. Yet despite the fact that he has been doing this kind of work for years, he’s not that much better than you are. The only thing he has on you is experience. He doesn’t have your innate talent or your incredible dedication.”

      Lin’s hands were a little cool. As a cold-blooded species, Lamia could not produce their own body heat. I kept my hands firmly on top of hers and used them to warm her up.

      “What’s more, these tasks are all Felman can do,” I continued when Lin’s eyes flickered to me, letting me know she was paying attention. “He can’t train our sect members with me like you can. He will never travel into the Demon Beast Mountain Range with me like you will. Where he can only do this one job, you have a multitude of jobs, and you are good at all of them. There is not a single person within this sect who can replace you.”

      Lin’s lips and golden eyes trembled as she stared at my face, searching for something. Was it reassurance she was seeking? I didn’t know. She sniffled once, then rubbed her nose as if it had gotten runny.

      “Does that mean this princess is useful?” she asked in a quiet voice.

      “Very useful,” I answered.

      “More useful than Felman?”

      I laughed. “I can easily find someone to replace Felman.” I squeezed her hands reassuringly. “There is no one in all nine realms who can replace you.”
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Lin took several deep breaths and sniffled some more. It appeared her nose was a little stuffy, which I found slightly amusing. It looked like she was going to start crying, but since she couldn’t produce tears, the effect gave a different sort of aesthetic. Finally, Lin straightened her back and puffed out her chest. The haughty expression I was so used to seeing had finally returned.

      “Well, of course, this princess is irreplaceable,” Lin announced, her pride now back in place. “There is only one of her, after all.”

      “That’s right,” I said. I didn’t point out that there was also only one Felman, as such a comment was unnecessary. “So, no more tears, okay?”

      “Lamia cannot cry, Darling.”

      “… It was a figure of speech.”

      Since it looked like Lin was no longer feeling jealous of Felman, she and I went back to work. I still had to write several correspondence letters to various noble families who wanted to hire our sect for a variety of quests. Meanwhile, Lin was still writing letters to the companies we had business deals with.

      As we worked, the door suddenly opened and Felman walked in.

      “Sir Eryk, I had a question regarding the allocation of funds and—”

      “This princess will do it! Whatever the problem is, this princess will take care of it!”

      As Lin leaped from her seat and tried to take the documents in Felman’s hands, I released a weary sigh. The sound of my palm smacking my face echoed through the office.
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      Oh? Those towers are new. Those things at the top must be the ballistae my daughter mentioned. That shop also wasn’t here before. How many years has it been since I last saw Nevaria? So much has changed…

      It had been a very long time since Herleif was in Nevaria. For many years now, he had been exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, mapping out the parts that had long since been shrouded in mystery. His hope was that by learning more about the area surrounding Nevaria, they would be able to improve the quality of life within the city-state.

      I wonder what I should do now…

      He had spoken with Empress Hilda, spent some time with his son, and visited his grandchildren, but now he was free. It had been so long since he found himself with free time like this.

      Well, if he included the time he spent at Whiterun Hot Spring Resort, then he had spent quite a bit of free time before coming back to Nevaria, but that was neither here nor there.

      Herleif wasn’t one to get into semantics.

      Since I am back in Nevaria, maybe I should visit my old stomping ground? Yes, I think that’s what I’ll do.

      Giggling, Herleif flagged down a carriage, hopped inside, and had them direct him to the noble district. He walked along the noble district, grinning as he headed straight for one estate in particular.

      It was a large estate, easily one of the largest amongst all the noble families. The main building was made of large stones easily several times bigger than an adult human. There were no towers, no extra adornments or extraneous decorations. Simple but imposing, the estate made Herleif think of a military fortress instead of a noble’s mansion.

      At least the Kriger Family Manor hasn’t changed at all.

      He did not go up to the front door. Several guards stood at the front, and he didn’t want them to know he was present. Sneaking around to the back, Herleif channeled Spiritual Power through his body and sank into the wind, becoming a simple breeze. He traveled through the manor’s many training grounds. Many young members of the Kriger Family were training, and he made it a point to blow up the skirts of various women as he passed through.

      “W-what the heck is with this wind?!”

      “M-my skirt!”

      The women tried to push their skirts back down as the men they sparred with ogled them… which pissed the women off enough that they began attacking the men far more viciously than before. If Herleif could have laughed at that man, he would have.

      He eventually reached the front door, slipped in through the cracks, and traveled through the hallways and corridors.

      My Spiritual Power is running low…

      Left with little choice, he found an unused room and transformed back into a person, emerging from within the breeze. He sat down. Crossing his legs, he closed his eyes and slowly cultivated to regain his Spiritual Power. He needed to be careful, though. The last thing he wanted was to disrupt the air. The Kriger Family was a martial family, so they were all sensitive to changes in the atmosphere.

      Once he had regained his Spiritual Power, he masked his presence with the wind and began walking down the corridors again. Herleif was a pro at avoiding people. He used the wind element to create a sonar map in his head and walked through the hallways with no presence. It didn’t take long to reach the area he wanted.

      The Kriger Family baths.

      The Kriger Family had two baths; one for men and one for women, and it was the women’s bath that he had arrived at. Masking his presence even further, Herleif snuck into the bath and hid.

      They may have been a martial family, but the Kriger Family didn’t skimp when it came to luxury. Their bath was by far one of the largest he had ever seen. It looked more like a pool. Water spouted from the walls and filled the giant tub with steaming hot liquid. The steam filling the air helped further mask his presence.

      My, oh, my. The women in the Kriger Family are just as delicious as I remember.

      Herleif ogled the many women currently using the bath. They were all-powerful, their bodies lithe and toned with muscle, but that did nothing to detract from their femineity. Many of them had a perfect hourglass figure. The few who did not were attractive in other ways. He spied one woman with a very petite figure whose body was covered in scars. Another had breasts the size of his head. Each one was beautiful and unique.

      This is what I love about the Kriger Family. So many lovely young ladies. Heh heh heh.

      As he spied on the women, the doors to the bath opened, and a woman he easily recognized walked in.

      Oh ho. Grimm’s daughter is just as sexy as always.

      Catherina Kriger was the current head of the Kriger Family and a woman whose body looked soft on the outside. Beneath that layer of feminine softness were muscles so dense they could have been likened to steel. Her hair was tied into an articulate bun and she was bare as the day she’d been born. Herleif feasted upon the sight of her massive chest and glorious thighs.

      What I wouldn’t give to bury my face between those thighs…

      “Matriarch!”

      “Hello, Matriarch!”

      “Lady Catherina, I’m so glad to see you! Join us!”

      “Hello, girls.” Catherina smiled as she greeted the women of her family.

      She walked close to where he was hiding and lowered herself into the water. Herleif froze for a moment at their proximity. Catherina had especially strong senses. Even the slightest disturbance would cause her to notice him. He needed to be extra cautious with her around.

      “Has my daughter not returned from her expedition?” asked Catherina.

      The young woman she was speaking to shook her head. “Not yet, but I believe she should be returning soon.”

      “Hmm. Good. She’s getting older now, and I think it’s about time we find a husband for her.”

      “Have you any thoughts on who would be a suitable candidate?”

      “A few.”

      As the conversation continued, switching to many different topics in less time than it took to blink, Kriger tried to get a better look at Catherina. He shifted around and attempted to peek at her sideboob. The sight of sweat trailing down her elegant neck and back caused him to gulp and lean further… and that was his mistake.

      Catherina suddenly stood up and turned around to stare at the place where he was standing. Even though he should have been completely invisible, she was looking right at him.

      “Hello, Herleif. It’s been a while.”

      Knowing that the jig was up, Herleif stopped manipulating the wind and appeared before them. His sudden appearance caused every woman there to freeze.

      “Ha ha ha… Catherina. You’re looking as beautiful as ever.”

      “And you are as perverse as I remember. I hope you’re ready for your punishment?”

      “Please, have mercy?”

      “Sorry, but that word does not exist in my vocabulary.”
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      When Catherina called Grimm to see her, he had not known what to expect, but seeing a familiar, beaten figure chained to a chair was definitely not it.

      Grimm sat in a chair across from Herleif, who had seen better days. His face was black and blue. His left eye was swollen shut. There were several lumps on his face, the result of obvious and intense blunt force trauma. Catherina had certainly not gone easy on the former emperor when beating the snot out of him.

      “Need I ask what happened here?” Grimm said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Most certainly not,” Catherina said.

      “Right.” Grimm sighed. “Herleif, my friend, do you never get tired of getting your face pounded for being such a lecher?”

      “I regret nothing,” Herleif said with pride.

      Grimm pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course not.”

      He and Herleif had been friends for as long as they could remember. They first met at the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. Back then, Grimm was a studious young man with a yearning to grow stronger and Herleif had been the son of the previous Emperor. He had been very respectful to Herleif during those first few months, but their relationship changed after he realized the young heir to the Nevarian Royal Family was nothing but a perverted lecher who liked to peep on women. He could still remember the first time Herleif had somehow tricked him into sneaking into the women’s hot spring with him. The beating they had gotten that day was one he still felt phantom pains over.

      Despite finding his habits repulsive, they somehow fell in together and had been friends ever since. Grimm would even go so far as to say this man was his brother in all but blood. Whenever Herleif got into trouble for his bad habits, Grimm was right there with him. Really. Why were they still friends? This man was nothing but a headache.

      “I’m surprised you’re back in Nevaria. I expected you to still be out, exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range,” Grimm said.

      Herleif shrugged. “I just returned a few days ago.”

      “And you decided to spy on my women of my family shortly after returning?”

      “That’s because the women in your family are the sexiest.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “You really never change, do you?” asked Catherina.

      “Why should I have to change who I am?” asked Herleif.

      “You know, you could have any women you wanted if you just stopped being such a lecher. You’re attractive enough, powerful, and you have your reputation as the former emperor. Would it not be better to simply use your assets to seduce women into your bed? Many of the women you spy on would gladly bed you if you changed your ways.” Catherina tried to convince him to stop.

      “… I’m not interested in having sex. Peeping is enough—owch! Owch! That’s my ear you’re pulling! Stop it! Are you trying to rip it off?!”

      Grimm smiled in both amusement and sorrow as he watched Catherina yank the man’s ear hard enough to make it stretch.

      There had been a time when Herleif stopped peeping. That was after he met Revna, the first and only woman to ever beat Herleif to within an inch of his life and the woman who would later on become his wife. Herleif had become smitten and turned a new leaf after meeting her. Instead of spending every waking second peeping, he would spend it trying to woo her.

      She had not been receptive to his advances at first despite his status. He would send her flowers, write her poems, protect her honor, and beat up anyone who dared approach her with lecherous intentions. Grimm could still recall how Herleif would place a rose on her desk every day. The rose would always come with a horribly written but heartfelt poem expressing his love for her. It had been very amusing to watch.

      Despite Herleif’s best efforts, she had never looked his way during their time at the academy. It had taken years of dedication and perseverance before she fell for him.

      Sadly, Revna died after giving birth to their son due to complications in her cultivation. Herleif had returned to peeping after that.

      Despite his bad habits, he has not touched another woman in all the time I’ve known him.

      Of course, while Grimm felt bad for his friend, that did not excuse the man from peeping on women. They were two separate issues.

      “How long do you plan on staying in Nevaria?” asked Grimm.

      “Before I answer that, could you get your daughter to unbind these chains? They’re really starting to hurt.”

      “You can forget it. The only way I will unbind you is after I throw your ass out of my house,” Catherina said before tightening the chains. An ominous creaking sound echoed from Herleif. It sounded like his bones were getting ready to snap.

      “I’m with my daughter on this one. I’d really rather not have you causing a ruckus right now,” Grimm said.

      “How can you be so heartless? Aren’t we friends? Brothers? Where is your camaraderie?”

      “It disappeared when you decided to peep on my family. Haven’t you heard the saying ‘Family before all else?’”

      “No, but I have heard the saying ‘bros before hoes.’”

      “So, you’re calling the women of my family whores?”

      “If the shoe fits—owch! It was just a joke! A joke! Stop tightening the chains! My bones are beginning to break! You’re gonna snap my spine like a twig if you keep that up!”

      Herleif gasped in relief as Catherina loosened the chains slightly, though not enough for him to escape. Those chains were made from a special and rare ore that could disrupt Spiritual Power to an extent. It was possible to overpower it, of course, but that required more concentration than Herleif could muster with how tight those chains were.

      It seems some things never change…
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      Despite her promise not to release Herleif, she did unbind him, though Herleif couldn’t go anywhere with Grimm watching him like a hawk.

      It was late evening. The sky was painted red. Herleif and Grimm were sitting on a veranda overlooking the Kriger Family grounds as they shared a bottle of syra. Even now, a group of young men and women were practicing their family’s martial techniques as the two old men took swigs from the bottle.

      “So, what did you find out there?” asked Grimm.

      After taking a swig of syra, Herleif handed the bottle back to Grimm, who threw his head back and took a drink himself.

      “I didn’t find much, to be honest, but what I did find was quite disturbing. There were many Sekbeists further out than I could have imagined. I couldn’t figure out what they were doing, but I can’t help but feel they are planning something.”

      “Hmmm. Speaking of, you were right about the Leucht Family. Empress Hilda tried to hide it, but I did my own digging and discovered they were being aided by a Sekbeist. I also have reason to believe this Sekbeist was the one responsible for the previous assassinations of Nevaria’s top alchemists and the loss of knowledge.”

      The Sekbeists were not widely known since the Astralia Royal Family had done its best to keep the information confidential, but a few individuals outside of the family knew about it. This wasn’t something they could keep to themselves. Grimm Kriger was one such individual. Of course, no one else in the Kriger Family was aware of this knowledge. They didn’t want to cause a panic, which would no doubt happen if people learned of the powerful creatures hidden far from Nevaria.

      “I always knew there was something not quite right with that family. They not only rose to power far too quickly, but the disappearance of the previous third heavenly family was suspect. The fact that the Leught Family became a Heavenly Family shortly after Händler Family vanished made me even more suspicious of them.”

      It was unfortunate there had been no proof to accuse them of committing any wrongdoing. Even the Astralia Royal Family could not accuse someone of a crime without evidence. Herleif’s father had been left with no choice at the time but to elevate the Leucht Family since no one at the time had been strong enough to compete with them.

      “Well… at least Eryk was here to take care of the Leucht Family. Thanks to him, they were disposed of not long after their crimes became clear.” Grimm paused. “I suppose we should also thank Grant Leucht for being so stupid. If not for his reckless actions, it might have taken everyone much longer to realize what kind of family they were.”

      “So even you respect Eryk Veiger. That boy really is something else,” Herleif chuckled as he grabbed the bottle and took another swig.

      Grimm shrugged. “He certainly impressed me, not only during the tournament but also during the Demon Beast Invasion. It was thanks to him that our causalities were kept to a minimum.”

      Herleif nodded as he watched one of the young women among the practicing Kriger Family members perform an impressive double kick. She was sadly wearing shorts underneath her skirt. However, her impressive legs were still a sight to behold.

      “Let us just hope that was the end of it,” Grimm added after a long pause.

      Herleif smiled, though it was nowhere near a happy one. The two friends sat there in silence, sharing the bottle of syra until it was all gone. But while no one spoke, Herleif continued to think, and his thoughts were as grim as his friend’s name.

      My friend, I am afraid that Nevaria’s troubles might be just beginning.
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      There was no one to greet me when I entered the Malik Family’s palace. The vast and empty entrance hall was unnecessarily large, though it did not possess the same oversized grandeur as a Dweorg building. Befitting a rich family, there were a lot of decorations, mostly plants. It was a sign of their wealth. Plants were scarce in the Endless Desert, so being able to cultivate them meant they had an abundance of water, which cost a fortune to acquire.

      I walked through the hall, activating Spiritual Perception to see if I could find Ammon. There were several Spiritual Signatures flickering in my field of vision. However, all of them were located below me. All of them except one was brown. The one in the center of this six-person formation had a red Spiritual Signature. I judged the one with the red of the fire element to be Ammon. It appeared they were lying in wait and planning to ambush me when I arrived in the basement.

      How stupid. Did these people take me for a fool?

      Walking through hall after hall, I followed the Spiritual Signatures until I was right on top of them. I didn’t run into anyone. This place was empty. I could only assume everyone had run away when I began slaughtering the guards.

      I looked at the floor. Made from polished limestone, the floor was decorated with motifs of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. Part of me wondered what sort of significance this figure held for the Malik Family, but the rest of me didn’t care—no, the rest of me was boiling just thinking about the man who had taken my wife and daughter from me.

      Raising my fist above my head, I channeled lightning into it, until my fist was encased in crackling blue lightning that released a sound reminiscent of the chirping of a thousand birds. I brought the fist down onto the floor. The floor shattered. As the lightning plunged deeper into the earth, the ground itself was split apart like someone cracking open an egg. Very soon, an opening had appeared in the ground, and I hopped down it without thinking.

      As I landed on the ground, I glanced around. Two of the guards who had been protecting the Spiritualist with the red Spiritual Signature had been crushed by falling debris. They lay under several massive blocks of stone, blood seeping from underneath them to form a puddle. The remaining four were surrounding a handsome young man with dark skin, dark eyes, and dark hair.

      Said young man was seething with anger.

      “You! Who do you think you are?!” the young master demanded, pointing a quivering finger at me. “You have come into my house, slaughtered my guards, and are destroying my property! Do you think I’ll let you get away with something like this?! Are you an idiot?! I’ll see you dead for… for… wait a second.” As the young master’s angry tirade tapered off, his eyes slowly narrowed as he lowered his hand, letting it drop to his side. “Now I recognize you. You are that beautiful man who appeared in the city not long ago.”

      “And you must be Ammon,” I said. “Those men you sent after me were quite weak. Even so, I do not appreciate having someone try to kidnap me for their own purposes. I decided I’d pay you a visit and nip this problem in the bud.”

      Ammon’s face twisted and churned, his thoughts no doubt running wild. He probably didn’t expect me to be such a strong Spiritualist. I was sure he had assumed his men would be able to easily capture me, and now that they hadn’t, he was beginning to realize that I was not the kind of person he could just kill.

      Ammon coughed into his hand. “It seems you are fairly strong. Those guards of mine have all reached the First State of Spiritualism. Killing them is no easy task. How would you like to work for me? I can pay you well. The Malik Family is the wealthiest among the Four Great Families. We’re the most powerful family in the entire Endless Desert. Even the Emperor himself can do nothing to stand against us.”

      I made it look like I was pondering his offer, even though my choice had been made before he opened his mouth. I had no intention of working for someone who had tried to kidnap me. I had no intention of working for anyone. In either event, the Endless Desert was just a stopping point for me.

      “No thanks,” I said.

      Before Ammon could respond with anger, I pointed a finger at him, channeled my Spiritual Power, and sent a bolt of lightning so powerful that it penetrated his skull and blasted out the other side. I had been told this man had reached the Second State of Spiritualism. However, if he wasn’t given a chance to enter the Second State, then killing him was easy.

      As the now cooling corpse dropped to the ground, the guards looked astonished at the sudden and quick death of their master. They glanced at the corpse, then to me, then back to the corpse. Their expressions were somewhere between anger, confusion, and fear. The blood had drained from them, causing their faces to turn deathly pale. I could already tell they were debating whether or not they should attack me.

      “I’m going to give you two options,” I began, holding up my hand. I extended a single finger. “One: you attack me, and I kill you.” I held up a second finger. “Two: you leave now, and I don’t kill you. Make your choice.”

      None of the guards appeared certain about what they should do. Should they attack me? Should they leave? I was sure they realized they couldn’t win against me. I had just slaughtered upwards of fifty guards and hadn’t shown signs of breaking a sweat, and these four weren’t much stronger than the others had been.

      After a moment, the guards all turned around and walked off. They didn’t even look back at the cooling corpse on the ground.

      Snorting, I looked up at the hole in the ceiling above me, trying to judge the distance. I hadn’t realized it when I was jumping down here, but this basement was fairly deep underground. The hole was so high up that I wasn’t confident in my ability to reach it without using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step. Even then, it would take several jumps to reach.

      Releasing a weary sigh, I decided to try and find an exit.

      This basement or whatever it was appeared to be quite large. There were many massive rooms that must have been several times larger than the palace it was built under. Each room was connected via a hallway. Some of the rooms were smaller and contained items like armor and weapons or provisions like mead and dried meat. Since I didn’t have much food on me, I decided to stock up on dried meat. I briefly considered taking some mead with me but discarded it.

      Alcohol was no fun to drink alone.

      And I no longer had anyone to share a drink with.

      As I continued exploring the basement, I came upon another large room that was dimly lit with monster core lamps. My eyes quickly adjusted when I channeled lightning through them. Staring into the room, I frowned at the numerous cages full of half-naked and starving people locked inside. There weren’t just humans either. Quite a few Lamia were also locked in these cages, both men and women. These must have been slaves the Malik Family planned to auction off.

      I walked up to the first cage and shattered the lock with a solid punch. Some of the people looked up at me, but most of them didn’t even pay attention. This didn’t bother me. I just went to the next cage and shattered the lock the same way.

      It wasn’t just the cages with humans that I released. I also released the Lamia from their cages. Being of a sturdier species, they weren’t nearly as defeated as the humans, and when I approached their cages, many of them hissed threateningly at me. Their wariness soon turned to shock, however, when I shattered the locks on their cages the same as I did for everyone else.

      At some point, the people inside of the cages seemed to realize what I was doing, and a few of them tentatively pushed the now unlocked cages open. Once they realized they were no longer bound, quite a few of them ran out of their cage and rushed toward freedom. The ones who were still locked in cages looked at me with anticipation as I approached the cages that trapped them.

      “Th-thank you, young master,” one of the people, a young woman with a child who looked to be around five or six, said.

      “There’s no need for that.” I shook my head. “I’m only doing this on a whim. You had better hurry and get out of here.”

      “Yes. Of course. Thank you again.”

      The woman left with her child in tow, but I was no longer paying attention to her as I went up to the last cage. It was further away from the others and only held a single occupant. She was a Lamia. Her hair and skin were dark like everyone else in the Endless Desert. Despite being covered in dirt and with strands sticking up everywhere, her long hair held a sheen that was surprisingly pretty. Her naked body was like a work of art, all sinuous curves and powerful muscles. Breasts capped with dark nipples were on full display. Similarly, her pussy, which was surrounded by soft-looking scales, was completely visible.

      Like the other Lamia, this woman did not back down or even seem to care about her nudity. She watched me with golden eyes that had slits for pupils. The powerful muscles in her abdomen twitched and flexed as she moved to keep me in her sights.

      I frowned at this woman. She seemed oddly familiar to me, but I couldn’t recall where I had seen her before. However, as I wandered up to her cage, and she got a good look at my face, her eyes widened in recognition.

      “You are that man this queen kidnapped so many years ago! What are you doing here?!”

      Her words made me pause. I studied her some more. Finally, after several seconds of observation, I was able to put a name to her face.

      “Queen Medusa…”

      The woman before me was, indeed, the Queen of the Lamia, who had kidnapped me when I first arrived in the Endless Desert so many decades ago.
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      “Th-this princess cannot believe it! How could this have happened?!”

      Lin sat on the bed she normally shared with either Big Sister or Fay, staring in horror at the small flecks of snake skin that had fallen all over it. She was very happy those two were not present. Had they been around to see such a disgraceful sight, Lin would have died from shame.

      “I can’t believe this princess is… she is...”

      As Lin lamented her current predicament and wallowed in shame, a knock came at the door. She nearly jumped out of her scales. Taking several deep breaths, she quickly mastered herself and answered.

      “Who is it?”

      “Lin? It’s Fay,” a voice said from the other side. “Listen, I need to get inside so I can grab a change of clothes. Do you think you could unlock the door?”

      “S-sorry, but this princess… she currently doesn’t want to unlock the door.” Lin couldn’t think of a good lie to explain why she wanted the door to remain locked, but she also wasn’t impolite enough to not at least say something. “Hold on for just one moment. This princess will grab your spare clothes.”

      Climbing off the bed, Lin slithered over to the dresser—or tried to. When the bottom of her tail rubbed against the carpet, a jolt traveled through her body, causing her to nearly faceplant on the floor. The loud thump must have alerted Fay to a problem because her voice echoed from beyond the door a moment later.

      “Are you okay, Lin?”

      “Th-this princess is fine! Just fine! Hang on while she gets your clothes!”

      Scurrying to the dresser, Lin quickly grabbed Fay’s underwear and breast bindings, then went to the armoire right next to the dresser and took one of Fay’s spare outfits from inside. Taking a deep breath, she carefully moved across the ground. Her body shuddered and she gritted her teeth as the carpet rubbed against her scales. It felt awful. However, she made it to the door without humiliating herself with another face plant.

      Opening the door, she stuck out her hand with the clothes hanging from it.

      “Haaah… haaaah… h-here. This princess has… she got your clothes…”

      “Um, thank you,” Fay said, taking the clothes. The moment she did, Lin slammed the door shut and locked it again.

      Pressing her back against the door, Lin slid down until she was sitting on her butt. Her breathing was ragged and jolts were traveling through her body. She knew she would have to travel back to the bed, but right now, she really just wanted to rest for a moment. Looking at her shedding tail, Lin could not help but release a sigh of lament.

      “This princess cannot believe she’s improperly molting…”
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      The sun had risen in the sky, but it wasn’t quite noon yet. The sound of fists smacking against flesh echoed across the training ground as I shuffled over the stone floor and blocked several attacks from my two sparring partners.

      Fay launched a powerful straight jab that utilized her entire body to create an explosive force. I smacked away her fist with the back of my hand, but the shock wave of our connecting limbs caused my hair to blow out of my face and my eyes to water. It was fortunate that Fay was in the same predicament.

      After her first attack failed, Fay took a single step back, spun around on the ball of her right foot, and threw a powerful reverse heel kick. Her foot had caught fire as she channeled her Spiritual Power through the attack.

      I caught her foot, grunting only slightly as I channeled the water element into my limbs and dispelled the fire. Rather than try to remove her leg from my grasp, Fay smiled. Her expression confused me. What was she smiling about?

      I found out why a second later.

      A slight yet sharp pain struck me in the back as Kari hit me with a punch that had been infused with the light element. It felt very much like my insides had just been turned into paste, though I knew they weren’t broken or destroyed. My internal organs had been reinforced with both alchemy pills I had personally refined and my own Spiritual Power. Still, the attack had distracted me, and that was its whole purpose.

      “Fay, now!” Kari shouted.

      With her foot still in my grasp, Fay hopped into the air and threw another kick at me. This kick was also covered in fire. The flame had taken the shape of a Phoenix, which shocked me. The movements required for such a powerful Spiritual Fire Technique should have been much more complicated than that!

      I dropped her foot and leaped back. Fay’s foot passed through the spot where I had been standing, but even though I had dodged it, I could still feel the heat from my new position less than a meter away. It was scalding and fierce. Had that attack struck, I didn’t doubt there would be a large burn mark on my face.

      Before I could even think of counterattacking, Fay leaped to the side and revealed that Kari was right behind her, weaving complex patterns with her ranseur that I recognized. She was writing runes with her light element. The tip of her weapon glowed a bright golden color as she drew runes into the air. Each rune glowed brighter before they gathered around the tip of her weapon, merged together, and encased it in a bright glow.

      “HAAAAA!”

      Kari thrust her ranseur forward, and a massive beam of golden energy blasted out. There was no time to dodge. I didn’t even have time to activate the Flash Step. They had gotten me good. All I could do was lift my hand, channel my Spiritual Power through it, and create a shield made of crackling blue lightning.

      When Kari’s attack, the Divine Buster Cannon, slammed into my shield, the powerful energies caused me to skid backward. I gritted my teeth and strained my muscles to withstand the attack. Cracks began appearing in my shield, but I quickly reinforced it with my Spiritual Power.

      As I was struggling to maintain the shield, I sensed movement behind me. It was Fay. She was trying to sneak in from the back and end the fight while I was trapped. Fortunately for me, she was not as good at stealth as Kari.

      I smiled.

      Waiting until Fay had appeared right behind me, I suddenly dropped the shield, transformed into water, and seeped into the ground. Fay was so shocked that she could do nothing as Kari’s attack slammed into her.

      “F-FAY!”

      My body quickly reappeared from between the cracks in the earth, reformed into a human shape, and became flesh and blood again. I was several meters from where Kari’s attack had carved a path through the ground. It had created a trench several meters wide. Looking at the inside, I could see that the ground had become smooth and glossy like glass.

      “Fay, are you okay?!”

      Kari had rushed over to Fay the moment her attack had struck the redhead. Even though she had cut off the power as soon as it happened, Fay had still been hit by Kari’s strongest Spiritual Light Technique. She was fortunate this was just a practice match and not a real fight. Kari had not been using enough Spiritual Power to kill someone, and my shield had diminished much of its strength already, but the attack would still hurt.

      Fay sat up as Kari knelt beside her, placing a hand against her head and rubbing it. I could see as I walked up to them that she didn’t actually have any injuries. Yet even as I studied her, the glowing runes covering her armor went back to their usual dull appearance.

      “I’m fine. Your attack shocked me when it hit, but I didn’t receive any injuries,” Fay said with a reassuring smile toward Kari.

      Despite this, Kari still looked remorseful. “I am so sorry, Fay.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Fay shook her head and sighed. “I should have been more vigilant. It was obvious that Eryk would be using Spiritual Perception during the battle, and notice I was trying to sneak up on him. The fault for our failure today lies with me.”

      “I actually wasn’t using Spiritual Perception at all,” I corrected her.

      “You weren’t?” Fay asked as Kari stood up and held out her hand. The redhead reached out, firmly gripping Kari’s hand and allowing the other woman to pull her up.

      I shook my head and explained myself. “It was your scent.” When I saw their confused expressions, I realized that wasn’t much of an explanation. “I’m sure you’ve heard stories about how experienced Spiritualists develop a sixth sense that allows them to know when they are being attacked from behind, right?”

      Kari and Fay nodded at me. I could see their expressions clearing up, but I knew they would get the wrong idea if I didn’t correctly explain everything.

      “That is a complete exaggeration, but it’s not entirely untrue either.” Coughing into my hand, I adopted a more comfortable pose so I could lecture the pair. “When your awareness is heightened by the adrenaline flowing through your body, you begin to notice things you normally wouldn’t. People perceive the world around them with more than just their eyes. Even though we normally just use sight to maneuver around during the day, we unconsciously use our sense of hearing, smell, and touch as well. We generally don’t recognize this because our sight is our most prominent and powerful sense. When a Spiritualist unconsciously catalogs enough of these signals we get from our other senses, our bodies begin to react to them without us even realizing it.”

      “What sort of signals?” asked Fay, looking like she wanted to lean forward as she listened to me. Kari was also paying rapt attention, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Like the sound of boots scraping against gravel.” To demonstrate, I slid my feet along the ground so the gravel beneath it made a soft grinding noise. “Or the sound of a sword being swung.” I grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and swung it through the air, producing an audible woosh that was even more noticeable than when I slid my foot across the ground. “Or the scent of someone who has been sweating for several hours trying to sneak up on me.”

      I gave a pointed glance toward Fay, whose entire body was drenched in a layer of sweat so thick her skin was glistening and her hair was matted to her face. The girl flushed bright red. Kari giggled at her, though much like Fay, her body was also dripping with sweat.

      “I had no idea we could use our other senses in such a way,” Kari confessed, sounding a bit awed.

      “Most people don’t realize this, but a lot of us do it subconsciously. It isn’t really something you can train yourself in so much as you learn to instinctively use your other senses,” I informed her. “Of course, you can train your senses by shutting off your sense of sight. This is usually done by wearing a blindfold and trying to guard against one or more people attacking you.”

      Since we were done sparring, I knelt on the ground and placed my hands against the gravel. Spiritual Power surged from my fingertips and seeped into the ground, which rumbled gently before shifting, restoring the destroyed training ground to what it had been before our spar.

      Having the ability to use the earth element really was useful.

      With our battle done, the Spiritualists who had been waiting to use the training ground all picked a sparring circle to begin practicing in. Our spars always drew a lot of attention. It started when we first began sparring one morning and everyone who had shown up to train became so interested in seeing how it would turn out that they had sat down and watched until we were done. I heard someone had even created a betting pool over how many spars it would take before Kari, Fay, and Lin defeated me.

      Speaking of…

      “Kari, do you know why Lin decided not to join us today?” I asked.

      Biting her lower lip, Kari shook her head. “I don’t. She seemed fine this morning, but then she suddenly said she wasn’t feeling well and wanted to rest some more. Do you think something might be wrong?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Not feeling well? Lin had never been sick before. She was a Lamia, which meant her body was hardier than most to begin with, but she was also a powerful Spiritualist. It was a well-documented fact that Spiritualists didn’t normally suffer from regular diseases and illnesses.

      I took a quick bath with Kari and Fay. Since they had school today, we couldn’t take our time like normal, so our bath was fairly quick. However, after taking a bath, Fay ran into a slight problem. Namely, she had forgotten to bring a spare change of clothes. I used my control over the water element to wash and dry her sparring clothes, but that wouldn’t get rid of the smell, so she headed back upstairs while Kari and I got dressed.

      As we entered the office/living room, Kari and I found Fay standing outside of the bedroom where the girls slept when they didn’t spend the night with me. A single hand had emerged from the door, holding a set of clothing that looked incredibly similar to my own outfit but made for a woman’s body.

      “Haaah… haaah… h-here. This princess has… she got your clothes…”

      “Um, thank you,” Fay said, appearing confused as she took the clothes. The moment she did, the door slammed shut and a clicking sound alerted us to the door being locked.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Kari.

      Fay looked over at us and shook her head. “I don’t know. Lin sounds distressed by something, but I can’t imagine what.”

      “Why don’t you two go on ahead?” I suggested. “You can’t really afford to stay here since you have to attend classes today. I’ll see what’s wrong with Lin.”

      While it was clear the two girls were worried for their friend and future sister, they also understood that I was right. I also liked to think they had faith in my ability to help Lin. Both of them nodded, gave me a soft kiss on the lips, and left for the academy.

      As they left, I turned toward the door Lin was hiding behind and knocked once. A startled thumped echoed from the other side. It seemed Lin had been leaning against the door.

      “Lin? It’s Eryk. Are you okay?”

      There was a soft squeak from the other side, followed by a loud thud, which I thought might be Lin falling off something. It was hard to tell what that noise was as I couldn’t see anything. Times like these made me wish I could see through solid objects. It would be so useful right now.

      “Th-this princess is just fine! There is nothing wrong! Nothing wrong at all!”

      “You know… you would sound so much more convincing if your voice didn’t make it sound like you were on the verge of panicking.” Another squeak echoed from the other side of the door. I placed my hand against it, feeling the course wood through my fingers. “Kari and Fay are really worried about you, and so am I. Lin, will you please talk to me? If you tell me what’s wrong, I’m sure I can help.”

      “Th-this princess cannot talk about it…”

      “Why not?”

      “…”

      Soft mumbling echoed from the other side.

      “What was that?”

      “This princess said it’s embarrassing!”

      Her words caused me to pause. There weren’t many things I could think of that would embarrass someone like Lin. She was proud and haughty, always referred to herself in the third person as “this princess,” and completely shameless. Her adventurous nature and willingness to try almost anything at least once made her seem like very few things could bother her.

      The only time I had ever seen her act shy was when she first began walking through Nevaria. The stares and panicked whispers of the people around us had made her self-conscious of the fact that she was the only Lamia in a city of humans. Their fear had caused her to be wary. She had often hidden behind me back then. However, it wasn’t like she had been embarrassed. Frightened and nervous were more apt descriptors of her attitude back then.

      “Why is it embarrassing?” I asked.

      “It… it just is, okay!”

      I pondered what to do. There was no way I could just let Lin deal with whatever her problem was alone, so that meant I really only had two options.

      “Lin, you know, these doors… they can all be unlocked with someone who has the keys.” I let that statement hang in the air before removing my keys from a pouch at my waist. They jingled loudly. “If you don’t open this door, I’ll just unlock it and come in.”

      I waited to see what Lin would do. My plan was to give her a few seconds to contemplate whether she would let me in or if I would have to open it, but a few seconds later, the door unlocked and opened just a crack. A golden eye appeared from within the cracked door, surrounded by beautiful black hair. I only saw a little bit of Lin. However, I could tell from the darkened hue of her already darkly tanned skin that she was blushing.

      “Um… uh… you promise not to tell Big Sister and Fay?” Lin asked.

      “I promise.”

      “Then… you can come in.”

      Lin stepped back and allowed me to enter the room. It was a very big room, not quite the size of the master bedroom, but easily two or three times bigger than the room I had lived in back at the Imperial Royal Palace. Adorning the walls were tapestries and scrolls. In the far-left corner were several bookshelves filled with tomes and leather-bound books. There was also a desk near the window, a large bed in the center, and a sitting area to my left.

      However, none of that interested me right now because covering the floor were flakes of something that looked a lot like…

      “Scales?” I muttered as I reached down and tried to pick one up.

      “D-do not touch those please!” Lin reacted so swiftly I could only blink as the scale disappeared from my hand and into hers.

      I glanced at Lin’s embarrassed face, then looked down at her tail, which had skin peeling off in several areas. Lin noticed where I was gazing and tried to hide it, but honestly, it was far too late for that—her tail was too big to hide anyway. I had already realized what her problem was.

      “I see,” I muttered, kind of shocked. “You’re molting.”

      Thinking about it, I should have realized in hindsight that Lin would eventually begin molting. Snakes shed their skin once they outgrew it. Now that I was thinking on it, her skin had been looking a little dull lately. That was a sure sign that she was getting ready to molt. I had actually seen a snake molt once, and the process had involved the creature shedding the skin whole, but from what I could see here, Lin was not.

      “I-it’s an unsuccessful molting,” Lin admitted with red cheeks. “This princess couldn’t shed her skin properly this time.”

      “And you’re embarrassed by that?”

      “Of course!” Lin burst out. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. “A Lamia who can’t even shed her skin properly is a failure of her race! For this princess to unsuccessfully molt is a sign that she’s no good! How can this princess be a good wife when she can’t even shed properly?”

      I glanced around at the shed skin all over the floor. It looked like she had been struggling to move, or maybe she had been trying to peel it away without success, grown frustrated, and created this mess. I wasn’t really sure. However, I looked back at Lin, who looked anywhere but at me, and made a decision.

      “Can I help you with this matter?” When Lin looked at me in shock, I just smiled. “I know it might be embarrassing to you, but I honestly don’t think it’s that big of a deal. Besides, I heard from another Lamia I met once that being able to unsuccessfully molt is a result of stress. You’ve been under a lot of pressure these past few days, which is probably what resulted in your skin not shedding properly. That means this is at least partly my fault.”

      “N-no! It’s not your fault!” Lin looked shocked that I would even suggest such a thing. “It’s all that Felman’s fault! He’s the one to blame!”

      “I hired him, so that makes this my fault.” I shrugged and placed my hands on her shoulders. Lin stiffened beneath my fingers, but I spoke before she could make another protest. “Please, let me help you with this. You are my wife. What kind of husband would I be if I didn’t help you in your time of need?”

      My words caused Lin’s entire body to relax, though she still couldn’t look at my face. Her tail thumped against the ground several times. Then she sighed and nodded once. She looked resigned.

      “O-okay. You can help. Just, um, please be gentle. This princess’s tail is very sensitive right now.”

      “I understand. I promise to be gentle.”

      With Lin now willing to let me help, we made it over to the bed. Lin lay down. I climbed onto the bed and looked at the woman. She wasn’t wearing a single stitch of clothing right now. Her soft breasts were resting lightly against her ribs, smaller than Kari’s and Fay’s, but so appealing I wished I could take her nipples in my mouth. Then again, kissing and licking that deliciously flat stomach also sounded nice.

      I dispelled those thoughts. Shaking my head, I placed a hand against Lin’s tail. Her scales were incredibly soft—softer than almost any material I had ever touched. Having received several tail jobs from her, I was well aware of just how amazingly smooth her tail was.

      Grabbing some of the peeling skin, I gently began pulling it away—only to pause when Lin released a restrained moan. I looked up as the Lamia covered her mouth with her hands. Her cheeks were red and her eyes were wide as she looked at me like she was pouting. If she had been human, I imagine she would have tears in her eyes.

      “D-Darling! This princess told you her tail is sensitive right now!”

      “S-sorry. I didn’t realize I was pulling too hard. I’ll be gentler this time. Promise.”

      Despite my words, no matter how softly I tried to peel off her shedding scales, Lin continued to moan and writhe. Her moans reverberated off the walls and turned into heavy pants. Her skin became flushed as sweat began appearing on her chest and stomach. If I was being honest, this entire situation felt incredibly erotic, and I was actually growing a little hard as I continued peeling off her skin.

      “Hyk! Haa…. haaah… Darling… be gentler… m-my tail is—oooohhhh!”

      Lin’s stomach twitched in an erotic dance as I slid my hand further up her tail, peeling away the skin little by little. Her back was arching now, lifting her partially off the bed. Meanwhile, the tip of her tail was squirming around. It reminded me of the way Kari’s toes would spasm when she orgasmed.

      “Ah! Ahn! Ahk! Haaaaaaannnnn!!!”

      I didn’t need to be a genius to know that Lin had just cum from me peeling away her scales. Her body produced a lubricant that flowed from between the protective scales surrounding her nether regions, dripping down her skin and drenching the bed. I gulped and tried not to lose control over my own desires. Damn. Who knew molting could be so erotic? Was it supposed to be like this?

      “Okay, we’re almost done…” I took a deep breath. My pulse had skyrocketed more than if I’d been fighting for my life. This was not good for my heart at all. “All that’s left is the tip.”

      Slowly, I inched my hand toward the tip of her tail, the last part that had scales hanging off it…
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      Kari and Fay arrived back home after their boring time at the academy. Neither of them really wanted to attend anymore, but they knew they didn’t have much of a choice. If they didn’t attend, the academy would lose face, which would cause a rift between Empress Hilda and the nobles who funded the academy. As the premier institute of learning, it was important that their reputation remained intact so the bright and talented students that would become the backbone of Nevaria’s forces continued to be sent there.

      When they entered the office/living room, they found Eryk sitting on the couch with Lin. Of course, only Eryk was sitting on the couch. Lin was stretched out across the entire couch and sleeping with her head on Eryk’s lap while the young man lovingly stroked her hair. A large, pleased smile made the Lamia’s lips curve into a delightful U-shape.

      “It looks like Lin is feeling better,” Kari said with a relieved sigh. “That’s good. I was worried about her.”

      “Yeah. Turns out there wasn’t anything really wrong with her,” Eryk said.

      Kari nodded as she and Fay closed the door behind them and walked further into the room. As they did, Fay paused and looked at Eryk, a frown suddenly appearing when she noticed something.

      “Eryk, why is there a large bump on your head?” she asked.

      Hearing this, Eryk reached up and felt the large lump protruding from his head. His eyes widened. He quickly placed his hand fully over it. Kari received a first-hand showing of his incredible control over water as, upon removing the hand, the wound disappeared as if it had never existed.

      “No reason,” he said with a smile.

      While Kari and Fay were curious to know what had happened, the two of them shrugged and sat down on the couch opposite Eryk and the sleeping Lin. They spent the rest of their night discussing their future plans.
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      I could not contain my surprise as I stared at the woman. Many years ago, when Kari and I had first traveled through the Endless Desert, I had been kidnapped by Queen Medusa—the very one standing before me now. Since that moment, she, Kari, and I had fought each other numerous times. At the time, Queen Medusa had been much stronger than Kari and me, having already reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but we were able to counter her strength by working together—if barely. Our battles often ended with the two of us running away like injured mutts with our tails tucked between our legs. However, the fact that we’d fought her and survived had been worthy of praise.

      Most people who encountered her died.

      “How did the Malik Family manage to capture you of all people?”

      Queen Medusa scowled, though it didn’t seem like she was scowling at me. “They did not manage to capture her! This queen was… betrayed. One of her subordinates decided he was sick and tired of how she ruled our people and sought to overthrow this queen. He made a deal with the Malik Family. They have apparently created a colorless, odorless poison that greatly weakens Lamia. He slipped the poison into this queen’s food and subdued her with a group of like-minded individuals. When she woke up, she was already locked in this cage.”

      “It should be rather easy for a woman of your power to break out of a simple cage.”

      “This queen would have broken out a long time ago if she could do so.” Queen Medusa grabbed her left arm and looked away, a vulnerable expression on her face. “For some reason, she cannot use her Spiritual Power. It is like something is blocking this queen’s ability to do so.”

      “So I see.”

      I listened to her tale of woe with half an ear. It honestly didn’t matter to me what happened to her. My greater focus was on the bars of the cage. Now that she had mentioned her inability to use Spiritual Power, I could tell they were much different than a normal cage’s bars.

      “There are runes on these bars,” I murmured in shock.

      Rune Writing was not a rare skill, though it was very hard to learn. However, the next level of Rune Writing, which was often called Inscribing, was a skill only a few humans knew. Inscribing was a talent the Dweorgs excelled in. I could inscribe runes into objects thanks to my vast Spiritual Power and Immig’s teachings, but I was a novice at best.

      I ran my finger over the bars. The cold metal sent a chill down my spine, but I ignored that as I sent Spiritual Power into the bars and watched as the runes gently lit up.

      Berkano Merkstave: A loss of control.

      Dagaz Merkstave: A limit. Blindness and hopelessness.

      Hagalaz Merkstave: Pain, loss of power.

      Othala Merkstave: Slavery.

      These four runes were carved over and over again on the bars. As I retracted my hand and Spiritual Power, the bars stopped glowing and returned to their dulled state.

      I stepped back and rubbed my jaw, thinking about the meaning of these runes and coming to a hypothesis on what their effects were.

      “I see. Berkano Merkstave and Othala Merkstave are the runes that keep you bound here. Meanwhile, Dagaz Merkstave has stolen away your ability to generate Spiritual Power, while Hagalaz Merkstave causes you to suffer great pain every time you try to escape. The four runes work together to keep even someone as strong as you from breaking free on your own. It’s a little basic, but even being able to create a basic rune array like this is impressive in its own right.”

      “This queen does not care how this cage works.” Queen Medusa’s scowl was fierce indeed as she glared at me, arms crossed under her chest. “All she wants is to get out of here, return to her people, and punish those fools for trying to usurp her position.”

      Her words meant very little to me, so I just shrugged. “Knowing how the runes work is the first step toward breaking them. You can’t just slam Spiritual Techniques into these bars and expect them to shatter. Those four runes might be keeping you from being able to leave, but there are also the runes of Uruz and Nauthiz, which are strengthening the bars to keep them from being broken through physical means.”

      It was possible to overcome the runes by meeting them with someone whose physical strength was greater than the Spiritual Power of the one who inscribed the runes, but that would normally require a person to use up a substantial amount of Spiritual Power to strengthen themselves. I had learned from watching the Dweorgs that runes were not something that could be dealt with carelessly.

      “All right. So, what I need to do is reverse the Merkstave Runes…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was just talking to myself.”

      My index finger glowed a bright gold as I channeled Spiritual Power through it. As I took a steady breath, I brought my finger to the runes and pressed firmly. A soft hissing sound sputtered from the metal as my Spiritual Power burned into it like a branding iron. Steam erupted from the areas my fingers left as I slowly carved into the runes, remaking them to counter their effects. I took a step back upon finishing and nodded in satisfaction.

      “You should be able to break the cage now.”

      Queen Medusa looked warily at me, but then Spiritual Power erupted from her body, a dark purple Spiritual Aura that had a venomous quality. Just breathing in the fumes she released made me somewhat lightheaded. This aura soon disappeared as she took it back into herself; then the woman turned into poison. Her body became a dark purple as she slammed against the iron bars. The scent of melting iron filled the air as her body, now an acidic mixture of incredibly potent poisons, melted the iron and allowed her to go free.

      I took a deep breath. It had been a very long time since Kari and I had battled Queen Medusa, and I had forgotten about her incredible strength. The feeling of her surging Spiritual Power blanketed the entire room in a poisonous quality that would have made most people feel like they were suffocating.

      Back when Kari and I battled against her, we had suffered numerous defeats those first few times thanks to her overwhelming Spiritual Pressure.

      Once she was free, Queen Medusa’s body turned back into flesh and blood, but the acidic scent of her potent poison remained, lingering in the air like sulfur.

      The Queen of the Lamia drew herself up to her full height as she looked at me. That was nearly ten meters, meaning she towered over me by a good margin.

      For a moment, I thought she might be getting ready to fight me, but then she nodded her head. The gesture was surprisingly respectful.

      “This queen knows when to show gratitude. You have done her a great service, so accept her thanks.”

      Because I didn’t care one way or the other, I decided to just accept her thanks. I was in a hurry anyway. Since I had just killed a member of the Malik Family, and their heir at that, I was certain the rest of the family would come after me. I wanted to leave before they arrived.

      “You are welcome,” I said simply.

      Queen Medusa and I left the mansion together, but then we parted ways. I didn’t know what happened to her after that, didn’t know if she had succeeded in punishing her betrayers, or even if she was still alive. That was the last time I ever saw her.
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      The late afternoon was marked by a break in our work. I was lying on the couch with my head in Kari’s lap. She and Fay didn’t have to attend lectures at the academy today, so they were helping me and Lin with the paperwork. Thanks to them and Felman, all of the work was currently done, which meant we could relax.

      Kari had decided to clean my ears.

      “Your ears are filthy.”

      “Are they really?”

      “Yes, they are absolutely disgusting. Don’t you ever clean them?”

      “Uh…”

      “I guess that answers my question.”

      Despite how harsh her words were, her tone was light and lessened the biting quality of her statement. She was using a long and pointed tool to scrape out the ear wax that had gathered inside my ear canal. Apparently, there was a lot.

      The feeling of her scraping around the inside of my ears was an unusual sensation. I wouldn’t say it was unpleasant, but it wasn’t something I could say I enjoyed either. I was pretty sure the only reason I wasn’t complaining was because the person cleaning out my ears was Kari.

      That, and because I was resting my head on her lap.

      Kari’s lap remained the number one greatest pillow in all nine realms.

      “After we finish our work for the day, I’d like you to look at that new rune array I drew up,” Kari informed me as she carefully removed the ear cleaner from my ear and wiped the wax on a nearby towel.

      “Is it one from the memories in your previous life?” I asked.

      Kari shrugged. “I don’t know. My memories are still very fuzzy. There are times where I feel like I can recall faces and conversations, but it’s like they always slip through my fingers the longer I think about them.”

      “It is pretty disconcerting to have memories from a previous life that you can’t really remember floating around inside of your head,” Fay added. Kari could only nod in agreement.

      I could infer from their words that Kari and Fay’s memories were beginning to solidify, but there appeared to be something holding them back. If my theory was to be believed, then what they needed to fully unlock their memories was my blood. I wondered what would happen when they finally ingested some of my blood. Would their memories all come flooding back to them at once. Would it be a slow process? I had no idea. That made me both worried and excited.

      Fay and Lin were on the opposite couch that Kari and I were sitting on. Lin had her head in Fay’s lap as the young woman used a pick of her own to gently clean out the Lamia’s ears. It looked a bit harder since Lin’s ears were long, pointed, and had scales covering them. However, Fay did an admirable job and didn’t voice a word of complaint.

      “That’s one ear done,” Kari said. “Turn around please.”

      I did as she instructed, turning around so she could clean my other ear, which resulted in my face being pressed up against her stomach. I was a little sad that she was wearing clothes that didn’t show off her soft stomach. However, I couldn’t complain too much as the calming natural scent Kari exuded caused my mind and body to relax.

      “At least you two have a lot of memories of your past lives,” Lin mumbled in discontent. “This princess only has a few memories of her past life. After coming to Nevaria, she died at the hands of some lowly boars.”

      “That’s right,” Kari murmured. “You fully remember what happened in your previous life because you drank some of Eryk’s blood.”

      “You will remember too if you take some of his blood,” Lin said.

      “I will eventually, but I want to wait until the wedding ceremony.”

      Ingesting another’s blood was considered sacred and something that could only be done once. Back in my previous life, Kari had drunk Grant Leucht’s blood, which meant we couldn’t get married even if we wanted to. I had actually not thought about that. Back then, Kari and I were so busy with other things that we didn’t have time to think about getting married, but I was now beginning to realize that Kari had probably never brought it up because we couldn’t have married anyway. She likely hadn’t wanted me to feel guilty about it.

      That did make me a little worried.

      “Do you think it will be okay?” I asked suddenly. “I’ve already taken in Lin’s blood and it’s supposed to be something you can only do once.”

      “I think it will be fine,” Kari said after several seconds of silence. Her tool tenderly scraped against the inside of my ear, careful not to damage my ear canal. I shuddered only a little at the ticklish sensation. “The fact that we have somehow formed a connection with you already makes me believe you might have the ability to bond with multiple people. It is odd, though. Such a thing shouldn’t be possible, but then, you are a special case.”

      A special case. Huh. It was something I didn’t think about often anymore, but there was a good chance I was not human—at least not completely. Supposing half of me was human, the other half was definitely not. It had never been made clear if any of me was human or not. Was I half-human or a creature from another realm who merely looked human? The only two races I had experience with were the Dweorgs and the Ljósálfar. While the Ljósálfar looked human enough, they had long, pointed ears, which I lacked.

      In either event, whether I was half-human or completely inhuman was something I still hadn’t worked out. The Sekbeists didn’t seem to know what I was either. Perhaps that was why they called me half-breed? I tried not to think about this because I had no way of finding out, but Kari’s words made me wonder if the reason I could connect with multiple women was because I wasn’t human.

      “What about your fathers? Dante and Rainer?” I suddenly asked. “If you can only bond once, doesn’t that mean—”

      “Correct,” Kari said as the soft feeling of a pick scraped along my ear. “Dante and Rainer drank Mother’s blood during a private ceremony, but Mother was unable to take in theirs.”

      “Do they never get jealous of Valence?” asked Fay, suddenly more interested in learning about Kari’s family’s dynamics.

      Kari didn’t speak for a moment, considering her words with a quiet hum before saying, “They have never acted jealous before, but I am not privy to their private life with Mother, so I don’t really know. In either event, I asked Mother what was going to happen to us. She said the ceremony would be a regular one involving all of us, meaning she’s going to have Eryk drink three small cups, each with our blood.”

      Fay nodded, but she didn’t say anything else as she woke up Lin, who had fallen asleep while her ears were being cleaned.

      “Wazzat? Something up?” asked the sleepy Lin.

      Fay smiled down at the girl. “I’m all done.”

      “Oh… thank you. This princess’s ears feel much cleaner,” Lin said as she sat up and stretched her arms above her head.

      A knock suddenly sounded at the door.

      “I’ll get that,” Fay said as she stood up. She stretched her arms briefly, and I heard several cracking sounds as her back popped. I couldn’t see her, but I could hear her footsteps as she went up to the door and opened it. Straining my ears, I struggled to listen as Kari continued her work.

      “Oh, Jessie,” Fay said. “Did you need something?”

      “No, Mistress Fay. I don’t need anything. I’m actually just here to deliver a letter. It arrived a few moments ago.”

      “A letter for Eryk?”

      “No. It’s a letter for you.”

      “For me? Let me see it please.” There was a soft rustling sound like paper being crinkled together. A few seconds passed before Fay spoke again. “This is from Father. Thank you for delivering this to me.”

      “You’re welcome. If you’ll excuse me.”

      The sound of the door closing preceded Fay’s footsteps as she walked back to us.

      By this point, Kari had finished cleaning my ears, so I sat up and turned around as Fay sat on the couch next to Lin, letter in hand. The envelope used paper that was far finer than regular parchment. It was a sign that whoever sent this letter was a noble. Being able to use such fine materials was a symbol of status and wealth.

      Kari and I stood up and went over to the other couch. We sat next to Lin and Fay, all four of us huddling around each other as we stared at the letter, which was sealed with a wax coat of arms. It was the Sign of Four, a reversed four surrounded by a dragon and a tiger. That was the coat of arms that the Valstine Family used.

      “Are you going to open it?” asked Lin, her voice anxious.

      “I’m opening it now,” Fay said, chiding the impatient Lamia. She unsealed the envelope, took out the letter, and began reading out loud. “Dear Fay, I hope you are well. We have not seen each other in so long. I would love it if you and Eryk would join us for dinner two days from now. There is something important that we need to discuss. With love, your father.”
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She put the letter on her lap and looked at the rest of us, confusion evident on her face. The soft leather shifted underneath her bum as she moved. I could feel the upholstery rubbing against me, but most of my attention was on her.

      “I wonder… what do you think he could want to discuss with us?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. It could be any number of things.” I played with my green bangs, tugging on them as I thought about the letter and its simple contents. It sounded important. “Either way, we should definitely see him. Everyone has been so busy that we haven’t had any time to visit your family at all.”

      Kari, Fay, Lin, and I were constantly working our butts off trying to expand our sect and keep it running. Kari and Fay had it even harder because they also needed to attend school. Of course, this was on top of us trying to break through the bottleneck in our training.

      None of the girls had been able to reach the Third State of Spiritualism. Meanwhile, I was stuck in the Third State of Spiritualism and couldn’t reach the Fourth State. I was also struggling with the two elements I had gained from Lin. We were going to keep trying, of course, but I honestly didn’t think we would be able to reach the next states on our own—at least, not for another decade or two. Reaching the first and second states was relatively easy once you understood how, but cultivation became far harder after that. Ascending to the next state was magnitudes more difficult. There was a reason only a few people had ever managed to break through to the third state.

      “If we’re going to visit Father for a family dinner, then I suppose we should bring out our best clothing,” Fay said at last.

      “Does that mean I’m going to have to wear that stuffy outfit from the parade again?” I asked, suddenly horrified by the prospect of eating dinner with Stelys Valstine.

      My words caused the girls to break out in laughter, but I wasn’t amused. Not at all.
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      I looked at myself in the mirror and could not help but sigh at the image of the snobby-looking, green-haired man being reflected back at me.

      My hair was tied back with a leather band, but several bangs framed my face and highlighted my eyes. Beneath a white coat with gold lining the hem and rune designs on the lapels was a brown robe over a red undershirt. The undershirt had a long turtleneck and sleeves that went past my wrists. My outfit was finished off with black pants that had a scale pattern and red boots.

      These clothes felt constricting.

      I also felt naked without the Dragon’s Tail Ruler on my back.

      Turning away from the disgusting sight, I wandered into the living room. No one else was present. After glancing at the door that led to the room the girls slept in, I went over to the couch and sat down. I winced when my clothing creaked like new leather. How awful.

      It was a long time before the girls emerged from the room, but when they did, I could fully appreciate why it took so long.

      Fay was wearing the same deep red dress from the parade. It matched her fiery locks of hair perfectly, and every time she moved, the fabric would sparkle as if it were made of gemstones. The dress was sleeveless and skintight, drawing the eye to the magnificent lines of her body. Draped over her shoulders was a semi-translucent shawl that rustled as she walked. While I couldn’t see it, I knew this outfit featured a V-shaped gap that showed off her shoulders and ended right above her tailbone.

      She was also wearing makeup, which she almost never wore. There wasn’t much, but the soft hint of blush gave her cheeks a rosy hue that complemented her hair. Meanwhile, her bright red lips sparkled lustrously in the light. Nothing had been done to her eyelashes, but they were always naturally thick and didn’t need anything to make them stand out.

      “You look stunned speechless,” Kari said with a smile.

      “You know, when someone dresses up like this for you, it’s polite to compliment them,” Lin added.

      “You’re right.” Standing up, I took several slow breaths to calm my racing heart, then smiled at Fay. “You look even more enchanting now than you did the last time I saw you in this dress, Fay.”

      Fay looked down, causing her hair, which had been artfully decorated into ringlets that framed her gorgeous face, to shift and bounce. “Th-thank you very much.”

      I offered Fay my hand, and she took it without hesitation, though I could have sworn her cheeks became even redder.

      We said our goodbyes to Kari and Lin. I was sure they could have come with us, but since this was a “family dinner” for Fay, they decided it would be better if just the two of us went. They would learn about what Stelys Valstine said to us when we returned home anyway. I was sure it wouldn’t matter if they came or not, though it did feel a little odd to leave them behind.

      Because we were dressed in such nice clothes, we couldn’t walk to the Valstine Family mansion. A carriage was waiting for us outside. Unlike the normal carriages we used, which were long and featured a bench that traveled the length of the carriage instead of the width, this one was just a normal carriage. Of course, I called it normal, but it was still ostentatious enough to make me shake my head in dismay.

      A person stood before the carriage doors to greet us. Numerous wrinkles lined his aged face. He wore a refined black tunic, pants, and boots. The tunic had long sleeves and white gloves covered his hands. The man with gray hair bowed as we walked up to him.

      “Good afternoon, Lady Fay, Lord Eryk,” he greeted.

      “Bertrand!” Fay exclaimed in surprise. “I hadn’t realized you would be the one coming to fetch us!”

      Bertrand offered a polite but fond smile. “When Lord Valstine informed me that he was sending someone to fetch you, I offered myself for the role. It has been so long since we last met and I wanted to see how you were doing.” He paused to study Fay in her outfit and nodded several times, which caused Fay to shift in embarrassment. “You look outstanding in that dress, but more than that… you seem happier now than you ever have been before. I’m very happy for you.”

      At those words, Fay softened. Her eyes grew warm and slightly wet with emotion. A delicate and beautiful smile, like a Moonstrale Flower in full bloom, appeared on her face.

      “I am very happy.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Bertrand soon helped the two of us enter the carriage, closed the door behind us, and made his way to the driver’s seat. Fay and I sat on a bench, which spanned the carriage’s width. Despite having plenty of room, we sat so close our thighs were touching. Our hands rested on our conjoined thighs, our fingers laced.

      With a crack of the reigns, the carriage began moving.

      The Valstine Family lived in the Noble District, a section of Nevaria located in the western quadrant of the city. Our sect was located in the northern quadrant, which meant it took about three hours to reach by carriage.

      We could have gotten there in less than half an hour if we ran. I understood we couldn’t, however. Nobles had their own way of doing things.

      Since it was just the two of us, Fay and I decided to enjoy this time together by discussing a wide range of topics, from what we thought Fay’s father wanted to discuss to what new Spiritual Techniques Fay had learned. We didn’t limit ourselves. This was a special moment in which it was just us. I loved spending time with all three of my fiancées, but I would admit there was something precious about being able to spend time with them one-on-one like this.

      “I know you said we won’t need to know Spiritual Techniques once we reach the Third State of Spiritualism, but since we’ve reached a bottleneck, I recently decided to learn Flame Dragon Fist,” Fay explained to me. “It’s an A-Rank Spiritual Fire Technique that uses the swiftness of your punches to generate an intense flame. When the flames are at their pinnacle, it takes the shape of a dragon that you can either release to create a long-range attack or encase your fists in to increase the damage your punches cause.”

      “That does sound like a useful technique,” I said with a sigh. “And it’s not like you can reach the Third State of Spiritualism just like that. Barring the use of alchemy pills to help you, the only other way to reach it is to gain such an intimate understanding of your element that you and the element become one. That generally takes years of constant meditation or a life and death battle that forces you to break past your limits. Having another Spiritual Technique mastered might even help you in your training.”

      “Those were my thoughts, too.”

      Our conversation continued until we reached the Valstine Family estate, which I could tell at a glance had been refurbished. The wall was bigger, the gate had been remade from a sturdier metal, and the building had several additions to it. Aside from the original mansion, there was now another building. While only two stories tall, the building had been built wider and longer. The courtyard was also larger, meaning the Valstine Family had bought the space next to them and expanded their territory.

      Bertrand led us into the mansion and toward a room that I had never visited before. It was a formal dining room. The large table in the center was the main feature, but there were several decorations situated between columns that had been embedded into the walls.

      Stelys Valstine sat at the table’s head, an empty seat on either side of him. Meanwhile, six other people were sitting at the table with him. All of them were older than Stelys, making me assume they were the elders. When Fay’s father saw us, he smiled and gestured for us to sit down.

      “Fay, I’m happy to see you. You look lovely in that dress,” Stelys said, standing up. The others followed suit.

      “Thank you, Father.” Fay curtsied.

      “And you, Eryk, my boy, it’s so good to see you again. Come, sit with us.”

      “It is a great pleasure to see you again as well, Lord Valstine,” I said, greeting Stelys with a polite nod that was neither humble nor arrogant. As the fiancé of Kari Astralia, my position from a social standpoint was about the same as a noble’s, so I didn’t have to give any noble too much face. I would seem like a pushover if I did that, or so Kari said.

      Fay and I sat down in the empty seats. With a smile on his face, Stelys introduced me to the elders of the family while a maidservant poured us some wine.

      There was Om, probably one of the oldest elders on the Valstine Family council. He had a head of white hair and many wrinkles. He struck me as a crotchety old man.

      Dag and Igmar were his two lackeys. They were newer council members and appeared to be around the same age as Stelys, making them relatively young.

      Garth was a slightly older man with red hair that contained streaks of gray. Despite this, he still looked in fine health, with a muscular physique that let me know he was a Spiritualist of some power. He had probably reached the Second State of Spiritualism.

      Hagen was the next person Stelys introduced. I didn’t much like his name, but that was beside the point. Despite being the second oldest person present, he wore a smile that made him seem many years younger than his apparent age. I could also sense a good deal of Spiritual Power coming from him. He was quite strong, though like Garth, I suspected he had not reached the Third State of Spiritualism. If he had, he probably would have still looked like a man in his thirties.

      The last person who was introduced to me was Sindri, the only woman on the council. It was once again hard to guess her age. She had brownish-red hair like most of her family, but it contained quite a bit of gray. There were wrinkles around her mouth and crow’s feet around her eyes. Physically speaking, she looked like a woman in her fifties, but I was betting she was at least a decade older.

      Everyone greeted me respectfully, though Om seemed a tad moody. I could tell he was a grouch.

      Our meal came after the introductions had finished, pushed into the dining room on a cart. The meal was a type of meat soup with a thick broth. A rich scent tantalized my tastebuds as a maidservant put a bowl in front of me. I looked into the thick liquid and noticed there was a mix of vegetables and beef floating around inside.

      “Let us not stand on ceremony.” Stelys clapped his hands. “Please enjoy the meal, everyone.”

      Everyone followed the family head’s instructions and began eating. The meal was quite delicious. I wasn’t sure how it had been cooked, but the meat practically melted on my tongue the moment I put it in my mouth. A thick and bold flavor was accented by the soft vegetables, which had soaked up a good deal of the broth.

      As we ate, everyone asked me and Fay questions regarding our sect. We did our best to answer them. Most of the questions revolved around what a sect was and what it did. It seemed many of them had never bothered to learn the particulars. I had to give them the closest description I could think of.

      “In some ways, a sect is like a mercenary company,” I began. “However, unlike mercenaries, who do not generally care for the commonwealth, where their valis comes from, or what sort of jobs they are asked to do, our sect only takes on legitimate quests from reputable sources. With Empress Hilda’s backing, we’ve managed to pick up a lot of quests—more than our current members can handle. We’re actually looking to increase the number of Spiritualists who work under us.”

      “It sounds like you two have been extremely busy,” Stelys said.

      “We have, but there’s a lot of people helping us.” Fay smiled at her father as she took a sip of the soup. “Kari is incredible when it comes to administrative work, and Lin is a very hard worker. She’s been studying under Kari and Eryk. We also recently hired a secretary to deal with the more mundane tasks like running the day-to-day affairs and dealing with our suppliers. Mostly, when we aren’t reading reports and approving missions, we’re training.”

      As Fay enthusiastically spoke of her training, I glanced at the elders to see their reactions. Many of them were looking at her with pride. It was clear that her strength was a great source of gratification for her family. The only one who still seemed grumpy was Om.

      Dinner soon wound to a close. Several maidservants took our plates away and brought out a dessert: appleskives, a type of fluffy snack made from wheat flour mixed with cream, eggs, sugar, and some salt. They were shaped like a circle. When I bit into one, the sweet taste of fruit and juice filled my mouth, and I realized they had a kind of jam filling them. Delectable.

      “Now that we have satisfied our bellies, I believe it’s time for us to discuss the reason I called you two here.” The expression on Stelys’s face grew pensive as he swirled the wine in his glass. He soon set it down and looked between the two of us, causing something inside my gut to squirm. “We received a formal request from the Drage Family. They want us to abolish the marriage agreement between Eryk and Fay and create a new one between her and Gudmund.”
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      I was almost sure I had heard wrong. Someone wanted to abolish the marriage agreement between me and Fay? The idea that anyone actually thought they could do this made me want to laugh, but something had stuck in my throat, stopping me from doing so.

      I was pretty sure the thing stuck in my throat was anger.

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Fay said, finally, somehow able to speak despite looking every bit as stunned as I felt. “Why would the Drage Family want me to marry Gudmund? We haven’t even seen each other since the ball at the Eieran Family’s mansion.”

      Stelys looked tired as he shrugged. “According to the letter I received, the young master Gudmund saw you one day and fell in love at first sight. He has apparently been planning on asking for your hand in marriage for a long time now. He couldn’t at the time because you had already been promised to Grant Leucht. After the marriage with Grant Leucht fell through thanks to Eryk, he was going to try again, but just when he was getting ready, Lady Kari’s birthday came and it was announced that you, Eryk, would be marrying Fay alongside Lady Kari and Lin.”

      I was beginning to get a clearer picture of the situation. Gudmund must have been in love with Fay since some time ago, but he couldn’t do anything because the Leucht Family had been pressuring the Valstine Family into giving her to them. What I didn’t understand was where and how these two knew each other.

      Looking at Fay, I could already tell that she was even more confused than I was, which meant she probably didn’t know why Gudmund was in love with her either. That meant they had never been formally introduced until that night. Could it be that this young master had seen her at a party and fallen in love? Or maybe he had seen her somewhere else? I couldn’t say for sure.

      “What can you tell me about the Drage Family?” I asked Stelys.

      “The Drage Family is an incredibly powerful family and the one most likely to become the newest member of the Three Heavenly Families.” Stelys placed his forearms against the table and leaned forward. His expression was stern. “There is a rumor that’s been circulating amongst the nobles that the Drage Family is actually more powerful than the Leucht Family at the height of their power, and that the only reason they weren’t a Heavenly Family is because all the positions were already filled.”

      Hearing about this made me frown. A family more powerful than the Leucht Family? While the Leucht Family had not been at the pinnacle of power among the Three Heavenly Families, they had still been a large and powerful family with enough wealth and influence that they could put pressure on Empress Hilda and force her to consider marrying off her only daughter. That was not the kind of power just anyone had.

      It was hard to imagine a family more powerful than that.

      “The Drage Family is a very martial-oriented family,” Sindri said as she sipped some dessert wine. The pinkish liquid sloshed inside of her glass. “They are similar to the Kriger Family in this regard. They do not have as many family members as the Kriger Family, but there is a rumor that their six elders have all reached the Third State of Spiritualism. If that is true, then they are not only more powerful than the Kriger Family, but they are even stronger than the Astralia Royal Family.”

      The Third State of Spiritualism was considered the pinnacle of power within not just Nevaria but the entire world. Only a few people had reached it. If there were six people within the Drage Family who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, that made them the most powerful family around. Even the sects of the Northern Plains did not possess that level of firepower.

      I couldn’t imagine that kind of power consolidated into one place. Even the most powerful sects of Midgard did not have that many Spiritualists of such power. Only my own Brave Vesperia had more than one individual at the Third State of Spiritualism.

      “The six elders are the true power behind the Drage Family,” Hagen added. “The Family Head is just a figurehead who does the bidding of the elders. Lord Gudbrand Drage works to keep the day-to-day operations of the family running smoothly, but he has no real power.”

      “There is also another rumor,” Garth said. I felt like my head was on a swivel as I looked from Hagen to Garth. “The Drage Family are Spiritualists who all have a strong fire affinity. I don’t know when this rumor began circulating among the other noble families, but it’s been going around that the Drage Family are actually related to Dragons. Some nobles have even said that the family name Drage was derived from their Dragon lineage.”

      Now that made me frown.

      I knew of the Dragons. They were an offshoot of the Drakvar—a race of humanoid beings that could transform into massive, four-legged creatures with incredible power and wings that allowed them to soar unimpeded through the skies. They were remnants from the war who had been unable to return to their own realm, Vindenket, and thus were forced to remain on Miðgarðr. All of them lived somewhere in the Misty Mountains—a Mountain Range far to the north of the Northern Plains. Somewhere along the way, those stuck here became unable to change into their humanoid shape, thus becoming Dragons instead of Drakvar.

      The city closest to their home had actually been Vesparia.

      Dragons were reclusive by nature and didn’t interfere in the affairs of men, perhaps because of their long lives or maybe because they simply felt like humans were insignificant.

      One thing I knew about Dragons was they couldn’t transform into humans. This meant there was no way for a human and a Dragon to have a child together. It would be different if there was a Drakvar, but they had not been seen in Miðgarðr for over a thousand years. And even on the off chance that a human and a Dragon could somehow have sex, I couldn’t see them producing a child. Dragons did not give birth often. I think it was something like ten new Dragons would be born once every five hundred to a thousand years.

      “That is probably just a rumor that the Drage Family spread to make themselves seem more powerful than they really are. There’s no possible way they could be descended from Dragons,” I said, leaning back, crossing my arms, and narrowing my eyes. “What can you tell me about Gudmund?”

      “I can tell you that he didn’t fight with his full strength during his spar against Fay,” Stelys said, which caused Fay to frown at him. The man stroked his reddish-brown beard and looked pensive. “Gudmund is actually one of the strongest Spiritualists of his age. He has led hundreds of expeditions into the Demon Beast Mountain Range and come back with several unique treasures. I can confirm that he has also slain an A-Rank Demon Beast. About three years ago, he came to us and had us auction off the salvaged remains of a Winged Nemean Lion.”

      A Winged Nemean Lion was a vicious Demon Beast that lived deeper in the Demon Beast Mountain Range than most Spiritualists were willing to travel. The rumor was that it could not be killed by mortal weapons. Of course, this was not completely true. Its golden fur was simply so strong and durable that it was impervious to all but the most powerful Spiritual Techniques.

      “I thought that was the case. When I looked at Gudmund with Spiritual Perception, I noticed that he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism,” I admitted as I rubbed my jaw. “That’s the only way he could have killed a Demon Beast with that kind of power. Winged Nemean Lions are on the lower-end of power among A-Ranked Demon Beasts, but that doesn’t mean they are weak.”

      “Gudmund is the prince of their family,” Stelys informed me. “Many members of the Drage Family believe that he has been blessed by a Dragon. His strength has often been described as draconic, and his fire-natured affinity is said to be so strong that his fire breath can melt steel with ease. However, very few people have ever seen him fight. The Drage Family is very insular. They don’t work with other families, so all people ever hear about them are rumors. Beyond Gudmund, there is also the rumored princess of their clan, who is said to be even stronger than him… but there is even less that we know about her, other than that she exists.”

      I felt a slight headache pounding my skull from listening to this man, but it wasn’t because of him. The knowledge being imparted to me was the cause.

      Ever since returning to the past, I had been learning that I knew very little about my own home. The families who made the city move, the hidden forces that worked in the shadows, and the political infrastructure were all things I was only learning about now.

      Thinking about the Drage Family made me wonder about them from my past life. What happened to this family? Had they also been destroyed? Had they survived and fled somewhere? I wish I knew. If I understood what happened to them in my previous life, I could make a guess as to what kind of people they were. Not knowing what sort of family the Drage Family were frustrated me.

      “Back to the matter at hand,” I said, returning to the original topic. “The Drage Family wants you to annul the marriage agreement between me and Fay. That’s not gonna happen. Ever. I love Fay far too much to ever let her go.” As I said this, Fay’s cheeks turned a fiery red, the same color as her hair. “The question I’m asking you is: what should I do? Do I ignore their request, or must I do something to contest their request?”

      “Father…?” Fay muttered as she looked at Stelys.

      “You technically do not need to do anything.” Stelys crossed his thick arms. “The marriage has already been announced, and I personally wrote a letter informing Lord Gudbrand that I have no intention of handing my daughter over to his son.” He glanced at Fay, face softening. “Even if I were inclined to consider it, my daughter would never agree, and you know how stubborn she can be.”

      “That I do,” I said, nodding.

      Despite her red cheeks, Fay also agreed. “I would not agree to it at all. It would be no different than if I married Grant Leucht, and I love Eryk.”

      “So, there you have it,” Stelys said, finality in his tone. “I didn’t tell you this because I wanted you to do something. I am telling you this because I do not believe Gudmund will give up just because I told him I’m not willing to let him marry my daughter. He may try something to get at her. You can probably expect a letter to arrive asking for Fay to attend a dinner party or maybe even meet with Gudmund for a private sparring session. You’ll need to be on your toes.”

      I tapped my index finger against the table, feeling the sturdy wood slowly cave inward as I briefly lost control of my strength. The scent of dessert wine and appleskives filled my nose. However, the delectable scent no longer roused my appetite.

      “Is there nothing you can do to stymie his efforts?” I asked.

      “I am afraid not.” Stelys leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and gave me a weary look. “The Valstine Family has increased both its wealth and standing in the past six months. This is all thanks to you. However, even though we are now far more powerful than we ever have been, the Drage Family is one of the noble families whose power and wealth are unfathomable. Nobody knows just how strong they are. Nobody knows just how much wealth they have accrued. All anybody knows is that they are strong enough that the title of Heavenly Family will likely belong to them soon.”

      So, basically, Stelys’s hands were tied. He had done all he could, but what happened now was up to Fay and me.

      How bothersome.
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      The ride back home was silent. Neither Fay nor I were willing to break it. Our thoughts were locked inward, digesting all the information we had been given about the Drage Family and Gudmund.

      Gudmund had possibly killed an A-Rank Winged Nemean Lion. It was also possible that he hadn’t and someone else had done it for him, while he merely brought the salvaged remains to Stelys for the man to sell at his Auction House, but that seemed like an awfully troublesome ruse to initiate. If it ever came to light that he hadn’t defeated an A-Rank Demon Beast and merely pretended he had, then the reputation of the Drage Family would be called into question. Also, as someone who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, he could definitely defeat a Winged Nemean Lion.

      I didn’t know what to think.

      Very few people knew there were states above it, so the Third State of Spiritualism was considered by many Spiritualists to be the height of Spiritualism. It was rare for people to ever reach this state. In my previous life, the only people I knew of who had reached it were myself, Kari, Erica, Tungsten, Empress Hilda, and Queen Medusa. That was six people. Only six people out of millions of others had reached this state.

      Of course, I was aware that I didn’t know every powerful person on the planet. There might have been some hidden experts who had also reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but even if that was the case, I couldn’t imagine there being more than maybe a hundred at most. That was still an incredibly small number compared to the tens of thousands that had reached the Second State.

      In my previous life, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had turned the Northern Plains into a barren wasteland. He had laid waste to cities, decimated the population, and destroyed every trace of humanity that had existed. I had been in the Demon Beast Mountain Range during that time. I didn’t see what happened, but when I returned after reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism, I had seen the destroyed remains of Midgard and many other cities.

      Even if there had been more Spiritualists who had reached the Third State, they would have been killed by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      The carriage stopped in front of the Nevarian Braves’ sect headquarters. I looked up as Bertrand opened the door. I stepped outside and held my hand out to Fay, helping her out of the carriage.

      “I wish you both a good evening,” Bertrand said with a bow.

      “You too, Bertrand.” Fay smiled at her former butler. “Thank you for ferrying us back home.”

      “Think nothing of it, Lady Fay. I am glad to have been of service.”

      After saying goodbye to Bertrand, we entered the sect and greeted the receptionists. It was late and the sect was closing for the night. Felman was helping Dagny and Eira close down. Like the chef and other workers, they were allowed to stay at the guild if they chose, though Eira always went home. She had a husband and two kids waiting for her.

      We arrived at our room on the top floor and entered to discover that Kari and Lin were still wide awake. The two were sitting on the couch and playing a card game of some kind. From the frustrated puffing of Lin’s cheeks and the smug smile Kari wore, it was obvious to anyone that the young Lamia was losing.

      “Eryk. Fay.” Kari greeted us with a smile, though she did not look away from her cards. “I am glad to see you two. Fay, how was dinner with your family?”

      Fay wandered over to the couch and sat next to Kari. Since that was the case, I moved over and sat beside Lin. I looked at her cards, which had runes painted on them. It looked like they were playing a round of Seksti, a game in which runes were given a numerical value between one and twenty-four. Players were given five cards. If they didn’t like their cards, they could exchange them once a term. The objective of the game was to have a value that was higher than your opponent’s but didn’t exceed sixty.

      “It was… eventful.”

      Kari didn’t say anything at first, but her glance toward Fay was telling.

      “I believe it’s time. Let’s show each other our hands,” she instructed Lin, and the two quickly put their cards on the table.

      Lin’s hand consisted of Fehu (1), Ingwaz (22), Dagaz (23), Isa (11), and Uruz (2), which equaled 59. I glanced at Kari’s hand next. Othala (24), Laguz (21), Raidho (5), Kenaz (6), and Ansuz (4). Her total hand equaled 60 exactly.

      “Ng ng ng ng ng!” Lin ground her teeth in frustration. “This princess… this princess has lost again. Why does she keep losing?!”

      “Maybe you just have bad luck.” Kari smiled at the red-faced Lin, but then she looked at me and Fay, her expression slowly morphing into something less joyful and more serious. “It sounds like something happened at dinner tonight. Would you tell us about it?”

      I let Fay do most of the talking as she informed Kari and Lin about how Gudmund Drage sent a formal request to her father, asking him to annul the marriage agreement between me and her. Kari listened attentively as her future sister vented her frustrations. Lin also listened, but she didn’t seem overly concerned. By the end of Fay’s explanation, the Lamia was wearing a face that I had never seen before.

      “So, what’s the problem here?” she asked.

      Fay gawked at her. “What do you mean ‘what’s the problem?’ They want me to annul my marriage to Eryk!”

      “And? This princess fails to see why this is a big deal.”

      “It’s a very big deal!”

      “Is it? This princess does not know much about human marriage, so you can feel free to correct her if she is wrong, but the Drage Family cannot actually do anything to force you into annulling the marriage, right? All they can do is pester you with requests to marry their heir instead.”

      “Well… yes, that is true,” Fay admitted.

      “So, there is no problem.” Lin shrugged. “Darling is never going to give you up, and this princess does not think you will ever change your mind about marrying him. In the end, they cannot actually do anything. This… request of theirs sounds like it’s only meant to rile you up.”

      The words rang true, and Fay was stunned into silence for a moment, but she quickly recovered and shook her head.

      “They may not be able to formally do anything, but that doesn’t mean they are incapable of doing anything. The Drage Family is powerful. If they wanted to, they could begin putting pressure on my family, or even put pressure on the Nevarian Braves. They might hinder our sect, send people to secretly harass or even abduct our members, or do any number of covert activities to hurt us, which will hurt Eryk’s goals.”

      What she suggested did sound plausible. There was nothing Lin could say to deny this, so she just shrugged her shoulders.

      “Even if they try to hinder us, we will just deal with it when the time comes,” I said at last.

      “Eryk?” Fay asked.

      “We haven’t been formally married yet, but you are my future wife. And so long as you still want to marry me, I refuse to hand you over to anyone.” I gave Fay what I hoped was my most reassuring smile. “All you have to do is tell me what you want, and I will make it happen. Fay, do you want to stay with me?”

      “You know I do,” Fay muttered.

      “Then that’s that.” I smiled brightly at her. “It doesn’t matter what Gudmund or the Drage Family try. I will never let you go.”

      Fay’s cheeks turned a startling shade of scarlet as all the blood rushed to them. Despite her obvious embarrassment, however, there was a kilometer-wide smile on her face and grateful tears gathered in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “This isn’t really something you need to thank me for, you know.”

      “I know, but still… I want to thank you. You’re always doing so much for me, and even when I cause you trouble, you never back down. I’m very glad I have you in my life.” She glanced at Kari and Lin. “You two as well. Thank you for always sticking by me.”

      “Of course.” Lin crossed her arms and gave Fay an imperious look that I honestly found adorable. “This princess will always stand by her family.”

      “You’ve been my best friend since we were children.” Kari gave Fay a loving and tender look. “I’ve always felt you were the closest thing I had to a sister. Now that we are actually going to become sisters, I refuse to let anyone else have you.” She paused. “Except for Eryk. He can also have you.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said with a dry smile as I rolled my eyes.

      Her words caused Fay to blush even more, which I didn’t believe was possible. However, while Fay was looking at her hands and trying to calm down, Kari sent a sidelong glance to Lin. I didn’t know what that look meant. However, Lin suddenly stood up, stretched her hands above her head, and yawned.

      “Aaah… this princess is so tired. She is going to turn in early tonight.”

      After giving me a kiss on the cheek and waving goodbye to Kari and Fay, Lin shut herself up in the second bedroom, leaving the three of us alone.

      “It’s kind of late,” Kari said with a mysterious smile. “I think we should also get some rest.”

      Fay and I agreed, but as Fay made to stand up and travel to the second bedroom, Kari grabbed her hand and began pulling her into the primary bedroom.

      “K-Kari, what are you doing?” Fay asked.

      “Tonight, I want you to sleep with me and Eryk,” Kari said.

      It was supposed to be Kari’s night to sleep with me, but it looked like she had decided to let Fay sleep with us as well. I thought this was weird until she made eye contact with me. Kari’s vibrant blue eyes were sparkling with sensual anticipation. From that one look alone, I could already tell exactly what she wanted.

      My dick twitched.

      Fay didn’t put up much of a struggle as Kari dragged her into the master bedroom. I followed them inside, closed the door, and locked it.

      “Eryk, I was thinking,” Kari began. “Fay here has very little self-confidence.”

      “Th-that’s not true. I’ve become a lot more confident lately,” Fay said, but her words were half-hearted at best.

      “If she doesn’t get some reassurance, she’s liable to begin blaming herself if something happens with the Drage Family, and then she might decide to offer herself to them on a silver platter, thinking it would make our lives easier.” Kari grinned as she grabbed Fay’s shoulders and spun her around to face me. “Actions speak louder than words. I want you to show Fay with your actions that you have no intention of letting her go.”

      “K-Kari!” Fay squeaked. “What are you saying?!”

      “What do you think I’m saying? I’m saying that in order to keep you from doing something stupid, we need to make sure you understand that your place is with us by using some… shall we say, physical reinforcement.”

      Fay looked like she was on the verge of panicking, but before she could begin freaking out, I closed the distance between us. She froze when I placed a hand on her cheek. Her eyes grew wide when I tilted her head and leaned down so our lips could meet.

      As I kissed her, Fay’s face burned so fervently that I could have sworn I felt the heat from her blush. However, as the kiss continued, Fay relaxed into me and began kissing back. I placed my hand on her lower back, then shifted, lowering my hands until I had a handful of her lush rump. Something between a squeak and a whimper echoed from our connected lips as I kneaded her butt.

      I didn’t let us remain standing for long. I pushed her backward until she landed on the bed. Even when I pushed her down, we didn’t break our lip lock. She released soft, demure moans as I pushed my tongue into her mouth and swirled it around. She tasted much like the whine and appleskives from our dinner. When I pulled back, a small strand of saliva remained between us until distance broke the connection.

      “E-Eryk…” Fay mumbled.

      “Kari is right,” I said. “I have no intention of letting you go, and I think a little physical intimacy might help you realize that you are mine and I am yours. I’m not going to let anyone come between us.” I paused. “Except for Kari, I guess.”

      “Awww! You’re so sweet,” Kari cooed.

      I was sure that if Fay hadn’t already been blushing, she would have been now.

      Kari climbed onto the bed and slipped behind Fay while I was kissing her. The redhead released a startled squeak when Kari’s hands suddenly slid the red dress off her shoulders, pushing it down until her breasts sprang free with a bounce. She wasn’t wearing bindings, which would have ruined the aesthetic of the dress. Her pink nipples were inverted and looked like hidden treasures that were begging me to coax them out.

      “K-Kari? What do you think you’re—aaahn!”

      Fay’s words were halted, replaced with a startled gasp as Kari cupped her breasts, playing with them as she leaned down and placed a kiss on Fay’s neck. The gasp turned into soft panting and moans as Kari suckled on the other woman’s skin until she left a shiny red love mark behind.

      “You didn’t think I was going to sit back and do nothing, did you?” asked Kari, leaning right up to Fay’s burning red ear and whispering softly like she was telling her a terrible secret. Her voice was sensual and seductive. “This is also my night with Eryk, you know. And I also want you to realize something. I need you to know that I love you just as much as Eryk does.” Kari pinched Fay’s breasts until her nipples began poking out of the folds of skin. Fay moaned loudly. “I refuse to hand you over to some man who thinks he’s entitled to have you just because he comes from a powerful family.”

      Kari had already divested most of her clothes. She was wearing only a brazier and simple string underwear.

      The sight of these two beautiful women, their bodies close together as one of them toyed with the other, was a sight that made me hard enough to slice through mythril. My boner was poking my pants and felt more painful than anything I had ever experienced before.

      “K-Kari… I… I don’t…” Fay mumbled.

      “Eryk,” Kari called. “Help me out, please.”

      As Kari continued working Fay over by kissing her neck and pinching her nipples, I removed all of my clothes and crawled onto the bed. I didn’t kiss Fay again. Instead, I attacked one of her breasts, flicking it with my tongue and applying a gentle suction force that brought her nipple out further and made it harden.

      “Ah! Haaah! Ahn!!”

      Once her nipple was fully out, I leaned back and blew on it. The cool air caused goosebumps to break out on Fay’s skin and made her nipple even harder. Once I saw this, I leaned back in and took it between my teeth, gently biting and tugging on it.

      “E-Eryk! Don’t do that! Haaah… Ahn… If you do that, I’m gonna—Haaah! Ahn! Ooooh!”

      “There’s no need to be embarrassed by your responses,” Kari murmured as she reached down with her now free hand, slipped it past the folds of Fay’s dress, and pressed it directly into Fay’s pantie-clad crotch. A strong scent filled the air as Fay’s body shuddered. Kari was rubbing Fay through the fabric of her clothes, and the scent of Fay’s arousal was beginning to fill the room.

      The heady and intoxicating smell made me more ravenous for them. I wanted more.

      Letting go of Fay’s nipple, I lowered myself until I was by her feet. She was wearing heeled sandals. I grabbed her left foot, removed her sandal, then grabbed her right foot and did the same. I didn’t let go of her foot and instead began slowly massaging it. I pushed the pads of her sole down with my thumb, spread her elegant toes apart, and stimulated the pressure points.

      Fay tilted her head to watch what I was doing. Her breathing had grown increasingly heavy, mixed in with low moans and heavy pants.

      “W-why does that… why does that feel so goooOOOODD!”

      Her last word became a drawn-out cry as I stuck her big toe into my mouth and sucked on it. She threw her head back and screamed.

      Fay’s toe tasted salty. It was probably because she had been wearing heels for several hours. However, despite the strong taste, the only scent on it was her natural scent and the soap she used.

      As I started pleasuring her from the bottom, Kari removed Fay’s string underwear, revealing the petals of her lips, plump with arousal. She was still using one hand to stimulate Fay’s breasts. However, she used the other to trail her fingers around Fay’s outer labia. Her already sodden nether regions became even wetter as Kari worked out the redhead’s clit and began rubbing, pinching, and gently tweaking it between her fingers.

      “Ah! Ah! Aaah!! Hyk! That’s—too much! Kari! I-I—mph!”

      Fay’s eyes went wide and my dick felt like it was going to explode when Kari hampered Fay’s mouth with her own. She pushed her tongue into Fay’s, then leaned back a little to give me a show of her playing with Fay’s tongue. Kari swirled their tongues together. The sight of their saliva mixing and glistening as they shared a passionate, open-mouthed kiss was almost too much for me to take.

      “Mph! Mmmphh!!!”

      Muffled moans escaped Fay’s mouth as she kissed Kari back with just as much enthusiasm. It seemed her inhibitions had completely left her now, and she was lost within a haze of pleasure. I was sucking on her toes, having switched from her right foot to her left. I swirled my tongue around each individual toe, causing them to spasm and shake. Meanwhile, Kari was plunging two fingers into the redhead’s warm center and playing with the nipple of her left breast.

      Fay’s hips were bucking like wild as she humped Kari’s hand. Her free breast was jiggling with every motion as sweat drenched her skin and created a slick, glistening coat. I began kissing my way up her calves. Everywhere I touched left a trail of saliva. As we continued our four-way assault on her body, Fay’s toes suddenly curled as her thighs and butt muscles tightened.

      “MMMMMMPPPHHH!!”

      An incredible sight lay before me as I witnessed Fay’s orgasm. Her entire body looked like it had grown stiff. Meanwhile, her clit was throbbing as juices flowed around Kari’s fingers, drenching her inner thighs and the bed beneath her bum. Once her orgasm subsided, her body slumped against Kari as if she had spent all her energy.

      Kari grinned as she stopped kissing Fay. She moved back and laid Fay down. I remained still as I looked at the redhead, whose breathing was ragged and hot, causing her chest to shake as her ribcage expanded and contracted with each breath taken.

      “I have to admit, looking at Fay after she orgasms is really sexy.” Kari crawled across the bed. “However, all that did was make me want to experience that pleasure too.” She moved until her thighs were on either side of Fay’s head and then lowered herself until her shaven mound was just above Fay’s mouth. “Fay, be a dear and help me out, would you? I want to experience pleasure, too.” I wasn’t sure if Fay heard her, but then the girl extended her tongue and began licking Kari’s wet nethers, causing the blonde beauty to moan. “Y-yes… just like that!”

      I remained where I was for a moment as Fay wrapped her arms around Kari’s hips and began eating her out in earnest. Her tongue pushed aside the folds of Kari’s lovely lips, revealing the beautiful pink interior. This action caused Kari’s breathing to pick up. However, she still had the sense of mind to look at me.

      “Eryk… w-why are you just… hmmm… just standing there. Fay is calling for you.”

      “Right…”

      I couldn’t really say anything, so I just slid my arms under Fay’s legs, grabbed her hips, and moved until my length was resting against her crotch. Unlike Kari who was clean-shaven, Fay had a very small patch of pubic hair. The red hair was so fine and soft that it tickled my dick.

      Grabbing my erection, I leaned my hips back and guided it until my head was pressing into Fay’s folds. The way her skin stretched to accommodate my girth was an erotic sight.

      “D-don’t go… easy on her. Hmm! Eryk! I-I want you to really give her a good pounding.”

      Hearing Kari talk to me like this made the whole surreal situation hotter. I didn’t think I could have resisted such compelling words even if I wanted to.

      I didn’t insert myself slowly. I thrust myself inside of Fay all the way to the hilt, then set a hard, blistering pace that quickly caused the sound of our skin slapping together to echo around the room. Her pussy was incredibly wet. Even though she was so tight, the wetness of her insides made it easy for me to set a fast pace. With my hands underneath her legs, I was soon fucking her harder and with more enthusiasm than I normally did.

      My actions must have been felt because Fay moaned into Kari’s mound, the sound so loud that even with her face shoved into the other woman’s glistening nether region, I could still hear it clearly. Her actions also resulted in Kari releasing a loud cry as she leaned backward. The blonde’s breasts were thrust out, bouncing as her body shook. I followed the rotation of her breasts with my eyes as I continued pounding my dick into Fay’s wanton pussy.

      Finally, I could stand it no longer.

      While maintaining my near reckless pace, I reached out and grabbed Kari’s nipples. Tugging on them hard.

      “OOOOHHH!!!”

      Kari released a long, drawn-out cry as I pulled on them, back arching. She came back up. Her eyes were half-lidded, filled with desire, and her mouth was wide open as her tongue partially hung from it.

      She leaned forward, grabbed my head, and pulled me into a tongue-filled kiss. She ravaged the inside of my mouth as I played with her breasts and nipples.

      For the longest time, the only sounds within this room were moans, grunts, groans, cries, and the sound of my hips slapping against Fay’s ass as I fucked her harder than I ever had before. Fay had locked her legs around me at this point. Her heels pressed against my lower back, goading me on.

      I was more than happy to obey her silent order.

      I think it was an unconscious action because she was still enthusiastically eating out Kari. She wrapped her arms around Kari’s thighs, leaned up, and pressed her mouth more fully against the blonde’s snatch. Kari’s juices leaked from around her tongue and mouth.

      A bright glow erupted from Fay’s chest. Were I to look down, I know I would have seen the runes appearing on her skin like semi-translucent lines of light.

      At some point while making out with Kari, my balls suddenly tightened. I had no way to warn anybody that I was about to cum. I just increased the pace of my thrusts until I shoved myself as far into Fay as I could. When I came, Fay’s entire body clenched around my shaft and her walls convulsed. A loud but muffled scream tore from her lips. Kari’s arms around my neck soon tightened as she clung to me, removing her mouth from mine to bite down on my neck. I noticed that her bite did not break the skin.

      I felt a moment of indescribable pleasure. It was like I was soaring through the clouds. The feeling only lasted for a second, however, and then I came down and my body felt heavy.

      The glow from Fay’s chest faded moments after my orgasm.

      “Haaaah… haaaah…” Kari’s labored breathing echoed in my ears. Her breasts were smashed against my chest. Combined with the warmth of Fay’s vagina around my cock, and despite being tired, I was still harder than a rock. “Eryk… I hope you have enough sperm leftover… because I… I have no intention of ending the night just yet.”

      Removing her arms from around me, Kari crawled off Fay’s face. The redhead looked like she had passed out with her eyes open. Her eyes were rolled up in the back of her head and her tongue was hanging from her mouth. Kari smiled gently as she closed Fay’s eyes, leaned down, and placed a chaste kiss on the other girl’s forehead.

      Then she looked at me.

      And smiled.

      Oh, boy.
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      I did not stay in the Endless Desert for long. Stopping briefly in cities to stock up on supplies and numerous oases to replenish my water, I made an almost straight shot for Nevaria.

      I did run into some trouble with the Malik Family, who learned that I had killed their heir. The guards I let live had probably told them. I should have killed them, but gold cannot be pure, and people cannot be perfect.

      They sent dozens of assassins after me. They even hired several mercenary companies, but the mercenaries eventually gave up after I slaughtered six of the larger companies. Even the assassins eventually began to lose interest after the first five dozen were killed.

      I had briefly considered paying the Malik Family a visit, but I honestly didn’t care enough to wipe out their family, so I kept traversing the Endless Desert, until, at last, I arrived at Nevaria…
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      A few days had passed since I spoke with Stelys and learned that Gudmund wanted to marry Fay. I didn’t do anything about it, choosing to ignore the problem for now in favor of focusing on other pursuits. That said, I knew I couldn’t put it off indefinitely. I just figured that since I had no idea what Gudmund planned on doing, I would let him make the first move and counter it. I already had the advantage of being the man Fay loved and our engagement had been publicly announced. In all honesty, I didn’t think Gudmund could actually do anything.

      At present, I was sitting in the office of the Nevarian Spiritualist’s northern barracks. I had received a letter this morning from Mykkel requesting my presence there. The people who had made the request were, naturally, Dante and Rainer.

      When I appeared at the barracks, I was immediately directed toward their office.

      Dante Astralia was a white-haired man with a boyish face that I could only describe as roguishly charming. He wasn’t wearing armor today. The blue pants and long-sleeve blue shirt stretched across his muscular legs and torso. Epaulets decorated his shoulders. Despite having a crisp and neat uniform, the laziness his very presence exuded had not diminished.

      Being the older and more serious of the two, Rainer did not have the lackadaisical bearing that Dante possessed. His princely face had the well-defined features of an aristocrat from a good family. His body, thin but strong, was adorned with the same uniform as Dante, making me think this might be a uniform they wore when they didn’t need their armor. Short hair had been swept back, but two small bangs trailed down the center of his forehead, bringing attention to his sharp eyes.

      “Hey there, Eryk! How ya doing?” asked Dante as he sat in a chair behind the desk, his feet propped up on the surface. He looked like he had been sleeping.

      “Eryk,” Rainer greeted with a polite smile. “We’re glad to see you. Thank you for taking the time to visit.”

      “It’s no trouble,” I said as I eyed Dante and his lazy posture. Shaking my head, I closed the door behind me and walked further into the room.

      Rainer brought out a second pair of chairs from a corner of the room. The table that I remembered seeing in here the last time wasn’t around. I guess they only brought that out for emergency meetings and war councils. After placing one chair next to Dante and another chair in front of the desk, Rainer sat in the chair beside his brother and gestured for me to take a seat as well.

      I did.

      “I hear things have been going well for your sect,” Rainer said.

      I nodded. “The sect has been doing a lot better than I imagined. Even though only a little over one month has passed, we’ve already increased our numbers to 245 Spiritualists, and that number is growing daily. We’re also getting so many requests that we’re having trouble keeping up with them.” I crossed my arms and frowned. “The only real problem we’ve run into is training all of these Spiritualists who joined us so they are up to snuff. We’re doing our best, but there are so many that we can’t train them all and continue our own work. I’ve left most of the training right now to Geirolf, Earland, Mykkel, Bjark, and Catalyna.”

      They were the ones I determined were best suited for the task. I would have included Marko, but while he was a strong Spiritualist, he was not a good teacher.

      Dante’s and Rainer’s chests swelled as I spoke of how their sons were currently in charge of training our members. I imagine they must be quite proud.

      “We’re glad to hear our sons have been proving useful,” Rainer said, hand on his chest as he heaved a relieved sigh. “They have always been strong, but they appeared directionless until just recently. Joining your sect was a very good thing for them, I think.”

      “I have to agree,” Dante added. “Especially Geirolf. It seems he’s really coming into his own.”

      A long time ago, Mykkel had told me that Geirolf was so arrogant and pushy because he was constantly trying to live up to the expectations of his parents that his talented brothers had. He worked two or even three times harder than they did just to match them, but it was never enough.

      At the time, I had only vaguely recognized his hard work, but now that he was working for me, I realized what Mykkel meant. Out of all the people who worked for me, Geirolf was the hardest worker. He was also the one who had improved the most in the least amount of time.

      I continued speaking with Dante and Rainer for a little while. These niceties were an important part of socializing, according to Kari. The goal was to keep up a light-hearted banter in which we didn’t speak of anything too important, which allowed us to get a feel for the other person or persons… something like that. I still wasn’t one for politics. I’d much rather leave this to Kari.

      However, we eventually got to the reason Dante and Rainer requested that I pay them a visit.

      “Do you know what this is?” asked Rainer as he placed an object on the desk. About the size of my palm, the object looked like a tooth or maybe some kind of claw. Strange markings covered the surface. They looked similar to runes, but I already knew they were not.

      “I do not entirely know what it is,” I said with a shrug. “However, I have seen a similar object before. The Basilisk that I killed had an object just like this planted into its head. While that isn’t enough to fully tell me what it is, I believe this is some kind of runic device that the Sekbeists have created to let them control Demon Beasts.”

      I had one of these in my possession and had even tried studying it to uncover its secrets, but alas, I wasn’t able to figure out anything beyond what I just said. The device was currently in the possession of Kari. She had expressed an interest in studying it, and she was much better than me when it came to research, so I let her have a crack at it.

      Dante and Rainer glanced at each other. From their expressions, I was almost certain they had reached the same conclusion as me.

      They turned back to me after sharing a long, silent conversation.

      “Just a few days ago, we went with a team to Bucharest,” Rainer began. “We wanted to see if we could find that Sekbeist or, barring that, we wanted to find out what it was doing there. During our time there, we searched through the sewers and discovered what appeared to be some kind of laboratory. There were over a dozen of these claw-like objects, but there were also several leather-bound books written in a language we’d never seen before.”

      Humanity’s language had permeated the entire world. Almost everyone spoke it with only a few exceptions like the Dragons, who knew the language but felt speaking it was beneath them. Even the Lamia of the Endless Desert spoke the human tongue. However, while they spoke our language, their writing was vastly different from our own.

      It did not surprise me that the Sekbeists had their own form of writing.

      “May I see one of the books?” I asked.

      “Let me get it,” Rainer said as he stood up and wandered over to a bookshelf. He soon came back with a large book that was old, worn, and had yellowed pages. After placing it in front of me, he sat back down. “This is one of them. There are some diagrams in the book that show the anatomy of various Demon Beasts. From this, we can hypothesize that the Sekbeist Shaman you fought was studying the Demon Beasts, perhaps to learn of ways to control them. However, without being able to read the contents, we really can’t say for sure.”

      Nodding at his words, I placed my fingers on the pages. The feeling of old parchment crinkling against my fingers was honestly pleasant. It reminded me of my days when I worked at the Nadine Library, which felt like a really long time ago despite only one year having passed since I was hurled back in time.

      I flipped through the pages. Just like Rainer had said, there were numerous diagrams of Demon Beasts, many of which I recognized from having fought them in my previous life. There was the A-Rank Demon Beast Cockatrice, a creature that looked like a small two-legged dragon with the head of a chicken and the body of a serpent. It was a sub-species of the Chimera Demon Beast, which was classified as a B-Rank.

      Not only were there A-Rank Demon Beasts listed here, but there were even a few S-Ranks. There was the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle, a legendary creature with absolute control over lightning. I had fought this creature in my previous life. It had been one of my toughest battles, but I had needed it to create the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill of Lightning. This book even had a diagram of Leviathan, the S-Rank Demon Beast I fought to create a Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill of Water.

      I couldn’t read the language, which looked like nothing more than squiggles to me, but from studying the diagrams, I could tell that whoever wrote this had been studying the Demon Beasts in depth. Each page likely contained information about the Demon Beasts shown on the diagrams. If I could somehow decipher this language, I wondered if I could discover where some of these Demon Beasts were located. There were a few I had tried to find in my previous life but couldn’t like the Frost Ape and the Fire Salamander. Finding them would help me when I went to gather ingredients to refine pills for Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      “I believe you are right,” I said to Dante and Rainer at last, shutting the book and looking at them. “Given what I saw when I fought the Sekbeist and his Basilisk, I can say with certainty that the Shaman was studying ways to control Demon Beasts.” I picked up the claw-like object, which was a little heavier than it looked, and stared at it. “More than likely, this device is some kind of collar that subdues Demon Beasts and bends their minds to the will of whoever created it.”

      This wasn’t the first time I had seen such a device. While different from the one I had seen in my past life, I still remembered how the Sekbeists had controlled the young Dragons I fought during my stint on the floating island.

      While Dante and Rainer looked grave after hearing my words, they didn’t seem surprised. Instead, they looked resigned.

      “We’re doing our best to locate the Sekbeist Shaman,” Dante said after a moment of silence. “We’ve had the Nevarian Spiritualists scouring all of the mapped-out parts of the Demon Beast Mountain Range and even some of the parts we haven’t mapped out yet, but he appears to have long since vanished. Haaaah. We haven’t found a single trace of him since your battle in Bucharest.”

      “I would be surprised if you did find him,” I admitted with a wan smile. “Basilisks are located far deeper inside the Demon Beast Mountain Range than anyone from Nevaria has gone in a thousand years. That Sekbeist Shaman likely came from deep within the mountain range and only traveled closer because of what happened with the Sekbeist Shaman known as Skygge. I wouldn’t be surprised if these two Sekbeists had been working together. There is probably a group of them out there somewhere.”

      The plot to destroy Nevaria through the use of Dyr’s power had been thwarted, but that didn’t mean the danger had passed. Now that Skygge was gone, more Sekbeists would begin coming to try and do what he could not, which meant we needed to strengthen our defenses, increase the power of our Spiritualists, and be prepared for any eventuality.

      “Anyway, I believe I should head back to my sect.” I stood up from my chair. “Will you two let me know if you discover that Sekbeist Shaman or anything else related to this subject?”

      “We already planned on doing that.” Dante shrugged. “Truth be told, you’re the only one we can turn to for this. You are surprisingly knowledgeable about matters regarding the Sekbeists.”

      “It is only natural that I know about them.” I smiled, but it was the kind of smile that caused Rainer and Dante to shiver. “After all, the Sekbeists are one of my most hated enemies.”
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      Kari did not have to attend the academy today, so she was currently spending time in an empty room she had purloined for herself. It had bookshelves lining two of the four walls, a table in the center, and several racks filled with a variety of fabrics and metals. The room wasn’t very big. However, all she was using this room for were experiments.

      She wanted to create her own rune arrays.

      At present, what sat on her table was not one of her usual rune arrays but the claw-shaped object that Eryk had discovered lodged inside of the head of the Basilisk he had fought. He had given it to her a while back. Although she hadn’t really possessed the time needed to devote herself to studying it, she figured she would do so now.

      Unfortunately, she was at a loss.

      Running her finger over the surface, she marveled at the strange smoothness of this claw. She didn’t know if it had been sanded and polished or if it was naturally smooth. Regardless, the texture reminded her of those pebbles at the bottom of streams that had been smoothed out thanks to the constantly flowing waters. The only areas that were not smooth were where the symbols had been etched into it.

      The symbols were something she had never seen before. They did not match any of the runes she knew of, nor did they resemble any of the languages that existed before the Great Catastrophe. They were completely alien to her.

      “I wonder what would happen if I ran my Spiritual Power through them,” she muttered, picking the object up.

      As of now, she had yet to actually experiment with the object out of wariness. However, if she didn’t do something, she would never figure out what this thing was.

      Taking a deep breath, she began channeling raw Spiritual Power into the object. The energy flowed from her hand and into the object… and then it stopped. She frowned as she sensed something blocking her Spiritual Power. It felt similar but different to her Spiritual Power. It was like Spiritual Power but not at the same time, which greatly confused her. Regardless of what this energy was, she could sense the inherent darkness in it.

      With a glare, Kari channeled more Spiritual Power into the object, pushing against the dark energy in an attempt to overpower it. Sweat formed on her brow and her hand shook. Whatever this energy was, it had an incredible tenacity. Even so, she pushed and pushed and pushed, and eventually, the strange power blocking her Spiritual Power gave way.

      Kari’s eyes widened as the symbols began glowing. The object heated up in her hands. She waited to see if something would happen, but much to her disappointment, nothing changed. The glow died back down after she stopped channeling her Spiritual Power through it.

      With a sigh, she set the object back down and bit her thumbnail in thought. It seemed this object could be activated through her Spiritual Power, but now she was wondering about that strange power that was already inside of it. It was clearly powerful. It had only been the residual power leftover from when the Sekbeist Shaman had inserted it into the Basilisk, but it had taken a monumental amount of effort to overpower it.

      While she was lost in thought, the door to her study suddenly opened and Eryk walked in. He was carrying a large book in his hands.

      “I figured this is where you’d be,” he said with a smile.

      “Eryk.” Kari smiled back. “How was your talk with my fathers?”

      “Informative but ultimately inconclusive.” Eryk shook his head, a wan smile on his face as he walked over to her. “They currently have their forces scouring the Demon Beast Mountain Range for that Sekbeist Shaman, but he’s likely long gone by now.” He looked down at the claw-shaped object. “That said, they did find over a dozen of these claws and several books that look like the research material from our enemy.”

      He set the book down and flipped it open to a random page, which showed the diagram of a Chimera on one side and several squiggles on the other. These squiggles were made of the same symbols that had been etched into the claw.

      Kari placed a hand against the book, feeling its aged parchment. “This writing is…”

      “It’s the same as the writing on the claw,” Eryk confirmed. “I figured this is the Sekbeist language. It probably acts similarly to our runes. It might take a while, but I was thinking we could begin decoding the language. If we do, we might learn a bit more about the Sekbeists.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Kari confirmed. “However, this is going to be a huge undertaking. I don’t know how many years it will take to decode an entire language when we don’t even have a frame of reference to work with.”

      “We might not have a complete frame of reference, but we do have this.” Eryk pointed to the diagram of the Chimera, which had several lines pointing at specific parts of the body. Squiggles were written outside of the diagram and referred to these body parts. “These each seem to talk about specific information within the Demon Beast’s body. I figured if we can dissect some Demon Beasts, we could create our own diagrams and try to use those to create a frame of reference for us.”

      “That could work…”

      Since she now had a clearer idea of how to go about decoding the Sekbeist language, she and Eryk began creating a list of all the Demon Beasts cataloged in the book. There were well over a thousand. However, they started with the ones more common to the regions near Nevaria. They would begin with those.

      As they continued working, someone knocked on the door several times.

      “Who is it?” asked Kari.

      “It’s Fay,” came the voice. “Can I come in?”

      “Oh! Yes. Come on in, Fay!”

      The door opened and Fay walked into the room. She was dressed in a light training outfit. Her stomach and a good deal of her breasts were exposed because she was only wearing a single leather wrap around her chest. It looked like a thick and sturdy fabric that was being used to replace her breast bindings. She was also wearing shorts that were so short they just barely covered her entire butt.

      Kari blinked as she noticed things about Fay that she had not before, like the way her sweat caused her body to glisten, with several small droplets trailing down her neck, arms, stomach, and thighs. As she entered the room, a slightly sweet and slightly salty fragrance followed her.

      Maybe it’s because I’ve slept with her, but Fay looks a lot more attractive than I remember. Hmm. I should seduce—no, convince. Yes, I should convince Fay to join me and Eryk in bed again.

      Kari shook those thoughts off when she noticed the envelope in Fay’s hand. It was already opened.

      “Training hard?” asked Kari.

      Fay shrugged. “I’m doing my best. I can now use the Flame Dragon Fist well enough that it’s combat-ready, but I haven’t mastered it yet.”

      “Is that a letter from your father?” asked Eryk.

      Fay shook her head and became pensive. “…No. It is a letter from Gudmund. He is inviting me to have dinner with him at his family’s estate.”

      Kari felt an ugly expression cross her face.

      She had, of course, heard about how Gudmund wanted Fay’s father to annul the marriage agreement between Fay and Eryk so that he could marry Fay instead. Unfortunately, while their engagement had been publicly announced, it wasn’t like that meant they were guaranteed to marry. Anyone who wanted to was allowed to contest the marriage until the ceremony. Only after the ceremony had concluded would they not be able to do anything about it.

      She looked at Eryk, who looked calm to anyone who did not know him. However, when Kari looked down at his hands, she saw how they had been clenched into fists.

      “We already knew this would happen eventually,” he said with a sigh. “The only thing we can do now is decide what to do about his invitation. Fay, what would you like to do?”

      Kari said nothing as she looked at Fay, who was biting her lip with uncertainty. This had to be hard on her friend. However, she also knew that Fay was not the kind of girl who would shy away from something like this.

      “I think… I should go and meet with him, if only to turn him down,” Fay decided after several seconds of silence. “Still, I do not believe it is appropriate for a taken woman to meet with an unmarried man who has expressed an interest in her. I also do not know much about the Drage Family outside of what Father told us during dinner.” She took a deep breath. “I also remember what happened with Grant Leucht. He caught me when I was alone, kidnapped me, and tried to rape me. I’d rather not see history repeat itself. I might be stronger now, but I’ll be inside of the Drage Family mansion.” She looked at Eryk, breathed in and out several times, then squared her shoulders. “That being the case, I was hoping maybe you would come with me?”

      Kari looked back at Eryk to find his expression unreadable. There wasn’t a hint of emotion on his face. But while his face hadn’t really changed, his eyes were filled with a determined light.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Not only will this allow us to avoid the potential dangers that come from meeting with a powerful family on your own, but it can also be taken as a symbol of our unity.”

      Nodding her head in approval, Kari shut the book that she and Eryk had been studying, then placed her hands on the table. The hard wood was smooth, having been sanded and painted with a lacquered finish. Even so, she felt the grains beneath her palms and fingers as she looked between Eryk and Fay.

      “I imagine the Drage Family already knows you won’t be going alone,” she said to Fay. “They are aware that Fay is engaged to Eryk, and they probably have a lot of information on both of you, so they’ll know how you are likely to respond to their invitation. I don’t think I need to tell you two this, but be very careful when dealing with the Drage Family. The entire family is wrapped in secrecy. Outside of what’s considered common knowledge, nobody knows anything of true value about them.”

      Eryk and Fay nodded to show they understood her words and caution.

      Since they were going to meet with the Drage Family, Kari did what she could to prepare them, teaching them what little she knew about the family. It wasn’t much. However, her mother did have some dealings with them. Being the Empress of Nevaria, the Drage Family could not just ignore a summons from her, so she knew more about them than anyone else—though that wasn’t saying much.

      “I do not know much about Gudmund outside of what Lord Stelys has already told you,” Kari admitted. “However, I can confidently say he’s probably the strongest Spiritualist among the generation that Catalyna belongs to.”

      “If that’s the case, then why did he not participate in the Spiritualist Grand Tournament?” asked Eryk, brow furrowing.

      “Because they’re a very insular family.” Kari shrugged. “They never participate in any of the competitions hosted in Nevaria. Even their exploits are masked in mystery. We don’t know how they can do what they do, but their family is well known for killing many rare and powerful Demon Beasts.”

      After telling them everything she could think of, the three of them traveled up to their living quarters, where they met with Lin who had been diligently working on some papers regarding the sect’s latest budget report. There was already a large stack of finished documents on one side of the desk. Upon seeing them enter, the Lamia stopped working and joined them for a quick lunch.

      It was just another day at the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Lunch Date

          

        

      

    

    
      Demon Beasts were everywhere. I didn’t know if maybe their sense of territory had changed, but there were dozens of times more Demon Beasts within Nevaria now than there had been back when Kari and I first fled the city.

      I glanced at the corpses strewn out before me, which consisted of numerous types of Demon Beast, from the C-Rank Dire Wolves to the B-Rank Silverbacks.

      They had attacked me moments after I walked into Nevaria. All of them had been just wandering around the farmlands, claiming territory, and getting into territorial disputes until I came along. Of course, I cut them down without mercy. After gazing at the mostly dismembered corpses for several more seconds, I turned on my heel and continued walking down the abandoned dirt road.

      My destination at the moment was not the city, which I planned to visit eventually. It was the small mansion located in the isolated mountain pass that I traveled to first. Marked by the rotting corpse of the Behemoth, which I guess had died because it couldn’t move with its missing leg, the mountain pass mansion that I, Kari, and several others had used as a refuge was nothing but ruined buildings now.

      The stench of the rotting corpse was nearly overpowering. It hit me the moment I entered the pass, a smell that reminded me of sulfur and raw eggs, but although I wrinkled my nose, I did my best to ignore the smell.

      Walking around the corpse, which was mostly decomposed by this point, I stared at the other Demon Beasts who made the now destroyed mansion their home. A large pack of Dire Wolves wandered the grounds. Several dozen Pteranodons had made the cliffs their nests. I couldn’t see any other types of Demon Beasts among them, but the leader of the Dire Wolves was a Greater Dire Wolf, a B-Rank Demon Beast that was several times larger than a normal Dire Wolf. It had a horn on its head that could fire off bursts of purple lightning.

      A loud screech went up as I continued walking. One of the Pteranodons had noticed me. Clicking my tongue, I pointed at the creature and fired a condensed blast of lightning at it. My attack blew a huge hole straight through the Demon Beast’s chest. The Pteranodon didn’t even let out a death wail as it pitched forward and fell down the cliff.

      However, this alerted the other Demon Beasts to my presence.

      Dire Wolves turned their heads as if tracing the lightning blast to its source. Snarls issued from throats as their eyes locked onto me. The Greater Dire Wolf, which stood at a height that was nearly half the Behemoth, let loose a furious howl that caused the other Dire Wolves to race forward like they were being commanded.

      Their target was obviously me.

      I reached behind my back and grabbed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, pulling it from my back and swinging it forward as I channeled lightning through it. The ruler divided into segments and attacked the Dire Wolves like it was a dragon’s tail.

      One Dire Wolf became impaled through the skull, but the Dragon’s Tail Ruler soon tore the creature apart and moved on to the next one. It sliced through another of the Demon Beasts, cutting it in half, then continuing to impale one, two, three more before I retracted it.

      Despite having killed five Dire Wolves, there were still so many left. I counted at least two dozen.

      Of course, that wasn’t just the Dire Wolves. There were also the Pteranodons flapping around in the sky. Several of them were swooping toward me with obvious ill-intent.

      Waving my hand in a wide arc, I released a strong wave of lightning from my fingertips that slammed into several of the Pteranodons. These Demon Beasts could not even shriek as my lightning caused their hearts to stop beating. They fell to the ground with dull thuds one after the other.

      By this point, the Dire Wolves had arrived and pounced at me, but I made liberal use of the Flash Step to defeat them. I appeared beside one, sliced through it with a strong overhand swing, then ignored the two halves flying in separate directions as I used the Flash Step to appear above another Dire Wolf. While in midair, I rotated my body like a corkscrew. I used the Dragon’s Tail Ruler to slice through the sinuous neck of another Dire Wolf, separating the Demon Beast’s head from its shoulders.

      Landing on the ground, I did not remain there for long as I leaped into the air using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step. Now several meters above the ground, I looked down at the Dire Wolves as they turned their heads to growl up at me. They looked vicious, but I was not worried. It didn’t matter if there were one or one thousand of these monsters. I’d slaughter them all the same.

      A shriek made me shift my attention.

      Several more Pteranodons were flying toward me, their beaks open wide as though to take a chunk out of me. I could feel my lips twisting into a snarl as I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and channeled lightning through it. The lightning surged. It exploded from the Dragon’s Tail Ruler as I rotated around and around, creating a powerful cyclone of energy that expanded outward.

      The Pteranodons didn’t stand a chance. Their bodies were struck by lightning and fried. Muscles seized up. Hearts stopped beating. The Pteranodons quickly fell to the ground in droves, striking the hard earth with enough force to dent it.

      While still in midair, I held the Dragon’s Tail Ruler with two hands and swung it at the pack of Dire Wolves, unleashing wave after wave of water blades into them. Howls and whimpers went up as my attacks sliced through flesh, muscle, and bone with ease. I could feel the drain on my Spiritual Power as I continued to manipulate the water element in conjunction with using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to stay aloft, but I didn’t let up until most of the Dire Wolves were dead.

      Finally, the only one left was the Greater Dire Wolf.

      The Greater Dire Wolf had not attacked me with the others but watched me instead. It seemed to be more intelligent than the other Demon Beasts. As I landed on the ground, its massive horn crackled with purple lightning, and I was soon forced to move back as it sent a burst of incandescent power at me. The ground exploded as I used the Flash Step to dodge. Rather than move back, however, I moved forward, heading straight for the Greater Dire Wolf.

      I closed the distance between me and my enemy in a split second. Swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I sliced the Greater Dire Wolf’s left flank open. Dark red blood spilled from the wound as the creature howled. It tried to leap back, but I channeled lightning through my weapon and swung it again, not only cutting deeper into the creature but also forcing its muscles to seize up. Once it was unable to move, I raised my weapon above my head and brought it down. Flesh and tendons were severed as I cut off its head.

      Taking several deep breaths to calm my racing heart, I looked around and saw that all of the Demon Beasts were dead. I turned my gaze to the mansion. The walls that surrounded it were destroyed, covered in overgrown moss and vines. Most of the building looked like it had collapsed, but I wondered if a few of the rooms were still useable.

      I traveled through the destroyed front door. The inside was a wreck. The floor was cracked, numerous claw marks had gouged out chunks of the floor, and the walls were on the verge of breaking. I tried to find the room Kari and I shared back then, but it looked like that room was one of the destroyed ones.

      Since it looked like there was nothing here, I exited the mansion and left.

      My small revenge was complete.
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      I was finding myself taking a lot more carriage rides with Fay as of late. The first time it happened was when we traveled to the Valstine Family estate, and now we were on our way to visit Gudmund Drage at his family’s estate.

      Nevaria was as busy as ever. I glanced outside the carriage to find hundreds of people milling about. This carriage had glass windows—a sign of wealth—so I couldn’t smell the delectable scent of food filling the air, but I could see numerous street vendors selling kebabs, sandwiches, and a variety of other dishes. Kids ran past the window. Some looked in as though curious to know which powerful family we belonged to, but most were too busy playing.

      After observing the people we passed, many of whom glanced at us thanks to the fancy carriage we were riding, I leaned back in my seat and looked at Fay.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked.

      “A little.” Fay tried to smile at me, but it was shaky at best. “The idea of visiting the Drage Family is honestly kind of frightening. We know so little about them… and I don’t really want to see Gudmund again.”

      I understood how she felt perfectly. When Gudmund had first introduced himself at the party, I felt like there was something wrong with him. Something off. He gave me the feeling of being a Dire Wolf in sheep’s clothing. Remembering his sharp smile, which seemed to hide deadly rows of teeth, made me wary of him.

      “Well,” I reached out and grabbed Fay’s hand, “it’s not like I don’t understand how you feel, but just remember that you’re not alone. We’re going to deal with this man together.”

      “Right.” Fay took a deep breath, calmed down, and smiled at me. “Thank you, Eryk.”

      “Anytime.”

      The Drage Family estate was located further in the western quadrant of Nevaria than any other noble family. It was located near the wall that isolated the city from the rest of the city-state. Our carriage traveled through a gate guarded by a pair of Spiritualists, both of whom I discovered through Spiritual Perception had reached the Second State of Spiritualism. After passing through the gate, a large plot of land stretched out for several kilometers before us. Most of the land was decorated with red roses. It seemed the color red was a favorite of this family, perhaps due to their affinity with fire.

      The carriage traveled down the only road available.

      “I guess they really are an insular family,” I muttered.

      Fay nodded. “They own the largest property in Nevaria. Their mansion is located at the far end of the western district, which is about as far away from everyone else in the city as you can get without leaving the city.”

      We reached another gate being guarded by more Spiritualists. Once more, all of them had reached the Second State of Spiritualism, which made me wonder how powerful these people were, and if they were so powerful, why was I just now hearing about them? Surely, I would have heard about this family in my past life.

      I didn’t ponder these thoughts for long, knowing that I wouldn’t find an answer and so thinking about it would do no good. Instead, I focused on steadying my breathing. Gudmund had more or less picked a fight with me when he decided to go after Fay. I had no intention of letting something like this go.

      As the carriage came to a stop, the driver opened the door and allowed me and Fay to step outside.

      For this evening, I had chosen clothing that was refined but functional. The black tunic had gold lining the hem, neckline, and sleeves. A belt wrapped around my waist. Meanwhile, my black pants contrasted with my brown boots. While it looked simple, the clothing was made from the most expensive Demon Beast silk valis could buy. What’s more, hidden underneath the silk was armor adorned with protective runes.

      Of course, I say that I had chosen it, but the clothing had actually been picked out by Kari.

      Fay was also wearing something different from the norm—a light pink dress that had small straps holding it aloft. Her shoulders and collarbone were completely bare. However, it did have sleeves. They hung off her arms, connected to the body of the dress. The loosely hanging fabric hung off her body but still managed to showcase the elegant swell of her chest and thin waist. White stockings covered her legs and stopped at about mid-thigh. There was a small gap between her dress and stockings, leaving her milky white skin on display. She was wearing white slippers instead of boots.

      Because Fay hated dressing up, she had opted not to have her hair done. It hung around her like a fiery veil, red strands scintillating in the light, framing her elegant and beautiful face. With her narrowed eyes and lush ruby lips, Fay had a naturally seductive quality that I had only seen in people like Erica.

      I offered her my arm. She took it, and, together, we walked up to the large mansion that loomed before us.

      The mansion was a study in opulence, looking more like a castle than the estate of a mere noble family. We were first led through the gatehouse, which was the only means of entering the castle keep. A large wall with several turrets surrounded it. Spiritualist guards stood on those turrets and protected the castle from outside intrusion, though I felt they were largely unneeded. I couldn’t see anyone willingly storming this place.

      Someone stood on the other side of the gatehouse as we entered the bailey. It was a young woman with blonde hair, blue eyes, and the black and white tunic of a maid. Carrying an elegance about her, the woman bowed low upon our arrival.

      She had also reached the Second State of Spiritualism. Her fiery aura swirled about her like a tempest.

      It seemed even their maids were powerful.

      “We have been expecting you, Master Eryk, Mistress Fay,” she said in a voice that I could hear clearly despite being so soft-spoken. “Please, follow me. I shall lead you to where Lord Gudmund is currently waiting.”

      As the woman turned on her heel and began walking, Fay and I glanced at each other. Neither of us had missed how she said they had been expecting both me and Fay. This just proved that Kari was correct. Gudmund knew that I would come with Fay to keep him in check.

      While that put me on guard, I didn’t let it show as I walked arm in arm with Fay, following the blonde woman as she led us to the keep. It was a large tower composed of massive stones. The center shape was that of a rectangle, but there were also spires at each edge. One of those spires had another spire that was attached to it via a bridge several dozen meters above our heads.

      We were led up a set of stairs that ended in a large door. A guard held the door open for us. Inside, we found a simple hall leading to a staircase. The maidservant immediately went to the staircase, and we followed her.

      Judging from what I had seen outside, this mansion or castle was about five or six stories tall. It had several different staircases in each of the four spires connected to the main building. Each floor was massive and served a different function. Some appeared to host numerous bedrooms while another resembled a grand dining hall. I tried my best to memorize the layout as we walked.

      There weren’t too many people present, but all the people we did pass glanced at us curiously like they were wondering what a couple of strangers were doing in their home. All of them had the same blond hair, blue eyes, and similar facial structures to Gudmund and Gudbrand. In fact, they all looked so similar to those two that it caused a chill to run up my spine.

      The maidservant led us to one of the spires. I soon realized it was the one connected to the second spire. After traveling up a set of stairs, we walked across a bridge, and entered the standalone spire. The moment we walked through the door, Fay released a soft gasp.

      I couldn’t blame her.

      What appeared before us was a menagerie of colorful flowers, arrayed in a pleasant aesthetic that resembled a rainbow. A large variety of blossoms filled the room with color. Some had large petals that were the size of my head, while others had dozens of little petals. There were fronds, vines with unique purple flowers sprouting from them, and a host of other plants that I recognized because they were used in alchemy.

      “Wow…” Fay muttered.

      I said nothing as we were led to the center of the spire, but I didn’t disagree with her voiced admiration.

      A round table had been set up in the very center of this room, three seats arrayed around it, and one of the three was already taken.

      Gudmund Drage, the heir to the Drage Family, sat with his hands in his laps as he calmly admired the flowers. He turned his head as we walked closer, and a smile lit his face. Standing up, he offered the two of us a bow, though it felt to me like he was only bowing to Fay.

      “I am glad you accepted my invitation. Please, sit down.”

      I could already see from his movements that he was going to pull out Fay’s seat for her, but I beat him to it. Gudmund frowned at me. However, I feigned ignorance as Fay sat down in the chair, which I helped her scoot closer to the table. The man looked uncertain for a second, but then he seemed to decide that I hadn’t done this to spite him, and a smile reappeared on his face again as he sat back down. Once I had taken my seat, he began speaking again.

      “I hear you have been very busy,” he said while looking at Fay. So, he was going to ignore me? Was he doing this on purpose, or was he really just that interested in Fay? I could not tell.

      “Not as busy as Eryk,” Fay answered, glancing at me with a smile. “I’ve mostly been attending the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy. Eryk and Lin have been running the sect, while Kari and I are taking classes.”

      “Even so, taking classes only to arrive back home and do work for your… sect is quite hard, isn’t it? I imagine you must be doing a lot of work.”

      “Maybe, but I enjoy it.”

      Like when I had rebuffed Gudmund’s attempt at helping Fay into her seat, he was now focusing entirely on Fay and snubbing my attempts to enter the conversation. I couldn’t tell if he was doing it on purpose at first. That changed, however, when Fay tried several times to include me in the conversation, only to be forced back into a one-on-one dialogue.

      “These are quite the lovely flowers you have here,” I said suddenly, thoroughly disrupting the conversation between Gudmund and Fay. While the redhead sent me a grateful look, Gudmund furrowed his brow, though it smoothed a moment later. He was quite good at masking his emotions.

      “I am glad you like my garden,” he said. “I have spent many years cultivating this garden in my free time.”

      “So, you made this garden yourself?” I asked.

      A small bit of pride entered Gudmund’s eyes. “That is correct. It’s a bit of a hobby of mine. Unlike my sister, I am not all about combat. I enjoy other pursuits in my free time.”

      I looked at the flowers again and activated Spiritual Perception, narrowing my eyes as the colors faded from existence. The world soon became visible in shades of gray. Then it changed again, and small flames of color appeared in my vision.

      The three largest flames belonged to the maidservant, Fay, and Gudmund. Fay’s Spiritual Signature was a bright and fiery red so intense it looked like anything that came close to it would be burned to a crisp. By contrast, Gudmund’s Spiritual Signature was… muted. I didn’t show any surprise on my face, but when I saw how Gudmund’s body was covered by a very small flame, I could not help but be shocked. The maidservant seemed to have an even stronger Spiritual Signature than Gudmund, and it was a bright red just like Fay’s.

      I could only come to one conclusion.

      Gudmund knew the Masking technique.

      Masking was a technique that involved someone suppressing their Spiritual Power, hiding it from others. Very few people knew this Spiritual Technique. In fact, I was the only person I knew of who should have known it—until now at least.

      “This garden is thick with Spiritual Power,” I said, at last, ignoring the unease I felt.

      “So, you can sense it.” Gudmund smiled, but it was razor sharp and predatory. “These flowers have been consistently feeding on my Spiritual Power, making them very strong.”

      “So I see.”

      It was certainly possible to feed plants Spiritual Power to make them heartier than most. Members of the Alchemist Association back in the Northern Plains did that to increase the potency of their alchemy pills, though this was an advanced method of plant cultivation. Only a few could actually do it.

      If you feed a plant too much Spiritual Power, it will explode because plants are unable to contain too much power. If you feed a plant too little, then nothing will happen. To nourish each plant required knowledge of that particular plant and an incredible amount of control over your own Spiritual Power. This meant only someone who had been studying botany for years and was skilled at manipulating Spiritual Power could create a garden such as this.

      “I’m very impressed,” I said honestly. “I had no idea you were a botanist.”

      Gudmund shrugged. “I wouldn’t call myself a true botanist. I just like to dabble.” He glanced at some of the flowers and smiled. “Did you know that when you continue feeding Spiritual Power to flowers, they become cannibalistic? It used to be common practice among alchemists to segregate flowers and feed them Spiritual Power to make them more potent. The reason they segregated the flowers was that they didn’t want them beginning to feed off each other.”

      I wondered how Gudmund knew so much about alchemy practices, which I assumed had been long since lost. Perhaps he had found a book that survived the destruction of the previous Alchemist Association. It was certainly possible. I doubted Skygge could have destroyed all the evidence on alchemy. A few books must have survived.

      “If these plants begin feeding off each other when put together like this, why do you do it?” asked Fay.

      “Because I like seeing them struggle.” Admitting this, Gudmund’s already sharp expression became even sharper as he smiled. “Life is all about struggle, about fighting for survival. The strong eat the weak, and the weak try to become the strong by eating those weaker than themselves. It is a constant and vicious cycle. I love that cycle. I love watching the strong eat the weak, love seeing the struggle between life and death, victory and defeat. These plants I have so carefully cultivated epitomize the natural selection process known as survival of the fittest.”

      “Survival of the fittest, huh?” I muttered as I stopped looking at the plants to look at Gudmund. “I am somehow not surprised to hear you espouse ideologies like that.”

      Gudmund leaned back in his chair. “I take it you don’t agree?”

      “I do not,” I stated. “In the Demon Beast Mountain Range, it is true that the strong flourish and the weak perish, but that is not true for humans. We cannot survive on a mountain of corpses. It is the duty of the strong to protect the weak.”

      “Nonsense,” Gudmund stated with a smile. “The strong have no duty to the weak. Those who cannot help themselves do not deserve to be helped. Only people who can offer something of greater or equal value to their own life deserve to be saved.”

      I didn’t let it show on my face, but this man’s words irritated me. I felt something black bubbling inside of my body. It simmered just beneath the surface of my skin.

      Fay looked back and forth between us. Uncertainty was written on her face. I could tell she was thinking of intervening, but she also understood that it was probably not a good idea. It would draw attention to her. That was something she and I wished to avoid.

      Even so, she took a deep breath.

      “I agree with Eryk,” she said. “A community can’t flourish if only the strong exist. By your definition, everyone who is strong will eat those who are weak, but if you do that, then there will be nothing left but you.”

      Gudmund shrugged. “The strong already exist on a mountain, a plateau the weak will never be able to reach no matter how hard they try. They are already alone.”

      This argument was one I had heard before, but it had been a long time since I had heard it. The Sekbeists espoused this argument. Some of the Warlords I had fought held similar beliefs. They believed that since humans were weak, they deserved to be eradicated. Of course, many of those Warlords had been killed by the same humans they judged as weak.

      “It seems we are not going to agree on this matter,” I said.

      “No, it seems not,” Gudmund replied. He looked disappointed.

      The maidservant soon arrived again with a light meal made of braised lamb with red wine. It was a delicious meal worthy of nobility, but I could hardly taste it. It seemed to have no flavor. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I could not help but think something was wrong with this scenario.

      I didn’t realize it until after we were already traveling back home in the carriage, but Gudmund had not mentioned anything about annulling the marriage agreement between me and Fay even once.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gudmund knelt in a large room lit up by monster cores lining the walls and ceiling. His head was bowed low. While he could sense the six overwhelming presences in front of him, he did not dare look at them. Cold sweat ran down his back.

      “So? How was the meeting with Fay Valstine? Do you believe she will serve our purposes?” The stale air seemed to vibrate with power as one of the six figures spoke.

      “Not as she is now,” Gudmund admitted honestly. “She has the same belief as the current empress: that the strong need to protect the weak.”

      Thick tension filled the air suddenly, threatening to make Gudmund look up, if only to see the expressions on the faces of the six people he knelt before in complete subservience. Of course, even if he had looked up, all he would have seen was a large screen hanging from the ceiling. These six never revealed themselves to others, not even members of their own family.

      “That is most disappointing,” one of them said.

      “Our Queen cannot have such a weak mentality,” another added.

      “I thought you said she was different,” said one more. Unlike the other two voices, which clearly belonged to men, the one who spoke this time was a woman.

      “I thought so too,” Gudmund admitted. “I still think so. While her mentality right now has conformed to the outdated ideals of the Astralia Royal Family, I know she has what it takes to become our Queen. All she needs is some proper guidance.”

      Gudmund would never forget the first time he had seen Fay. It had been over a year ago. He remembered catching a glimpse of her training. Her movements had been awkward and clumsy, and she had been suffering from some kind of illness, but she had been so ravishing, so strong. Her iron will and fierce determination had shone through in her actions. She had been a true diamond in the rough.

      He had been able to tell that, back then, Fay had only sought strength for herself. She hadn’t cared about others. All she wanted was the strength to accomplish her goals.

      It had been his intention to help her when she became a little more desperate. He would appear before her, a savior in her hour of need, and after he healed her, she would become his. His plan had been to teach her the true ways of the world. When she reached the pinnacle of strength, they would wed, and she would become the Queen who stood by his side, the woman who would help their family conquer Nevaria.

      His plan had been perfect—should have been perfect, but there was a single flaw that he hadn’t accounted for back then. He never could have imagined that someone else would appear before Fay and offer to save her before he did.

      He tightened his hands into fists.

      Eryk Veiger didn’t know of the hatred that Gudmund felt for him. That boy had appeared on the scene like a bolt of lightning, tearing asunder many of his carefully laid plans. Now he was engaged to the woman who should have become Gudmund’s Queen, and he was brainwashing her with naive ideas like protecting the weak. It was enough to make him nauseous. The strong ruled the weak with an iron fist, and the weak who did not obey the strong were snuffed out like candles. That was the natural order of things.

      “Do you think you can give her that proper guidance?” asked one of the figures.

      “I do,” Gudmund said.

      There was a moment of silence as the six figures conferred with one another.

      “Very well,” the woman said. “We shall give you one year to guide Fay Valstine back onto the proper path. If, in one year, she does not conform to our ideals, then she will join the rest of those who shall be destroyed when we finally take our rightful place as the rulers of Nevaria.”

      Gudmund bowed his head in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “Hmph. Do not thank us just yet. Whether or not you actually accomplish your goal remains to be seen,” one of the men said. “Also, remember not to draw attention to yourself. Our Drage Family is strong, but we lack the numbers needed to contend with the other noble families. What’s more, I hear Herleif is back. Now that he has returned, there are enough people who have reached the Third State of Spiritualism that they can contend with us on even footing. We cannot act until the princess has also reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Until that happens, be sure to keep your head down and do not do anything that would give our plans away.”

      “As you command,” Gudmund said in a low, soft voice.

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 11!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review to help other potential readers make a decision on whether to read this story or not. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach many readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime kiddies.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Volume 11 is finally here. I hope you all enjoyed this volume, which features quite the eclectic shifts in tone between past and present.

      Before I get into that, I hope you’ll indulge me as I ask you to please leave a review. They are the life blood of books. Books with few reviews are often forgotten, unable to help the authors who wrote them earn livable wages. Many of my compatriots have been forced to quit writing for this reason. I hope you will help me put food on my table so that I can continue writing.

      Now, then, onto my thoughts for this volume.

      There are a couple of things that stand out in this volume. First is Eryk’s new attitude in the past timeline. He’s become a lot darker, brutal, and more edge-lordy in this volume. I wanted to show what kind of person he had become after Kari’s death. It’s not pretty. I wouldn’t say he’s unrecognizable, but he’s not the Eryk who has been shown so far. This is a testament to how much Kari’s and Kayli’s death has affected him.

      The second is the introduction of Herleif, Kari’s grandfather, who I believe I’ve mentioned a few times throughout the series. Kari’s gramps is kind of like the Jiraiya of my series. He’s an unrepentant pervert, as most old men in anime are, and spends his time peeping on women. I did my best to shed some light on his past and the role he’ll play in the future, but I don’t want to give away too much.

      Aside from that, I decided to pay homage to a few of my favorite anime in this volume. The scene where Lin has an unsuccessful shedding was inspired by a similar scene from Monster Musume, where Miia also has an unsuccessful shedding. Which of us did that scene better, I wonder? I hope you’ll say me, but I’ll understand if you think it’s the former.

      While the story for the past few volumes has been slow as I build up my characters, develop the world, and show some slice-of-life moments between Eryk and his ladies, the next volume is going to pick up again. This series moves in arcs instead of self-contained volumes. It normally has a slow beginning that builds up to a climactic finale for each arc. I’m sure Brandon Sanderson could have fit all this in one book. Sadly, I’m not him. We just share a first name.

      I’d like to thank some people before I end this afterword.

      To my editor and proofreader, Crystal and Abby, thank you so much for helping make this series readable. I know my manuscripts would be a mess without you.

      To Mykel, my super kickass artist who draws bomb hentai, I am very grateful to you and sad that I can’t have you draw more H-scenes for me. I blame prudes for pushing their undesirable morals onto others. Like, it’s fine if you don’t like hentai, but don’t ruin it for the rest of us. Please and thank you. In either event, your art is awesome and I hope to continue working with you.

      And lastly, to my readers, thank you so much for reading this book. You’re the bomb dot com. You put the “f” in fuc—I mean, fun. Yes. Fun. Lol. Kidding. You’re seriously amazing and I cannot thank you enough for reading this.

      I hope you’ll join me in volume 12, where shit finally begins to hit the fan.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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