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            Empress Hilda’s Request

          

        

      

    

    
      Nevaria. What had once been a great city filled with tens of millions of people had now become a haven for Demon Beasts. They crawled all over the city. Pteranodons made nests on top of buildings. Dire Wolves roamed the streets in packs. Silverbacks pounded their chests and bellowed at the top of their lungs as they invaded homes and battled each other. There were even several B-Rank Behemoths like the one Kari and I fought when we fled into the Endless Desert, as well as a large number of A-Rank Tarantella.

      My blood boiled as I walked through the destroyed front gate. The once majestic gate that stood tall and symbolized strength had been reduced to rubble. Most of the five-meter-thick rampart was gone, having been brought down by a massive Demon Beast of some sort, and even the gate itself was nothing but derelict and broken down remains. Only half the gate remained standing. The bulky, wooden portcullis was no more.

      As soon as I entered through the gate, a pack of Dire Wolves spotted me and howled, charging toward me at top speed. Their glistening black fur was the same color as midnight, but they had white underbellies. I stared into the starving red eyes of the pack leader as I reached behind my back and tugged on the Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      I swung the weapon horizontally, unleashing a powerful wave of lightning that swept over the Dire Wolves. All of the Demon Beasts stopped in their tracks as their muscles seized up. They skidded along the ground, tumbling and rolling until they came to a stop. Even then, they struggled to climb back onto their feet. Tenacity was one of the prime features of this monster type.

      I had no intention of letting them recover.

      Another swing of my weapon caused a crescent blade of water to launch from the entire length. This crescent blade was easily several meters across. It traveled over the ground and sliced through the Dire Wolves, who did not even get the chance to howl in pain as their blood soaked into the cracked cobblestone street.

      Ignoring the corpses now littering the road, I moved deeper into the city. I glanced at the buildings on either side of the street I traversed, studying them with keen eyes enhanced by Spiritual Power.

      Many of the buildings were only partially standing, with several walls destroyed and the ceilings having long since collapsed. There were a few that hadn’t been destroyed, however, and I entered one of these out of curiosity—only to find a cobweb-covered mess with an entire swarm of Tarantellas skittering throughout the building.

      These ones were tiny. They were baby Tarantellas. They covered almost every inch of the building’s interior. Their webs lined the walls, floor, and ceiling, crisscrossing all over the place. Hanging on these webs were dozens upon dozens of Tarantellas.

      From the moment I entered the building, I became the focus of these disgusting beasts. They clacked their mandibles and skittered along the ground and walls to reach me. I narrowed my eyes, gathered Spiritual Power into my left foot, and stomped on the ground. I released all the gathered Spiritual Power in one burst. A wave of lightning spread across the entire building, creating an ever-expanding ring, striking the Tarantellas and frying their insides.

      While Tarantellas were listed as A-Rank Demon Beasts, only the Greater Tarantella that had lived for a really long time fit that classification. Regular Tarantella could barely be classified as B-Rank, while these little babies weren’t even C-Rank. They instantly died under my assault.

      Just as I was about to leave, the ceiling above me collapsed and a gigantic Tarantella slammed into the ground with enough force to leave me stunned. Dust clogged my vision, but I had the sense of mind to move as the creature fired several webs at me from its spinneret. The webs struck the ground and walls, exploding in a spray of sticky threads that could entrap me if I wasn’t careful.

      I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and channeled Spiritual Power through it, unlocking the segments and sending them flying at the Tarantella, though I narrowed my eyes when my weapon glanced off the Demon Beast’s furry hide. That hair was simply too durable.

      Retracting my weapon, I dodged several more threads and tried to figure out what I should do. The Tarantella released a shrill cry and charged at me during this time. Perhaps it was frustrated about not being able to hit me, but I didn’t care.

      The creature raised one of its spindly legs. I noticed how sharp the end of its leg was. It brought the leg down and tried to punch a hole through my chest, but I quickly transformed my entire body into lightning. The Tarantella’s leg went straight through me as my body burst apart into smaller bolts, which skittered along the ground before reforming into a vaguely human shape. Now underneath the Tarantella, I bent my knees and surged upward.

      It was over in an instant.

      Now floating in the sky, I looked down at where I had come from. The Tarantella was still there, but a large hole had been blown through its abdomen, the edges of which were singed black.

      A loud shriek alerted me to the fact that I had been spotted by another Demon Beast. I looked to my left and found several Pteranodons traveling toward me.

      Since maintaining the Third State of Spiritualism cost a lot of Spiritual Power, I changed back into a human. Then I used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to shoot myself toward the first of the flying Demon Beasts.

      The Dragon’s Tail Ruler penetrated the first Pteranodon’s skull when I swung it, killing it instantly. As it began falling to the ground, I used its body as a springboard and blasted over to the next one. This creature tried to attack me with its clawed feet. A swing of my weapon fixed that. The Pteranodon screeched in agony as I cut its talons clean off, then used the Jump Step to appear above it and swing my blade clean through its neck, severing the flesh, muscle, and bone in a single stroke. Now headless, the creature fell to the ground.

      I killed the remainder of the Pteranodons attacking me before landing back on the ground, but the moment I did, a large and hairy creature with silver fur appeared from around the corner of a building, first its leg, then an arm, and finally a massive body. This Demon Beast stood on two legs, had a thick chest, broad shoulders, and arms so long its hands dragged against the ground. Yellow eyes glared at me, sitting atop a muzzle full of sharp teeth.

      It was the B-Rank Silverback.

      Silverbacks were one of the more dangerous Demon Beasts. They were bipeds that could walk on two legs, though their preferred method of locomotion was to swing forward on their hands. What made them so dangerous was their incredible strength. A single swing from their fists could destroy stone, and their grip was powerful enough that they could crush boulders with their bare hands.

      The Demon Beast slammed its hands against its chest and released a battle cry before it charged at me.

      I clicked my tongue and pointed at it.

      Unlike last time when I unleashed a wave of energy, this time I released a condensed beam that blew a hole clean through the Silverback’s chest. It died without even realizing it. The beast fell, struck the ground, and rolled across the cobblestone like a doll that had been tossed aside by a child throwing a tantrum.

      I considered such an ignoble death poetic justice.

      How many humans had died at this monster’s hands?

      This was justice!

      More Demon Beasts were coming toward me. There were all kinds from the small Dire Wolves to the massive Silverbacks. It didn’t matter what monsters came my way, however, as I slaughtered everything around me. Lightning burst from my body. Blades of water flew from my sword. Heads were cleaved. Bodies split in half. The ground became stained with the blood of countless Demon Beasts. My own body was no different. Even my vision had gone red as ichor splashed against my eyes. I would show no mercy to these beasts. I would kill and kill and kill, until there were no more Demon Beasts left in Nevaria.

      As I finished off another pack of Dire Wolves, the ground shook beneath my feet. I turned around and found a massive creature with purple skin and four muscular legs moving toward me. This creature looked only vaguely feline. It had a snarling muzzle filled with rows of sharp teeth, two large horns on its head, and a long tail that was at least the same length as its body.

      Behemoth, but this one was even larger than the one Kari and I had fought back in the mountain pass. It must have been at least a hundred meters across and fifty tall. I’d never seen something so huge before in my entire life! Even the Dragons could not compare.

      A Greater Behemoth then. A true A-Rank Demon Beast.

      I could not remember when the classification system we used to rank Demon Beasts was invented, or who created it, but it was a system in which Demon Beasts were ranked based on a number of factors: power, strength, speed, intelligence, and danger levels. There were numerous factors that people considered when ranking a Demon Beast.

      Greater Behemoths were near the top of the food chain within this system. They had the strength to change the land’s natural geography, the Spiritual Power to unleash attacks that could demolish a city block, and the intelligence to think strategically—at least, to a degree. My understanding was they only had the intelligence of a human child, but that was still more than most Demon Beasts, who acted only on instinct.

      Despite the overwhelming presence I sensed from this creature, which made even my skin crawl, I had no intention of giving up. I’d fought and killed A-Ranks plenty of times. Tightening my grip on the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I made liberal use of the Flash Step to appear on top of the Behemoth’s head.

      I didn’t hesitate to bring my weapon down upon it. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler, covered in lightning to increase its cutting power, slammed into the Behemoth’s skull, but rather than the weapon slicing through flesh and bone like I had expected, the weapon just glanced off this creature’s thick hide. My attack did shake the creature a bit. It shuddered and groaned as its head dipped. However, aside from that, nothing serious happened.

      As I was wondering what to do, a loud crackling noise issued from one of the horns. I looked over. The largest horn, which was about two times taller than me, was emitting some type of black energy that crackled like lightning. A thick darkness was pulsating from the horn. My eyes widened as I realized what this was.

      The darkness element!

      I used the Flash Step just as the black lightning tried to blast me apart. Appearing back on the ground some distance away, I soon found myself forced to dodge several more bursts of intensely concentrated darkness. Shock rushed through my body when I saw the craters left behind from each attack. The darkness element was extremely powerful. It ate through the ground like it was made of butter.

      One thing I noticed from these attacks was how different it was than the power used by Sekbeists. These attacks destroyed everything in their path, but they didn’t annihilate everything. When the Sekbeists attacked, the darkness element would simply devour whatever it touched, as though wiping it from the face of existence, while these attacks simply destroyed it. I wondered, absently, what made the Sekbeists’ and this Greater Behemoth’s attacks so different.

      But I knew now wasn’t the time.

      Knowing that I had to close the distance if I wanted to make the most of my attacks, I tried to use the Flash Step, but the Behemoth roared and, suddenly, a massive wall of darkness rose from the ground and blocked my path. I had no choice but to stop. That was a mistake.

      Darkness gathered on the tip of the Behemoth’s horn, crackling with barely repressed power. Not even a second passed before the Behemoth unleashed another powerful arc of black lightning. I had been forced to stop my Flash Step mid-step, so I couldn’t use it again. Left with no other choice, I raised the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and took the attack head-on.

      “Nnnnnggg! GRAAAA!!!!”

      The ground cracked underneath my feet as I slid backward. My arms shook from the strain of fighting against the black lightning, which was easily the most powerful attack I had faced since my battle against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. I gnashed my teeth together as arcs of black lightning slipped past my weapon and struck me, sending jolts of energy through my body that consumed my Spiritual Power. It felt like my strength was being sapped from me while my internal organs were fried to a crisp.

      I was beginning to feel weaker.

      Another roar echoed from the Greater Behemoth’s mouth as the Spiritual Power running through its attack suddenly grew stronger instead of weaker. Left with no other option, I channeled as much Spiritual Power through my weapon as possible, hoping against hope to block the increasingly powerful black lightning.

      The glowing runes along the weapon glowed even brighter. Sparks flew from them as my Spiritual Power flowed through the metal. I increased the output. I needed more. More. More! I only needed to block this one attack! If I could do that, then my chance to strike back would come! I was sure of it!

      My thoughts halted and my eyes widened, however, as cracks began appearing on my weapon. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler was made of mythril, the most durable metal in all the nine realms, according to my knowledge. I didn’t think there was anything that could crack it, but here, now, my Spiritual Power was causing it to break.

      My weapon shattered just as the black lightning disappeared. I stared at the weapon that had been my partner for many years. The pain I felt at losing it was not even close to how I felt when I lost Kari and Kayli, but losing something else that was important to me caused a deep hole to appear within my heart. It felt like it was sucking in everything that I was, everything that I had ever been, until I was little more than an empty shell.

      The Greater Behemoth’s roar made me remember that I was still in combat, and so, despite feeling like I had lost one more part of myself, I refocused on the battle.

      My Spiritual Power surged as I released everything I had left. I had been in combat for so long that I didn’t have much anymore, but even so, the ground began cracking underneath the pressure of my soaring Spiritual Power. Lightning crackled and water swirled around me. The walls of buildings were destroyed as elemental arcs struck them. I soon took those elements into my body, which wracked me with intense pain.

      I could feel the change my body was undergoing. It hurt like a million lava needles stabbing into my skin, like my flesh was being melted by acid and my bones were being slowly eroded by rushing waves relentlessly pounding against them. A glance at my hands made me realize that I had turned into a being of pure white. Small arcs of blue lightning skittered across my arms and fingers while swirling motes of water surrounded me in rings.

      I had successfully merged into two elements.

      The Behemoth was charging a new attack, but I had no intention of letting it finish. My Spiritual Power was being quickly consumed. I would need to finish this before it dried up. Bending my knees, I launched myself off the ground and closed the distance between myself and the Behemoth, my left hand raised and clenched into a fist that I planned on bringing down.

      At that exact moment, just as I appeared to destroy this creature, the condensed black lightning exploded from the horn’s tip and struck me in the center of my chest. My eyes widened as I brought my fist down. The last thing I saw before pain overrode everything was the Greater Behemoth’s head exploding in a shower of blood and Spiritual Power.
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      A month had passed since Fay and I met with Gudmund Drage. Although the heir of the Drage Family had sent several invitations since then, Fay and I responded to all of them with a polite refusal, stating that we were too busy with our work and Fay’s school to meet with him.

      Of course, that wasn’t really true. We were indeed busy, but the reason we refused to meet with him was because of his opinions regarding strength. Neither Fay nor I could condone the use of strength to bully the weak, and we also didn’t believe that it was the strong’s right to trample over those who were weak. His belief was the antithesis to our own.

      We had debated this matter for a long time, knowing that to refuse the Drage Family’s heir like this would be seen as a grave insult toward the family, but we ultimately couldn’t come up with a better solution. I did not think we could change his mind. I also didn’t want to bother trying. This man had tried to convince Stelys Valstine to annul the marriage between Fay and me. He was a sanctimonious little shit, and I had no obligation to humor him.

      I personally felt he should consider himself lucky that was all I did.

      What I really wanted to do was shove some lightning so far up his ass he’d be shitting ten thousand volts for the rest of his life.

      The sect was seeing a steady increase. Many mercenaries and other Spiritualists who hadn’t joined either the Nevarian Spiritualists or the Imperial Royal Guard flocked to join us, causing our ranks to swell as a result.

      Mercenaries preferred freedom over steady pay. That was the reason they remained mercenaries even though it wasn’t the most lucrative of career choices. My sect offered them a level of freedom, but it also gave them a steady supply of jobs since we were considered a legitimate business. It was the best of both worlds in some ways.

      While our sect consisted mostly of mercenaries who wanted a steady source of income, it wasn’t like we accepted every mercenary who came our way. Anyone who wanted to join underwent a strict evaluation. These tests were performed by myself, Kari, Fay, Lin, Geirolf, Bjark, and Catalyna.

      Each test was designed to showcase a person’s strength, talent, decision-making abilities, and virtuousness. Because we were a legitimate sect as opposed to a mercenary company, we couldn’t accept people who did not display a certain level of virtue. A Spiritualist with low moral standards might break the law. Therefore, on top of testing their actual combat abilities, we held an interview to determine whether or not these Spiritualists were a good fit for the Nevarian Braves.

      Many failed.

      While a lot of Spiritualists failed our interview, there were still a lot who passed, so many, in fact, that we were no longer accepting new members at this time. The Nevarian Braves had capped out at six hundred members. We might increase that number again, but that was enough for now.

      Despite having six hundred members, we were not lacking in jobs. Our quest boards were being updated daily with new quests.

      Some of the quests were simple D-Rank jobs that could be completed within a day. Since they took place within Nevaria, Spiritualists didn’t even need to leave the city limits to complete them. Of course, these quests were nothing more than ordinary tasks like helping someone with construction or acting as bodyguards for a noble. They didn’t pay much, but since they could be completed within a single day, they were popular among people who needed to make a quick valis.

      A lot of our higher-Ranked experts had also begun the task of training the newer Spiritualists. Bjark, Catalyna, Ingrid, and Geirolf would form groups with new Spiritualists and take quests that involved journeying into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Some of the quests were simple herb gathering jobs, but there were also some that required slaying a specific Demon Beast and rendering it down for parts. Skin, internal organs, and muscles were all relatively valuable for alchemists. There were even jobs that required them to slay a specific number of Demon Beasts for their monster cores. One of the jobs had actually been posted by Empress Hilda herself, and it involved exploring the deeper regions of the Demon Beast Mountain Range and creating a map of the surrounding area.

      The Demon Beast Mountain Range was a vast land that extended for several million kilometers and a large majority of it remained unexplored. Nevaria was located somewhere near the southern edge of this massive area, hidden from the Demon Beasts via the mountain range that had given the region its name.

      Progress on this quest was slow since it was an ongoing one. However, we were still making good progress. We had already mapped out several unexplored areas and even uncovered a few ruined cities that had existed since before the Great Catastrophe. Several of our groups had even brought back valuable items that the Valstine Family had auctioned off and earned a hefty amount of valis for.

      Of course, I was not involved in any of these quests.

      Sitting behind my desk with Lin, I stretched my hands as high as they would go, groaning in satisfaction as the bones in my back popped. I didn’t know how long I’d been working. However, if I were to judge the passage of time by how stiff my muscles and joints felt, then several hours had probably passed since I began early this morning.

      “Are you sore, Darling?” asked Lin as she looked up from her work.

      “Just a little.” I brought my hands back down with a sigh, leaned back, and closed my tired eyes. “We’ve been working a lot recently. I feel like you and I have spent almost all of our time behind a desk.”

      I was considering hiring more people to help, so I could free up the time I spent reading reports for other pursuits, but there wasn’t anyone I could trust with this task aside from Lin and Felman. Kari and Fay could also help, but they were often busy with school. There was unfortunately nothing I could do about my lack of help at the moment. Nothing except continue working until I could find someone competent enough to help Felman.

      Lin nodded even as she continued to neatly write a letter to our food supplier. “That is true. We’ve been working so much, even this princess is feeling the strain. Big Sister has been complaining even more than usual as well. She wants to explore the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      Kari had indeed been complaining a lot about how all the other members were able to travel outside of the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but we had to remain here. I understood how she felt. However, I also knew that I couldn’t afford to leave right now. There was just so much work I needed to do, which was honestly frustrating since I had been trying to plan a trip into the Demon Beast Mountain Range for a while now.

      “Maybe I should let Kari form a group and travel out on her own,” I said with a sigh. I didn’t like the idea of Kari, Fay, or Lin traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range without me, but I also understood that my feelings were illogical. My fiancées were the second most powerful Spiritualists in the Nevarian Braves. Unless they ran into an S-Rank Demon Beast, they should be in no real danger.

      “This princess and Fay would be willing to go with her, but that might leave you with more work,” Lin said as she bit her lip.

      “This is true, but if it comes to that, I can just hire several temporary workers while you three go out,” I said before standing up.

      “Darling?” Lin glanced at me with a curious tilt of her head.

      “It’s time for my bi-monthly meeting with Empress Hilda,” I answered her unspoken question. “Would you like to join me?”

      Lin immediately shook her head. “This princess does not feel comfortable in Empress Hilda’s presence without Big Sister around.” She held her arms and shivered as though a chill had crawled up her spine just by thinking about meeting the empress. “She will stay here and finish the paperwork for you.”

      “All right.” Accepting her decision easily enough, I leaned over, cupped Lin’s cheek so I could tilt her head up, and gave her a soft kiss. Her lips were cool, but they warmed up quickly before I retracted my mouth. “I’m heading out now, so I’ll be counting on you to take care of the sect while I’m gone.”

      Lin’s modest chest swelled with pride as she gave me a fanged smile. “Just leave everything to this princess!”

      I said my goodbyes to Lin and traveled toward the door, which opened seconds before I reached it, admitting none other than Felman, who was carrying a large stack of papers. They looked like reports and job requests.

      “Master Eryk,” Felman greeted. He didn’t bow because of the stack in his hands, but he did move aside so I could travel past him.

      “Keep up the good work,” I said.

      “Of course,” he answered.

      I closed the door behind me and chuckled only a little when I heard Lin’s despondent wailing echo from behind the door. She probably hadn’t been expecting such a large increase in paperwork.

      It only took about five minutes to reach the front gate leading to the Imperial Royal Palace. I made liberal use of the Flash Step to close the distance. The large gate covered the entire mountain path, which led up to the Imperial Royal Palace in a spiral pattern. Several guards dressed in the golden armor of the Imperial Royal Guard stood before the gate. They snapped off a salute when I appeared and opened the gate for me.

      The Imperial Royal Palace was located at the very top of the mountain situated in the exact center of Nevaria. A marvelously flat plain that looked like someone had sliced the tip of the mountain off allowed the palace to sit there.

      Perhaps the largest building within Nevaria, the Imperial Royal Palace was a five-story structure that took up over half the mountain top, spanning upwards of several hundred meters in length and featuring an impressive array of flying buttresses and columns. It was marked by an elevated platform and a large double door that led into the entrance hall.

      Garret stood at the front with another pair of guards. Upon spotting me, he gave a low bow at the waist.

      “Master Eryk, I am glad to see that you are in good health.”

      “You too. It seems you’ve been doing well.”

      “Yes, well, very few things change here, so I have been managing.” Garret straightened from his bow and smiled. “Empress Hilda is located in the second informal dining hall. If you would please follow me.”

      I was pretty used to this already, so I just nodded along as the guards opened the doors and allowed me and Garret inside. Paying no attention to the polished marble floors and decorations lining the walls, I followed Garret up the stairs at the back of the entrance hall, down a hallway lined with purple carpet, and through several rooms that resembled studies, libraries, pantries, and any other number of rooms with purposes I couldn’t fathom.

      Finally, Garret reached a door that he held open and bade me enter.

      “Right this way, Master Eryk.”

      “Thank you.”

      Entering the second informal dining room (I really wondered how many informal dining rooms this palace had), I found Empress Hilda and, to my surprise, Herleif Astralia sitting down at a small table that could only fit maybe six people. Valence was also present. The man with the stern and unwavering face was standing behind Hilda like he always did.

      Empress Hilda was dressed to the nines in a low-cut black gown that contrasted with her pale skin and showed off her cleavage. She was not as well-endowed as her daughter. However, her features were a lot more refined and mature. Even the adult Kari from my previous life maintained a more innocent and youthful appearance, though I assumed it was because of her strength as a Spiritualist that allowed my lover to continue looking so young. The Kari in my original life had been much stronger than Empress Hilda.

      “Eryk, I am happy to see you,” Empress Hilda said, gesturing for me to take a seat on her left.

      “Likewise.” I sat down. Herleif was sitting on the opposite side. “You look like you are in good health.”

      Empress Hilda smiled. “I am doing the same as I always have. There are problems, of course, but that is just part of being an empress.”

      While Empress Hilda looked ravishing in her gown, Herleif was dressed in simple black pants and a white-collared shirt. The materials were, of course, made from the silk of a Demon Beast and therefore likely cost more than a regular family made in a year, but the design was a lot simpler than what his daughter-in-law wore.

      “I hear you’ve been causing problems for the Drage Family,” Herleif said. “They are not pleased with your continued refusal to meet with their heir.”

      “Is that so? Well, I guess the feeling is mutual since I’m not pleased with their heir’s actions and attempts to court my fiancée.” I shrugged. I wanted to snort, but I withheld it, barely. “The Drage Family wants me to annul my betrothal to Fay. What’s more, the heir to their family has vastly different beliefs than myself and took to arguing with me after he invited us to dine with him. I see no reason why I should give them any face.”

      “Just be careful,” Herleif warned me. “The Drage Family is the most mysterious noble family within Nevaria. We know almost nothing about them, except that they are very powerful. They are not a family you can afford to offend.”

      While I understood what Herleif was saying, there were some things I couldn’t do. The Drage Family had offended me first when they tried to convince Stelys to annul my betrothal to Fay, then offended me again when Fay and I accepted Gudmund Drage’s dinner proposal. Given everything they had done, I believed I had already shown them plenty of respect by showing up at the Drage Family’s mansion for dinner last month. Showing them any more respect would be akin to humiliating myself before them.

      “The Drage Family and your problems with them aside, I am mostly interested in hearing your report on your sect’s current activities,” Empress Hilda said.

      “Of course,” I replied before launching into an explanation of what my sect had been doing for the past half a month since our last meeting.

      While these bi-monthly meetings weren’t necessary because Empress Hilda received a report every month, she used the meetings like something of a break. She could listen to me as I spoke of what my Nevarian Braves had accomplished, or what kind of quests they went on. During this time, she did not have to put on the airs of an empress. She simply let her hair down and enjoyed listening to me, especially since I talked about what Kari was doing.

      Kari would sometimes join me, but she hadn’t today. If Empress Hilda was disappointed to not see her daughter beside me, then she did not show it.

      Several maidservants brought us a light lunch to snack on while we spoke. They were mostly finger foods like bite-sized sandwiches filled with meat and cheese, crackers with several types of spread, and a glass of chilled wine. The wine was more fragrant and gentler than the standard dinner fare. I assumed it was a dessert wine. Herleif took great pleasure in trying everything while Empress Hilda and I merely nibbled on the food as I spoke.

      “I am pleased to hear that our knowledge of the Demon Beast Mountain Range is expanding,” Empress Hilda said after I finished talking. “We have been ignorant of the area surrounding us for far too long.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said.

      “But it sounds like you have been incredibly busy and unable to actually do anything yourself.” The pink rose wine sloshed as she placed her dainty lips on the glass and tilted it. She made even drinking look like an exercise in elegance. As she set the glass down, Empress Hilda focused back on me. “Have you been able to keep up with your training, or are you still facing a bottleneck?”

      “I’m still facing a bit of a bottleneck,” I admitted as I lifted my glass and swished the wine around. A fragrant perfume lightly drifted into my nose. This was an excellent wine, but I expected nothing less from the Astralia Royal Family. “However, it’s not like I haven’t made any progress. My ability to use the earth and darkness elements has improved, though I have yet to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with them.”

      While Herleif looked like I just punched him in the gut, Empress Hilda nodded. “I remember you telling me that you could use those two elements now. The reason you are likely having such a hard time increasing your connection to them probably has something to do with the fact that you were not born with them. These elements are something you gained through Lin, yes? What’s more, you’ve only just started practicing with them two months ago. You can’t expect to reach the Third State of Spiritualism with them after only a few months of training.”

      “That is true,” I admitted.

      I had been doing what I could to train in the earth and darkness elements, but it was a slow process. It reminded me of when I had trained with the light element in my previous life. Even with the Elemental Enlightenment Pill, it still took me several years to reach the Third State of Spiritualism. I never managed to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism. Whether this was because I lacked sufficient training or because I couldn’t find an S-Rank Demon Beast with a light element, I couldn’t say.

      “In either event, I have a task for you,” Empress Hilda said. “If need be, I will make this a formal quest for your sect, but it is a task I am requesting you personally to accomplish.”

      “What kind of quest is it?” I asked curiously.

      At my question, Empress Hilda looked at her father-in-law. “Why don’t you do the honors, Father?”

      As I shifted my gaze from the empress to the former emperor, a strange feeling like butterflies welled up inside of my gut. Something told me this request would change my life in some significant way.

      Herleif gave me a grin as he asked, “How would you like to travel with me to the Morkdypt Ravine?”
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      I arrived back at the Nevarian Braves headquarters later that evening, when the sky was colored with dusk and streaks of clouds like fire shot through it. A lot of people greeted me as I made my way up to my living quarters. I did my best to greet them back, but I was preoccupied with other thoughts. I was sure my greetings were halfhearted at best.

      When I entered my living quarters, I found Fay, Kari, and Lin sitting on one of the two couches before my desk, eating a light meal of stew and greens. I could tell from the scent that it was made from a simple pork stock. Bits of meat floated within the stew.

      Well, Kari and Fay were eating what could be considered a light meal for a Spiritualist. Lin looked like she was on her sixth piece of steak and there was a stack of about five more piled on her plate.

      “Eryk!” Kari was the first to greet me, but the other two weren’t far behind.

      “Darling, why are you so late?”

      “Is everything okay? You were with Empress Hilda much longer than usual.”

      I smiled at the three as I walked over, gave each one of them a kiss, then moved to the couch opposite of them and sat down. The soft foam sank underneath me slightly before adjusting to my weight. I leaned back and released a weary sigh.

      “Everything is fine. The reason the meeting took longer than usual was because Herleif needed to speak with me.” None of the girls spoke up as they stared at me, obviously expecting me to explain myself further, and I released another sigh as I decided to just get this over with. “Herleif has asked me to travel with him to the Morkdypt Ravine. It seems he’s been there before and found some disturbing activity that he’d like to investigate.”

      No one spoke for the longest time, but I felt the tension rising within Kari and Fay, whose eyes were slowly growing wider as the seconds ticked by. The only one who didn’t look worried was Lin. She tilted her head and glanced at Kari.

      “What is this Morkdypt Ravine? And why do you and Fay look like someone just told you that your great ancestor died?”

      Fay didn’t say anything, but Kari, being the font of knowledge that she was, had no trouble explaining what the Morkdypt Ravine was. Her eyes never left Eryk as she spoke.

      “It’s a large ravine located so deep within the Demon Beast Mountain Range that we do not have any maps of the surrounding region. The only reason we even know of this ravine is because of several autobiographies written from the time before the Great Catastrophe that survived. Most of the books have actually been rewritten several times. Did you know that rewriting ancient books is one of the most important jobs within Nevaria? We have several scribes whose sole purpose is to—”

      “Kari,” Fay said when the young woman began going completely off-topic.

      “Right. Sorry.” Kari took several deep breaths, centered herself, and began again. “Anyway, the books that tell of the Morkdypt Ravine state that it’s a ravine so deep no one really knows how far down it goes. It makes the ravine just a few hours travel from Nevaria look like a tiny crack. It’s supposed to be unbelievably vast, spanning over a hundred kilometers. The books I’ve read all state that it was a meteor crashing into the ground that caused the ravine to be created.”

      As Kari spoke, Lin leaned forward and stared at her with unblinking golden eyes. Her tail thumped a slow beat against the floor.

      Kari took a deep breath and continued. “What’s more, the Morkdypt Ravine contains frightening Demon Beasts that are far stronger than anything we have ever had to deal with. I’m not even talking about the A-Rank Demon Beasts. According to the books that go into details about it, there are a number of S-Rank Demon Beasts who’ve made it their home.”

      Lin sucked in a deep breath at those words, leaned back, and turned to look at me. Fear was now present in her eyes.

      “Don’t tell this princess that you plan on actually traveling there,” Lin said as though she was hoping against hope that it wasn’t true.

      I nodded. “I am. Herleif somehow managed to travel out that way and discovered that a number of Sekbeists were located around the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      Pausing for just a moment, I gave this knowledge time to sink in. Only after Lin’s, Kari’s, and Fay’s eyes had widened did I continue.

      “And that one back in Bucharest created those collars to control Demon Beasts. Imagine if the Sekbeists manage to create an even more powerful collar that can control fully matured, S-Rank Demon Beasts. Could you imagine what would happen to Nevaria? We already know they are targeting our city. If they could gather S-Rank Demon Beasts to their side and force them to fight, this city will be wiped from the map.”

      In my previous life, I did not remember any Demon Beasts over A-Rank being present during the Demon Beast Invasion, but I would also admit that I had not been paying attention to such things at the time. I doubt I’d have even recognized an S-Rank Demon Beast. I had been scared witless. Back then I was weak, frightened, and could only rely on Kari for protection. My view of the situation had been very narrow because of this.

      But now I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe there had been S-Rank Demon Beasts present. I vaguely remember seeing a massive Demon Beast that was the same size as the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace sat. Trying to recall what it looked like did no good. I’d simply been so frightened that I couldn’t actually remember. However, perhaps that had been a legendary S-Rank Demon Beast.

      “That’s why I have to go,” I continued after a several-second pause. “Herleif can’t travel on his own because it’s so dangerous. He needs someone who can watch his back, but only another Spiritualist who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism would even stand a chance of surviving a place like that. Anybody else would end up becoming a liability.”

      There were only a few Spiritualists who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism: Empress Hilda, myself, and Herleif. Of course, there were also the elders of the Drage Family supposedly. Gudmund Drage and his father had also reached the Third State of Spiritualism. However, it wasn’t like we could ask the Drage Family for help. Even if they were willing to help us, I wasn’t sure I wanted to have myself in their debt.

      There was no telling what they might do.

      “I guess there isn’t much choice.” Even as she admitted this, Kari grimaced as though she had tasted something unpleasant.

      “What’s wrong, Big Sister?” asked Lin.

      “It’s just… Eryk is finally going out into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, but I can’t go with him on this journey. It’s frustrating.”

      Kari was pouting now. For someone who loved exploring, not being able to travel outside must have been brutal torture for her, and it showed on her face. Her cheeks had swelled like a chipmunk’s. I personally was just glad she understood why she couldn’t come with me and Herleif. This expedition wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      “That just means we need to get stronger,” Fay said at last. “The reason we can’t travel with him is because we haven’t reached the Third State of Spiritualism, so we need to keep working hard and getting stronger until we’re strong enough to go with him even when he travels that deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “You’re right, Fay.” Kari smiled, but it was somehow both wan and optimistic. “We’ll just train harder.” She paused and tapped her delicate chin with her index finger. “Maybe I should skip a few classes at the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy to continue meditating on the light element. What do you think?”

      “Please don’t. That would cause all kinds of problems,” Fay said dryly.

      We continued to discuss the matter regarding my trip to the Morkdypt Ravine. I was scheduled to leave two days from now.

      As we spoke, I wondered about what I would find inside the Morkdypt Ravine, deep beneath the surface. I had been there once before, in my previous life, but I never traveled down it because there hadn’t been a reason to. The Sekbeists hadn’t been around either. That was the real mystery to me. Where had the Sekbeists in my previous life disappeared to? What were they doing in the Morkdypt Ravine?

      “I guess now the only thing that’s left to discuss is sleeping arrangements,” Kari suddenly announced.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well… the Morkdypt Ravine is really far from Nevaria, right?” she asked.

      “At least half a month’s travel,” I confirmed.

      “So we won’t see you for at least a whole month, and that’s barring any unforeseen incidents. Given that you are traveling there to investigate the Sekbeists, I imagine it might take you even longer to return home.” I must have had a stunned look on my face because Kari suddenly smiled as if she knew what I was thinking. “That being the case, we only have two nights to spend with you before you head out. Naturally, we need to think about who is going to sleep with you during those two nights.”

      “Uh-huh…”

      I was finally able to see where this was going, but at the same time, I wondered if it was necessary. I had actually been going to suggest we all sleep together. However, it looked like Kari had other plans.

      “Ahem.” Covering her hand with her mouth as she coughed, Kari glanced at the other two girls. “Seeing how I have been kind enough to share my nights with you two on occasion, I believe it is only right that I spend the night with him.”

      “Th-that is not fair!” Lin suddenly leapt onto her tail. “We never asked you to share your nights with us. You did that on your own. Why should this princess have to give up her night to be with Darling for such an arbitrary reason?”

      “As the primary wife, it is only right that I spend this night with Eryk,” Kari said, shocking me stupid. Never in my life had I ever seen Kari pull out the “primary wife” card. She normally treated Fay and Lin as equals and partners, so seeing her act like this was more than just a tad surprising.

      “This princess doesn’t think it matters who the primary wife is!” Lin made wild gesticulations with her hands as her tail loudly thumped against the floor. I warily eyed the tail, which had the power to punch a hole straight through the floor if she wasn’t careful. “Just being the primary wife does not mean you have the right to deny this princess her time with Darling!”

      “Actually, it does.” Kari raised her pointer finger and adopted a lecturing pose. “The primary wife is the most powerful figure within any harem. The reason she is called the primary wife is not only because she is the first to marry their husband, but because she is also the one who lays down the law. Everything the primary wife says must be followed to the letter. Failure to do so could result in you being expelled from the harem.”

      Lin reared back as if struck. “Y-you wouldn’t do that, would you?”

      “Of course not,” Kari assured Lin with a smile. “However, I do think it is only right that I sleep with Eryk before he leaves on his trip.”

      “This princess… won’t give up her time to sleep with Darling, not even to you, Big Sister!”

      As I sat there and wondered whether or not I should intervene, Fay came over and sat down next to me. We didn’t say anything at first. I was busy studying Kari. I felt like she was acting awfully controlling and greedy, far more than I had ever seen her act before. At first, I thought it was because I was leaving for at least a month and she wanted to spend as much time alone with me as possible. It wasn’t until I noticed how devious her smile appeared that I realized what was really happening.

      “I see you’ve finally noticed it,” Fay said with a soft giggle.

      Sighing, I nodded once. “Kari isn’t being serious. She’s stringing Lin along for her own amusement.”

      “Kari confessed to me once that she always wanted a little sister to tease,” Fay told me. “She used to complain about all the times Geirolf made fun of her, picked on her, and made her feel terrible. She would always tell me that if she ever got a younger sister, she would never be mean to her like Geirolf. At the same time, she said she always wanted to try her hand at good-naturedly teasing a younger sibling.”

      I nodded, aware of how Kari felt. She had once told me this before, too, back in our previous life.

      The two of us watched on as Kari continued teasing Lin until the dark-skinned Lamia girl looked like she might start crying. Once that happened, Kari realized she’d gone too far and tugged Lin into her arms.

      “I’m sorry. I went too far. I’m not going to take your time with Eryk away from you.”

      “You won’t?” Lin sniffled.

      “I won’t,” Kari promised.

      “Kay.” Sniffling a little more, Lin rested her head on Kari’s far larger chest. She closed her eyes for several seconds before opening them and looking up at Kari. “Um, maybe we should all sleep with him like before? I know we set a rotation where each one of us sleeps with Darling alone so we could be intimate with him, but since he’s going to be traveling…”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Kari confessed.

      Lin narrowed her eyes as she seemed to realize something. “You were teasing this princess just now, weren’t you?”

      “A little,” Kari confessed with a smile.

      Lin’s cheeks swelled like the C-Rank Demon Beast, Bombchu, right before it exploded.
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      I didn’t wake up early the next morning and chose to sleep in instead, luxuriating in the gentle and lulling warmth of the three beautiful young women sharing my bed. It had been a while since all four of us had slept together. I wanted to savor it. While sleeping with the women one-on-one was always nice because it allowed us to be more intimate, there was something charming and wonderful about moments where all four of us were snuggled together like this.

      The remnant from last night’s dream faded into obscurity. It hadn’t been an important dream. The images were jumbled together, vague flashes of light and darkness. About the only thing I could remember was vivid green eyes staring at me from the shadows of a hood. I wasn’t sure what to make of the dream, so I discarded it for now.

      I wanted to stay put, but I knew that I couldn’t remain in bed. I needed to gather supplies for the journey into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. I would be traveling far deeper into Demon Beast territory than ever before—ever since I returned to the past.

      While I lay there in bed, I thought about all the things I would need, absently stroking Kari’s and Fay’s shoulders and arms. Kari released a gentle, almost purring sound as she snuggled herself closer to me. Fay did not make any noise, but she did bury her face in my shoulder. Meanwhile, Lin, who lay on top of me and had curled her tail around the entwined legs of myself, Kari, and Fay, was muttering something under her breath.

      “This princess… won’t let you get any sleep tonight… fumu fumu…”

      I had no idea what that meant.

      Considering I would be gone for at least a month, I needed enough rations to last for at least half a month. I hated rations and preferred cooking my food while journeying. In this case, however, I had to consider the fact that we would be traveling into enemy territory. Once we reached a certain point, we probably wouldn’t be able to start a fire for cooking. We’d need rations upon reaching that point in our journey.

      I think I had been lying there longer than I realized. Kari stirred against me and slowly opened her eyes. She blinked several times as though her eyes were adjusting to the light filtering in through the window, then smiled at me.

      “Morning, Eryk.”

      She tilted her head and leaned forward, intending to place a kiss on my cheek, but I turned my head at the last moment. Her eyes widened when our lips touched. Then she closed them, lashes fluttering, and opened her mouth, pushing her tongue past my lips, teeth, and into my mouth. The sudden surprise attack would have left me breathless if I hadn’t been prepared for it.

      “Good morning, yourself,” I said after she leaned back.

      Kari smacked her lips a few times as she placed her head back on my shoulder, grinning. “Have you been up since early this morning, thinking about your expedition?”

      “Yeah…”

      “You’re thinking about how many provisions you should bring, right?”

      “You know me too well.” I turned my head to look at the ceiling. “Since it’s going to be a long trip, I’ll need to pack quite a bit… but I also have to consider the fact that I won’t be able to carry much. Backpacks and pouches can only hold so many supplies, and the more we stuff into them, the more unwieldy they become.”

      I was strong enough that I could lift objects weighing upwards of ten tons, but being able to lift that much weight and traveling with something that weighed the same were two different things.

      “Then I guess it’s your lucky day,” Kari said with a glint in her eyes. “I have something that I think will help you with this particular issue.”

      “You do?” I furrowed my brows and tried to think of what Kari could possibly have that would help me carry more supplies. It came to me after a second, and when it did, my eyes went wide. “You mean you completed it?”

      “Let’s wait until Fay and Lin are awake.” Kari’s smile vaguely reminded me of a very satisfied cat who had just caught the biggest, juiciest rat of all time.

      Fay and Lin woke up only a few minutes after Kari, perhaps stirred awake by the sound of our voices. It was almost amusing how Lin woke up. First, she uncoiled her entire lower half from around our legs. Then she sat up and slowly stretched her arms before cutely rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She wasn’t wearing a single stitch of clothing, so her modest breasts with their dark pink nipples, flat stomach, and beautiful hips that shifted from skin to scales were on full display. I glanced at her pussy for only a brief moment before looking away.

      We didn’t have time for sex.

      Fay’s method of waking up was far more modest—probably because she was clothed. She sat up in bed and rubbed her face. It was cute how she rubbed her eyes with the back of her fists. The neckline of her shirt slipped down from her left shoulder, causing her to bare a little more skin, but Fay didn’t respond with embarrassment like she used to. She yawned and slid the shirt back up her shoulder.

      “Morning, Darling,” Lin said as she yawned again. I got a face full of her fangs. “Morning, Big Sister. Morning, Fay.”

      “Good morning,” Fay mumbled.

      Kari smiled at them both. “Morning, you two.”

      After everyone finally woke up and I had given them a round of kisses, we got dressed into outfits more suitable for others to see, then found Jessie and asked her to deliver some breakfast to us.

      Breakfast was a simple dish of sausage, poached eggs, and bread that had been toasted over an oven. We were also given some butter to use as a spread.

      It wasn’t the most extravagant meal we had ever eaten. Indeed, breakfasts at the Imperial Royal Palace had been fit for royalty, but I honestly preferred the simpler taste of commoner dishes like this. Even when I was the leader of Brave Vesperia, I had always eaten simple meals.

      “You mentioned you have something that can help me carry supplies,” I said to Kari as the four of us sat around the coffee table and finished our breakfast with some warm tea. It was a rauðr tea, which was almost blood-red in color. My understanding was that it was made from bilberry berries and complemented with bilberry leaves, birch leaves and bark, labrador tea, and a type of moss. I also thought I detected a hint of juniper berries, but I couldn’t say for sure.

      Either way, it was a good blend.

      Valence must have made it for Kari.

      Kari’s wide and satisfied smile was a sight to behold. “I do. Let’s head to my workshop after we finish breakfast.”

      Fay and Lin looked curious to know what we were talking about, but they held off until the four of us finished our tea.

      Kari led us to her workshop, which I was pleased to note looked tidier than the last time I had seen it. There were no papers strewn across the floor, the books were all resting in their rightful places, and the table was mostly clear. There were only a few objects still sitting on it, including knives, a small buckler shield, and a ring.

      It was the ring that Kari picked up and presented to me. “I’m sure you know what this is?”

      She dropped the ring into my outstretched hand, allowing me to study the simple design. It was just a plain band made of an alloy I recognized as belonging to the Giant Rock Golem that I had fought quite a few months back. The simple reddish-silver color seemed plain at first, but a closer inspection revealed several dozen runes carved into the surface. They were both outside and inside of the band.

      “You’ve managed to create a storage ring?” I looked from the ring to her.

      “Uh-huh.” Kari grinned as she placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest with pride. I briefly watched the way her breasts bounced before focusing on what she was saying. “It took me a while to get the rune array right. You wouldn’t believe how many different combinations I tried before finding one that worked. There was a lot of trial and error because someone was always busy and couldn’t be here to help me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized.

      “It’s okay.” Still grinning, Kari continued. “Anyway, this storage ring is pretty simple and can’t hold more than half a ton worth of supplies. It also can’t store anything living inside of it, though it can store things that are no longer alive. And it’s not like you’ll need to carry much. Half a ton is still far more than a backpack can carry.”

      Half a ton also equaled about half a cart’s worth of supplies, meaning this storage ring had enough space to store about half a month’s worth of rations for two people, which was just enough. I sighed in relief.

      “Excuse me,” Fay began, her curious expression shifting between me, the ring, and Kari. “Can one of you explain what that ring is?”

      Lin also looked like she wanted to know. She leaned forward and stared at the ring with unblinking golden eyes.

      “Oh! Right, I totally forgot to tell you two, didn’t I?” Kari looked honestly shocked, but she quickly adopted a pose similar to an instructor as she began explaining what her storage ring did. “This is called a storage ring. The name should be pretty self-explanatory. It uses a rune array that utilizes the runes of Fehu, Uruz, Raidho, Gebo, Pertho, and Ehwaz. When you combine these runes to form an array, it creates a very small pocket dimension that allows people to store items. I’ve further expanded the space by creating a string of rune arrays and connecting them to form a network, but I could only create a pocket dimension large enough to fit half a ton’s worth of supplies inside.”

      Fay’s eyes widened in shock. On the other hand, Lin had cupped her chin and was looking at the ring with keen interest.

      “Can you even store water?” asked Lin.

      “Of course.” Kari nodded as her smile grew broader. “The storage ring can hold anything that’s not alive, including food and water. Not only that, but the pocket dimension located inside of the storage ring is unaffected by time, so anything placed in the storage ring will remain fresh. When you take something out, like food, it will be as if the food had been freshly baked. I tested this by storing freshly baked cookies inside and bringing them out several days later. They were still just as warm as when Jessie took them out of the oven.”

      “Th-that’s incredible!” Fay said in shock. “With something like this, you wouldn’t need to use carts, or bags, or anything when you travel! You can just store everything inside these rings! Imagine how convenient this will be!”

      There was some truth to Fay’s words, and indeed, I had similar thoughts. However, Kari shook her head.

      “It might be convenient, but it’s not like these can be mass-produced.” She sighed and took the ring from my palm. “For one thing, the materials needed to make a storage ring are rare. You can’t use normal metals like bronze, iron, and steel. Only an alloy from a Demon Beast like the Giant Rock Golem will work. I think it has something to do with how Demon Beasts are able to use Spiritual Power, thus the parts you salvage from them are able to absorb and store Spiritual Power, but I digress. Since the materials necessary are so rare, we can’t mass produce them—at least, not yet.” She paused, then added. “There’s also the fact that there is only one person aside from Eryk and myself who is currently capable of inscribing runes into objects like this.”

      She was referring to Lystål, the woman whom I had taught to use runes in exchange for her help in creating etching needles. She was the only person aside from myself and Kari who could use Rune Writing with any sort of expertise. Even then, she was not the greatest at it because she didn’t have much Spiritual Power to work with. She would not be able to create a storage ring because it required a vast amount of Spiritual Power to be infused into the rune array.

      “Oh…” Fay’s shoulders slumped a little. “I really thought my idea was a good one.”

      “It is!” Kari assured her. “It’s definitely a great idea, and if we can get the necessary materials and teach others how to use Rune Writing, we could create a whole new market. It just isn’t possible right now.”

      Kari’s words made Fay feel a little better. The redhead perked up at least.

      I took the storage ring from Kari again, marveling at the cool sensation on my palm. I still remembered how amazing the ring Immig had created was. After the destruction of Brave Vesperia and the death of Kari and Kayli, I had taken the storage ring on my journey, and it had been of great use to me.

      And now Kari had managed to recreate this ring using vague memories of our past that she could barely remember. I had helped her, of course, since I had all of my memories intact, but most of the legwork had been done by Kari. Her incredible ability to recreate something based on memories she couldn’t recall with any clarity was beyond impressive.

      In either event, I now had an item that could be used to store enough provisions to last for a minimum of half a month.

      It was time to begin packing.
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      My body felt like it was made of lead. Every muscle ached, to the point where just trying to move them felt like an exercise in futility. I tried to move my arm, but I couldn’t even raise it a centimeter. Twitching my fingers was about all I could do. Even my Spiritual Power felt unstable. I couldn’t properly circulate the water element through my body to heal my wounds.

      As I lay on what I was beginning to recognize as a very basic and uncomfortable mattress, I tried to remember what happened to me. I’d gone back to Nevaria, which had been infested with Demon Beasts, and went on a rampage, slaughtering every Demon Beast I came across. I was fighting when… when… what was it? That’s right! I fought against a powerful Demon Beast, a Greater Behemoth. I remember slamming a powerful attack against the Demon Beast, and then… nothing. My mind drew a blank there.

      I wasn’t sure how long I lay on that mattress, but my body eventually began feeling a little better, enough that I could move. My Spiritual Power had also stabilized. Good.

      I began circulating the water element through my body. My intent was to heal myself like I always did, but I flinched and nearly screamed out loud when pain suddenly erupted from my lower abdomen, chest, and back. This hard-to-describe burning sensation felt sort of like there was a dam stopping my Spiritual Power from circulating through my body. There was a build-up of energy inside of me that refused to move, and it felt like I might explode if I used any more Spiritual Power.

      Grimacing, I stopped using Spiritual Power for now in favor of getting a glance at my surroundings.

      I was in a cave. It wasn’t very big, nor did it have a lot of items. There was the bed that I was sitting on, a table in the center, and a dresser against the wall furthest from me. I was mostly focused on the table. There were several flasks, tubes, and beakers. I recognized all of that equipment as items belonging to an alchemy set.

      As I stared at the alchemy set, footsteps echoed from outside the cave, and I looked over at the entrance just as a figure entered.

      This person was covered from head to toe in a black cloak with a large hood. I couldn’t see a single detail that would tell me anything about them. The cloak was not only long, but it was so baggy and large that I couldn’t tell if this person was a man or a woman.

      The figure stopped after taking several steps into the cave. They turned toward me as if just now noticing that I was awake. They stared at me for a moment, hood shifting as if they were tilting their head.

      And then, the person spoke.

      “Oh. You’re finally awake.”

      It was a woman. Her voice was scratchy and dry, reminding me of the sound that old parchment makes when wrinkled, and this caused her tone to sound deeper and hoarser than it should, but this person was definitely a woman. Now that I knew this, I felt like I could vaguely see the outline of her womanly curves through the cloak, but I may have been imagining it.
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I thought for a moment, wondering what I should say. I had so many questions. Who was this woman? What was she doing here? Was she a survivor of the Demon Beast Invasion? Where was here? So many questions swirled through my mind that I felt like my head might explode, but I decided to start with the simplest ones first.

      “Did you save me?”

      The hood dipped a little. Did she just nod?

      “I did.” She moved toward the table. “I was gathering herbs when I heard the sounds of battle coming from Nevaria. The battle was already over by the time I arrived, but I found you lying near the corpse of a Greater Behemoth. There were corpses of several very powerful Demon Beasts scattered around it. You must be quite strong to have taken down so many A-Rank Demon Beasts.”

      When she got to the table, her cloak parted to reveal hands covered in gloves and arms clad in thick sleeves. The woman was holding a basket in her hands. It contained several types of plants, none of which I recognized. She set it on the table.

      “Are you… a survivor of Nevaria?” I finally couldn’t contain my curiosity.

      “In a manner of speaking,” the woman replied. What a vague answer. As if she could sense my discontent, she spoke some more. “I left Nevaria several years before the Demon Beasts invaded, so I was not there when they attacked. I only found out what happened a few months later… when it was too late to do anything. The city was already a nest for Demon Beasts by the time I arrived.”

      I placed my hands on my legs and looked down. It looked like I had been changed out of my clothes. I was wearing basic black pants and a white shirt with long sleeves.

      So this woman was someone who had left Nevaria years before the Demon Beast Invasion, which explained how she had survived for so long. No. Wait. If she left Nevaria, then didn’t that mean she had been living in the Demon Beast Mountain Range this whole time? Could someone really survive like that?

      I looked at the woman again. She was now separating the ingredients by their type, filling up several flasks and beakers with water, and using a red disc-shaped object to bring the water in several of the flasks to a boil. After separating the ingredients, she grabbed a mortar and pestle. She placed several leafy greens inside of the mortar and began grinding it into a paste.

      It seemed as if I had been forgotten. This woman appeared to be pretty anti-social, but I couldn’t really blame her. If she had been living out here since before the Demon Beast Invasion, then it meant she had likely been alone this whole time—that meant she had spent who knows how many decades alone. I might have even been the first person she had spoken to in years.

      It was hard to fathom.

      Since this woman seemed completely focused on her task, I decided to hold back with my questions. The only sounds within the cave as I watched the woman work were the bubbling of boiling water and the pestle grinding up plants.
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      I stood before a mirror, staring at my reflection. My green hair was tied in the back with a leather band like always. Several bangs framed my face. The color of my hair was the same as my eyes.

      My clothing was mostly the same attire I usually wore. The black pants were tight and fit snugly on my legs, but they didn’t hamper my movements at all. My undershirt was light blue and featured a triangle-shaped dip in the front that displayed my collar bone. The front was longer than the back, trailing down all the way to my knees. Over the shirt was a simple breastplate that only protected my chest and didn’t cover my stomach. A vest with a high collar and a massive gap in the center went over the chest plate, long enough to extend past my knees. After the vest came the belt, black boots, fingerless gloves, greaves, and the prototype storage ring that Kari had made for me.

      All of the armor had runes inscribed on them.

      The runes were not as powerful as the ones Dweorgs used, but they were enough to get the job done.

      “I think you’re ready,” Kari said.

      She, Fay, and Lin were standing behind me. Because of how complicated putting all this clothing on could be, they had decided to help me out. I could have done it myself, but it was honestly nice getting help like this. Putting on so many layers was a hassle.

      “You look good.” With her arms crossed under her chest, Lin nodded several times with haughty decisiveness. “This princess approves.”

      “I’m surprised you’re still wearing that outfit,” Fay commented.

      I smiled at Fay through the mirror. “Why would you be surprised? This was the first outfit you bought for me.” I paused as my smile turned a tad wry. “Well, the design is the same as the one you bought me. I figured since this was the first outfit I ever received in this life, I’d like to keep it. You know, sort of like a signature look.”

      In my previous life, major figures like Erica and Tungsten had what was known as a “signature outfit.” Their armor and weapons were well known to everyone. Not only were they well known, but they had been symbols of hope for the people of the Northern Plains, ravaged by a war against monstrous beings whose origins we still knew nothing about.

      I wanted to be someone like that for Nevaria, someone who could inspire hope.

      “Hmm…” Kari stroked her chin and studied my appearance. “Well, as far as signature looks go, I think this one looks pretty good. You’re very recognizable, especially with that hair.”

      I reached out and tugged on my green bangs. It was indeed one of my most easily recognizable traits. No one else had green hair, as far as I knew.

      “Anyway,” Kari continued, “we should probably head out now. I bet Grandfather is waiting for you by the north gate.”

      Everyone agreed, so we made our way out of the bedroom, through the living room/office, and then left the Nevarian Braves headquarters altogether. Several people greeted us on our way. The two manning the front desk also wished me a good trip and told me to come back safely.

      The sun had already risen fairly high. I think it was a little before noon. I was supposed to meet Herleif by the north gate at noon exactly, so we had a bit of time.

      Since the north gate wasn’t far from our sect, the four of us decided to walk there.

      We stuck together in a group, wading through the mass of people wandering the streets. There were people shopping, stall owners hawking their wares, and children playing a game of tag. A few young women were gathered in groups and gossiping about something, several couples were walking hand in hand, and a number of carriages moved through the street center, pulled by either Mares or Mastodons.

      Hundreds of different scents assaulted me from all sides. The smell of the Mares’ and Mastodons’ fur mixed with the roasting kebabs. Perfume from several women drifted to me on the breeze. The scent of dirt filled my nose as a group of kids covered in it rushed by. One of them made the unfortunate accident of stepping on Lin’s tail, which caused the Lamia to hiss at the kids and frighten them so much they ran away screaming.

      “Brats,” Lin grumbled as she slithered along beside me. “This princess cannot believe those damn kids stepped on her beautiful tail.”

      “Well, it is kind of long,” Kari admitted.

      Fay nodded. “I’m sure they didn’t mean to. A six-meter-long tail is pretty big, and you have this habit of moving it in a zigzag pattern.”

      “This princess cannot believe you are taking those children’s side!”

      I didn’t add anything to the conversation as the girls talked, instead choosing to listen. There was something therapeutic about listening to Kari, Lin, and Fay as they bantered back and forth. I don’t know. Maybe I just appreciated seeing how close they were, almost like a trio of real sisters.

      We eventually reached the north gate to discover that Herleif was already present. He stood by the gate, a massive double-gate centered between two towers that stood well above the rest of the rampart. I could just barely make out the ballistae sitting atop each tower.

      Herleif looked like he was hitting on one of the Spiritualists. His leer had a very lecherous quality as he spoke with the guard, a young woman with reddish-brown hair and a buxom figure hidden underneath her leather armor. Despite his leering gaze, the woman didn’t seem to mind as she spoke with him. Her partner, however, wore a very sour expression.

      “I see you finally deigned to show up,” Herleif said when he noticed my presence.

      A long cloak covered Herleif’s body. Brown and kind of tattered, it didn’t look like something a former emperor would wear, but I guess he wore it because we’d be traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. There was no sense in wearing something fancy where we were going. Since the cloak was so large, I couldn’t see what he was wearing underneath. I hoped it was armor. The only item he wore that I could see was the traveling backpack strapped to his shoulders.

      “It took a little longer to get ready than I anticipated,” I said.

      “I’ll bet.” Herleif gave an amused glance toward the three women with me. “Were you four having fun this morning? Did you decide to get in a quickie before coming to meet me? You never know when we’ll be back, so it’s a good idea.”

      The reaction of the girls differed. While Lin tilted her head, clearly not understanding what a “quickie” was, Fay’s cheeks turned a shade of scarlet that was reminiscent of her hair. On the other hand, Kari wore a very polite and refined smile as she walked up to Herleif and cuffed the back of his head.

      “Owch!”

      “Please don’t make such lecherous comments in public, Grandfather. You might not be the emperor anymore, but you still have to think about your reputation.”

      “Tch!”

      “Don’t click your tongue at me either.”

      Whack!

      “Owch!”

      I could only shake my head at the strange comedy routine happening between grandfather and granddaughter. Since I’d never seen how Kari interacted with Herleif before—we’d been far too busy for her to visit him—I didn’t know if this was a common occurrence or not. However, just seeing how comfortable my fiancée was hitting her grandfather in the back of the head made me realize she had probably done this act dozens of times in the past.

      I think I now had an even better understanding of what happened during Grimm Kriger’s birthday party several years ago.

      “Hmm…” Rubbing the back of his head, Herleif frowned at me. “I don’t see any backpack on you. You do realize I’m not going to be able to provide you with any supplies, right? If you don’t have your own sleeping bag, you’ll be sleeping in the cold.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got everything I need,” I replied with a mysterious smile.

      Herleif’s frown only seemed to grow, but he shrugged as if to say it wasn’t his concern.

      “If you say so. In either event, you should say goodbye to your fiancées. We’re going to be gone for quite a while.”

      I knew he was right. As I turned to Kari, Lin, and Fay, I saw the reluctant expressions on their faces and knew they also understood that I would be gone for a long time—over a month, at the very least. This would be the longest time that I had ever been apart from them.

      “Eryk.” Kari stepped forward. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

      “I will.”

      As soon as I finished speaking, Kari stepped even closer, until she was directly in my personal space. She wrapped her arms around my torso and stood on her toes. I leaned down as she tilted her head up and pressed my lips to hers. The soft elasticity combined with the warmth of her lips caused me to suddenly have thoughts of not going on this trip, but I knew I had to. I wrapped my arms tightly around Kari’s waist as we shared a kiss, then allowed her to step out of my embrace.

      “This princess also wants a kiss!”

      Before I even had time to regain my bearings, Lin lunged forward. Her lips were on me before I knew what was happening. Unlike Kari, whose kiss was surprisingly chaste, Lin pushed her long tongue past my lips and teeth and coiled it around my tongue. It took a concerted effort of will not to let myself grow aroused as she rubbed my tongue with her own. This kiss was passionate, and it was making me feel things I knew I shouldn’t right now.

      When she finally had enough, Lin removed her tongue from my mouth and leaned back. The look she gave me was quite stern. Well, stern for her at least.

      “Do not be reckless while you are journeying through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. This princess will be most cross with you if you die on her.”

      “I understand.” Reaching out, I cupped Lin’s cheek and caressed her soft skin. Lin’s long and pointed ears wiggled as a smile spread across her face. She nuzzled my hand like an affectionate house cat, which made me smile in return. “I promise to be careful. There’s still a lot that I want to do, so I can’t afford to die out there.”

      Accepting my words with a nod, Lin moved back to allow Fay to take her place. However, unlike the other two, Fay did not have the confidence to kiss me in public. With a blush on her face, she coughed into her hand and looked at everything but me.

      “B-be careful out there. I know you’re strong, but you’re traveling to a very dangerous area. Don’t take on more than you can handle.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      Fay nodded and looked like she was about to step back, but I grabbed her hand and tugged on it before she could. A squeak escaped her mouth. Her eyes widened in surprise as I pulled her into an embrace. She seemed too shocked to move, but as I held her in my arms, her body relaxed against me.

      “Are you not going to give me a kiss goodbye too?” I asked, my voice a soft whisper in her ear

      I could have sworn I felt Fay’s temperature rise.

      “I… well, I mean… I want to, but… we’re in public, so…”

      Knowing there was no way Fay would initiate a kiss in public, I took the initiative by placing a hand under her chin and tilting her head up. I didn’t kiss her hard. Fay already had a difficult time displaying affection in private, so I didn’t want to make things difficult for her, but I wasn’t going to accept not getting a kiss either. We wouldn’t see each other for over a month, after all.

      I kept my kiss chaste and short, stepping back after several seconds had passed. Fay looked a little dazed when the kiss ended.

      “All right. Well, I’ll be going then,” I said and was about to turn around.

      That was the moment when Fay recovered and stepped back into my personal space. I was too shocked to move as she grabbed my vest and pulled me down into a searing kiss. Her lips pressed against mine hard, as if she were trying to brand the feel and shape of her mouth onto mine. She also held the kiss for far longer than I had. Only after nearly half a minute had passed did she relent and step back.

      Her cheeks looked like they had caught fire.

      “That was… you know… as a goodbye. A-anyway! I’ll see you when you get back!”

      I didn’t even have time to respond to Fay before the woman turned tail and ran back the way we had come. I watched as she disappeared into the distance, then turned to look at Kari and Lin. The two girls were also looking at where Fay had run off to, though unlike me, their expressions were amused.

      “That Fay is always so cute when she gets embarrassed,” Kari said.

      Lin nodded. “This princess hopes she never changes.”

      “We’ll see you when you get back, Eryk.”

      “This princess will be eagerly waiting for you to return, Darling.”

      The two women gave their goodbyes, waving at me as they turned and left. I watched them until they were out of my sight.

      Releasing a weary sigh, I turned back toward Herleif, only to pause when I saw how the older man was looking at me with a lecherous grin. It wasn’t just him. The Spiritualist he had been flirting with also wore an amused smile as she stared at me. Her poor partner was blushing, however, making me wonder if maybe the man was a virgin.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked Herleif.

      “Nothing.” Herleif chuckled at my harsh words. “I was just marveling at how those girls have got you wrapped around their fingers.”

      I didn’t think I was wrapped around anyone’s finger, but I also wouldn’t deny that there were very few things I would not do if those three asked it of me.

      “Let’s just get going,” I said.

      “Sure. Sure.”

      The north gate was already open. It remained open during the day and only closed at night or during emergencies, like when the Demon Beasts had invaded.

      Herleif led me through the entrance and we walked toward the Demon Beast Gate, which was the gate that blocked off the entrance to the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      Like the other gate, this one had two watchtowers situated on either side. Their height was impressive, and they also had ballistae sitting on top. I could even see a pair of Spiritualists standing by each ballista, ready to use them at a moment’s notice. Over a dozen guards patrolled the rampart’s walls. After what happened during the Demon Beast Invasion, no one wanted to take any more chances.

      The watchtowers were a new feature that Empress Hilda had implemented at my suggestion, and while there were only about one dozen spread across Nevaria so far, the plan was to have these watchtowers located throughout the entire city. They would make excellent defenses in the event of another Demon Beast invasion, especially if we had to deal with flying Demon Beasts.

      Unlike the northern gate, which remained open at all times, the Demon Beast Gate was closed and only opened for people who had permission to leave.

      Herleif obviously had that permission. Nobody even tried to stop us when we arrived. The two Spiritualists standing on either side of the gate snapped off a salute before shouting at the people on the rampart to open the gate. Barely a second had passed since our arrival before the turning of cranks echoed from within the towers. The gate slowly opened, allowing us to journey into Demon Beast Pass.

      “Because of how far we’re traveling, I don’t plan on stopping after we cross the ravine,” Herleif told me, suddenly no longer the joking and lecherous old man I had seen thus far. His expression was a bit more serious than before. “After we cross the ravine, we’ll continue heading north until we reach Pteranodon Valley. That’s where we’ll stop for the night.”

      “That sounds fine with me,” I said.

      “You don’t complain much, do you?”

      I shrugged at Herleif’s question. “I don’t have much reason to complain. The more ground we cover each day, the less time it will take to reach the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      “Ha ha! That’s very true! Then let’s pick up the pace!”

      Adjusting the straps of his traveling pack, Herleif increased his speed from a walk to a light jog. I quickly adjusted my pace to match him.

      We traveled through Demon Beast Pass in less than half an hour, journeyed through the forest located just outside the pass, and reached the bridge.

      The bridge had been heavily modified now. It was no longer a simple bridge made from wood planks and rope. Now a drawbridge made of stone and wood, its primary features were the two entrances, large stone structures that kept the two bridge halves in place. Both were built into the ravine and had taken many months due to the necessity of building a stable foundation for them. They appeared reminiscent of small forts set against the ravine.

      Several guards from the Nevarian Spiritualists, recognizable by their leather armor, were present. I counted twelve on the ground and eight standing on the roof. There were another twenty on the opposite side.

      “Lord Herleif, sir.” One of the guards, the man in charge I believed, bowed low when we approached. “And Lord Eryk is also here. Welcome. I assume you are both heading into the Demon Beast Mountain Range? Please wait one moment while we lower the drawbridge.”

      “Take your time,” Herleif said as though we weren’t in a rush.

      I stood silently as the guards began working to lower the drawbridge, which I believed was called a Bascule Drawbridge. A loud noise echoed from inside the entrance. It sounded like steel grinding against steel. Then a cranking sound issued from the entrance as the drawbridge on this side was slowly lowered.

      The guards on the other side must have noticed what was happening because the other bridge began lowering as well. The two bridges, once lowered, connected to each other. I noticed each bridge was being held aloft with six sets of chains, three on either side spread across several meter intervals. Considering the ravine was at least twenty meters wide if not more, I guess they needed that many chains to keep the bridge from falling.

      “You’re free to pass, Lord Herleif, Lord Eryk. Safe travels,” the Spiritualist said to us.

      “Thank you,” I said while Herleif just nodded and began moving.

      We passed through the entrance, crossed the bridge, and emerged from the entrance on the other side. I think they did a good job replacing the previous bridge with this drawbridge. It was far more stable than the other bridge had been, and now that there were Spiritualists guarding it, Nevaria had one more line of defense. There was very little chance of us being caught unawares again.

      “Come on, Eryk,” Herleif said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      I didn’t respond as Herleif suddenly sprinted into the forest, choosing instead to increase my speed and follow him.

      We journeyed through the forest without stopping. Several Demon Beasts tried to attack us. A pack of Dire Wolves had leapt out from their hiding places as we passed, but I used the water element to create over one dozen crescent blades and precisely sliced their heads clean off. There had also been a group of Armored Dillos that tried running us over. I didn’t deal with those. Herleif had unleashed several powerful wind blades that cut through their armor with ease and killed them instantly.

      While it took a few hours at least, we still managed to arrive at the entrance to the Pteranodon Valley before the sun went down. We split up the tasks of setting up camp. I caught several rabbits for us to cook, while Herleif started a fire.

      As we sat there under the fading sunlight, I decided to finally ask him what I had been curious about.

      “Do you have any idea what the Sekbeists are doing in the Morkdypt Ravine?”

      “Not a one,” Herleif replied with a sigh. “Do you think I’m brave enough to travel into the Morkdypt Ravine by myself? I only saw them from a distance.”

      The rabbits had finished roasting, so I took them off the spit and handed one of the lightly seasoned rabbits to Herleif. He accepted it with a “thanks” and bit into the meat, tearing through it before chewing. After swallowing his first bite, he continued speaking.

      “When I was exploring the Demon Beast Mountain Range, I found several Sekbeists leading a group of slaves. None of the slaves were in chains, but they did have these strange collars wrapped around their necks. I heard about the Basilisk you fought. I think those collars act similarly and were somehow controlling the slaves’ actions. In any case, I followed the group all the way to the Morkdypt Ravine and watched them take a small path that led down into its depths. I considered following them. However…”

      “That wouldn’t be a smart idea.” I nodded. “If you followed them, were discovered, and then killed, no one would ever learn about what you had discovered.”

      “Exactly,” Herleif said with a nod. “Of course, I want to know what they’re doing down there. My plan was to return to the Morkdypt Ravine after informing Hilda about what I had discovered. And that’s when I found out about you. I decided that having another Spiritualist who’s reached the Third State of Spiritualism would help increase our chances of survival down there—and given what we might find, I believe it’s important that we survive so we can tell Hilda about what we discover.”

      Everything the old man said made sense, and I couldn’t help but agree with him. What’s more, I wanted to know what the Sekbeists were doing down there too. I wanted to know why they were here in this life when I hadn’t seen any sign of them in my previous life. Learning about this might be the key to understanding more about my enemy.

      I looked up at the stars now dotting the night sky and wondered if the time for me to finally learn what the Sekbeists truly were had come.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Giant Freshwater Serpent

          

        

      

    

    
      I soon learned that the woman who’d saved me wasn’t anti-social so much as shy. She had gone for so long without human contact that she no longer knew how to act around her fellow humans. Her manner of speaking was also stilted, like she couldn’t decide what to say, and several times during our conversations, she would stutter, backtrack, and try to correct herself.

      It was kind of cute.

      And maybe it was just my imagination, but I always got the feeling she was blushing underneath that hood.

      She never took off her cloak, not even when she was sleeping. I was not sure if she did this because I was there, or if she always wore it. The feeling I got from her when we spoke was that she didn’t want me to see what she looked like, and so while I was curious to see her appearance without it, I held myself back out of respect.

      This woman had saved my life. I owed her that much.

      Despite having a lot of questions for her, as time went on, I slowly forgot them. Did it matter if I knew who she was before the Demon Beast Invasion? Would knowing her identity change anything? I didn’t think so, and so I decided there was no point in asking.

      “You…”

      One day while I was sitting on a rickety chair and staring at the rain outside of the cave, the cloaked woman called out to me, only to stop. I turned my head to gaze at her. The cloak covered everything. I could see nothing, not even her chin, masked as it was by darkness. All I glimpsed was the vague outline of her face as it was cast in shadow.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      The woman was by her alchemy set again, same as always. She spent most of her time there. I didn’t know what she was refining. I knew very little about alchemy beyond what the general public knew. Truth be told, I didn’t really care about alchemy either.

      “It’s nothing,” the woman said before quickly busying herself with her work. She was once again separating alchemy ingredients by their type. They were the same kind of ingredients she had used the last time. I recognized them, though I still did not know what they were called. While there was a part of me that wanted to ask, I ended up not saying anything.

      A stifling silence filled the air, but neither of us did anything to break it. The rain stopped during this time. As sunlight parted the clouds, I stood up, causing the cloaked woman to look in my direction.

      “I’m just going to train,” I said.

      I think the woman nodded, but I honestly couldn’t tell because of that large hood.

      “I see,” was all she said before turning back to her task.

      Walking out of the cave, I glanced around at the still-wet ground, which had turned to mud in some places. I carefully picked my way down the mountain this cave was located on. Several trees to either side swayed slightly, their leaves glistening with droplets. The scent of wet dirt and plants tickled my nose. The petrichor was not unpleasant, but it didn’t bring me any peace either.

      There were still Demon Beasts that I needed to kill.

      I still needed to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      When I thought about all of my enemies, I could not stop myself from clenching my fists in frustration. I felt hated toward the man who killed my wife and daughter, anger at the Demon Beasts nesting in Nevaria, and self-loathing at how powerless I was to do anything about these problems. I just wasn’t strong enough.

      This mountain was located in the northeast part of the Demon Beast Mountain Range about five days’ travel from Nevaria. The woman who’d rescued me had literally carried me on her back from Nevaria to here. I was grateful for her kindness and impressed by her strength. Not many people could trek through this kind of dangerous wilderness while lugging someone else’s dead weight.

      I eventually found a clearing that I believed would suit my purposes. It was somewhat small and surrounded by trees. The ground was still damp and the grass was slippery, but so long as I remained conscious of that, I wouldn’t fall.

      The first thing I began doing was moving my body, testing it out to see how well I had healed. For whatever reason, I couldn’t heal using the water element right now. Whenever I tried to circulate my Spiritual Power, I suffered from incredible pain. It wasn’t unbearable, of course, but it did keep me from being able to concentrate.

      Concentration was an important part of using my techniques. They were different from the average Spiritualist, who used dances and movement to perform Spiritual Techniques. Mine required concentration and the ability to visualize what I wanted. It was impossible to accomplish when you were distracted by pain.

      I adopted a basic combat stance and began throwing several punches. One. Two. One. Two. I cut the air with my fists, only to wince slightly when I realized moving also caused me some pain. At first, I thought it was because I had been bedridden for several days, but I soon realized that was not the case when I pulled my long sleeves back.

      My arm was covered in black bruises. It looked like someone had soaked a needle in ink, jabbed me in the arm, and pushed all the ink from the needle into my body. The strange purplish-black coloration of my skin looked hideous. My veins stood out like sickly bulges as though the blood was being prevented from properly circulating through my body.

      Perhaps it was instinct that caused me to begin circulating my Spiritual Power through my body, but either way, the moment I tried to heal myself, my body was wracked with incredible pain. It was like my insides were being slowly burned away by my own Spiritual Power. I could feel it building up inside of me with nowhere to go, like a dam was keeping it from properly flowing through me. Unbearable heat spread through my body alongside the unendurable agony. It would have been less painful if someone dipped my hand in acid.

      My legs wobbled as I fell onto my hands and knees. I tried to maintain my balance, but my vision suddenly went black, and the next thing I knew, I had fallen face first into the grass. Blinking several times as spots appeared in my vision, I told myself that I needed to get up, that I needed to keep struggling.

      As I lay there and struggled, my consciousness slowly slipped away, and the world turned black.
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      We did not pass through the Pteranodon Valley as I had assumed we would. That was just a stopping point to orient ourselves.

      I woke up early the next morning and rubbed my eyes, trying to banish last night’s dream from my mind. Remembering the weakest period of my life was not something I needed right now. What I needed was to focus on the tasks at hand, the journey ahead.

      After getting up, I rolled up my sleeping bag and stored it in my storage ring, then summoned a pan, which I used to cook a breakfast of freshly caught birds lightly seasoned with salt and pepper. Herleif woke up moments later, sniffing the air.

      “Hmmm. Something smells good,” he muttered sleepily.

      “Breakfast is ready. Hurry up and eat,” I said.

      Herleif sat with me as I served him some breakfast, which he greedily gobbled down like a man dying of starvation. I ate much more slowly. This food was nowhere near as tasty as what I usually ate, but for a man who spent most of his time eating rations, I was sure Herleif thought it a feast.

      “You okay, boyo?” he asked.

      “Boyo?”

      “Would you rather I call you ‘kiddo’?”

      “I’d rather you call me by my name.” I sighed when he just chuckled at me and toyed with my bangs. “And I’m fine. Just thinking about something.”

      “Care to share?”

      “I do not.”

      “Tch. Stingy.”

      After breakfast, Herleif led me west of the Pteranodon Valley and had us wander through a vast region made of canyons. The escarpment on either side was so high up that I could barely see the tops. It looked like this canyon had been carved out of the earth by water, eroded over the course of centuries, which I could tell because of how smooth the walls were. Several different types of sediment were present as well, lending the escarpments a colorful aesthetic of browns, reds, and grays.

      The Demon Beast Mountain Range was a massive expanse of land, and the terrain constantly shifted between a variety of different types: deserts, forests, swamps, mountains, valleys, canyons, and everything in between. It was unlike anything else in the entire world. There was no place within the rest of the world that contained such a myriad of different environments.

      Despite how easy it was to get lost, Herleif seemed to know exactly where we were going. After emerging from the canyon, we entered a dark forest with trees that were twisted and deformed to look like sentient creatures writhing in agony. The canopy over our heads was made of thousands of branches that entwined together and blocked out all sunlight.

      This particular section of the Demon Beast Mountain Range was a lot deeper in than I had been since coming back to the past. The Demon Beasts were far more powerful here as well. All of them were at least B-Rank, but there were also many A-Ranks. A lot of Chimeras inhabited this forested region. There were many different types as well, from Lion-Headed Serpents to Bipedal Panther Goats—both B-Rank Demon Beasts.

      The Lion-Headed Serpents were long, serpentine creatures with the heads of lions. Most of them were about ten meters in length, but there were a few that reached up to twenty meters. Their scales were harder than diamonds. Even I needed to punch them several times to break through their strong defense. Of course, I always used the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in conjunction with the lightning element, which allowed me to cut through them with ease.

      Herleif had been shocked when he saw me slice a Lion-Headed Serpent in half with a single swing of my weapon.

      Bipedal Panther Goats were an unusual breed of Chimera that walked on two goat-like legs, featured a human-shaped torso and arms, but had the head of a panther. Their fangs were filled with poison. What’s more, they had the ability to create earth spears. They had a very strong earth affinity and it seemed a minor affinity for darkness, which was how they created the poison. Fortunately, their defense was not that strong.

      “BRAAAAAAH!!”

      I clicked my tongue and jumped to the left as an earth spear shot from the ground and tried to impale me. Skipping across the ground, I stopped several meters from where I had been and eyed my opponent.

      The Bipedal Panther Goat glared at me with glowering red eyes as if enraged that I had dodged its attack. It brayed several times and stomped on the ground with its cloven hoofs, creating more earth spears that tried to skewer me.

      As I dodged the spears, weaving left and right, I sent my own Spiritual Power into the ground. Ever since I had acquired the ability to use the earth element, I had been slowly becoming more intimate with it, and while I still didn’t know how combat-ready it was, I figured practicing on a B-Rank Demon Beast would help increase my proficiency with it.

      By channeling the earth element through my feet and into the ground, I could sense the shifts in the earth, which allowed me to know when and where the next attack was coming from. I moved left as a spear shot up from the ground behind me. Another spear came at me from the side, but I twisted my body to avoid it. Several more came in at different angles. At this point, I stomped on the ground and disrupted the Spiritual Power controlling them.

      The spikes dissolved into mud.

      The Bipedal Panther Goat released more angry braying noises and stomped its hoofs on the ground once more. Its nostrils flared. Beasts like this might lack intelligence, but even they could feel emotions.

      I decided I had practiced enough. It was time to end this.

      Kneeling, I placed my hand on the ground and channeled my Spiritual Power through the earth, watching as all the dirt slowly coagulated near my hand. I lifted my hand. The earth rose with it. A small pillar formed on the ground, about five or so centimeters in diameter and maybe a meter long, which I grabbed with my left hand and pulled.

      What I removed from the ground was actually a spear. It was about two meters long and ended in a jagged point.

      My muscles stretched taut as I pulled the spear behind my head before throwing it at my enemy. It flew from my hand at a speed the Bipedal Panther Goat couldn’t keep up with, though it tried to dodge anyway. It was futile. As it ran to the left, the spear pierced the skin of its shoulder, blood spilling from the wound like a broken fountain.

      The Demon Beast released a pained braying sound as it took to a knee, raising a hand to its now punctured shoulder. I clicked my tongue. Kneeling on the ground again, this time I sent my Spiritual Power through the earth and toward the Bipedal Panther Goat. My mind felt strained as I imposed my will upon the earth. The earth moved sluggishly. I would not be able to do this in combat against a more powerful enemy, but the Bipedal Panther Goat was injured and slow.

      I smiled in satisfaction when several earth spears suddenly erupted from the ground and skewered the goat, which released several pained whimpers before it died.

      Ignoring the bloody scene of a Demon Beast hanging from dozens of earth spikes, I stood up and looked at where Herleif was fighting against a Chimera with the head of a goat, the body of a lion, and a snake head for a tail.

      The old man was awfully nimble. He wove left, then right, and then left again, avoiding the claw swipes from the Chimera, which were coated in a viscous purple fluid—poison no doubt. I watched his feet as he shuffled along the ground. He had a surprising amount of grace for one so old. It was almost like he was floating across the ground instead of walking.

      Spiritual Power soon welled up around Herleif and the Chimera, extending outward to encompass the area around them. I blinked when several wind spears suddenly came to life behind the Chimera. Externally projecting an element like that showed how skilled this man was at manipulating and controlling his Spiritual Power.

      Even as I thought this, the man made a gesture with just his fingers, like he was asking the Demon Beast to come closer. What actually happened was the wind spears suddenly flew at the Chimera from behind. They blasted straight through the creature’s body, piercing its back, legs, stomach, and neck.

      Several very clean holes opened in the Chimera’s body. Blood flowed freely from the wounds, gushing out like fountains, creating trails along the Demon Beast’s skin. A dark red puddle formed beneath it.

      With a pained whimper, the Chimera took several stumbling steps forward before it fell to the ground and lay there, unmoving.

      “That wasn’t too hard.” Herleif clapped his hands as if ridding them of dirt before turning to me. He looked at the Bipedal Panther Goat I had killed, then shook his head. “And here I thought I had a handle on the situation. I’m impressed you can kill a B-Rank Demon Beast like that so quickly.”

      I shrugged. “Once you reach the Third State of Spiritualism, B-Rank Demon Beasts don’t pose much of a threat.”

      “Very true. Still…” As we began moving again, Herleif eyed me with a speculative gleam. “No matter how many times I see it, it’s still a shock to see you use the earth element when I know it’s not something you have an affinity for.”

      I had told Herleif about how I could use the earth and darkness elements, though I didn’t tell him it was because I had a spiritual connection with Lin. My connection to her was a secret I’d rather not reveal to anyone except Kari and Fay. It was something intimate that I shared only with them. However, it was important that Herleif knew what I was capable of since we were traveling together.

      “I’m still not very proficient with it, though,” I said, shrugging.

      Herleif snorted. “The fact that you can use an element you have no affinity toward at all is what’s shocking. As I understand it, you had a dual affinity for water and lightning, which is rare enough that I only know one person who also has a dual affinity. Now you have four affinities. That is simply unheard of.”

      I couldn’t deny that it was indeed unheard of. Even I was shocked, but I also understood how it happened. Kari had given me her light element in my previous life, during that time she lay dying in my arms. Her kiss had contained traces of her blood, which had unlocked my ability to use the light element. When Lin bit me during the time I rescued her back when she was stuck in the form of a snake, she injected some of her blood into me. She had also taken some of my blood in return, which was why the tattoos had become permanently etched onto her chest.

      When I got back, I’d have to see if she could use my elements.

      But that was a thought for another time.
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      It took several days before we emerged from the forest. It wasn’t just the distance that caused it to take so long; it was also the number of Demon Beasts we had to contend with. Even if they were only B-Rank, fighting against several Chimeras and other monstrosities on a daily basis really did take a long time. We’d fought so many that I had lost count after a hundred.

      Once we emerged from the forest, our travels took us across several valleys that were much bigger and far more dangerous than the Pteranodon Valley that Catalyna had us pass through so many months ago. No longer did we battle against Chimeras. Instead, we fought Behemoths, Sprites, and Ogres.

      Among those we fought, the Sprites were the hardest to deal with. They were not individually powerful, about lower B-Rank on the ranking scale, but they attacked in swarms and were often controlled by an A-Rank Sprite Queen. It bumped their threat level to upper A if not lower S-Rank. Fortunately, they were not powerful enough individually to pose a problem, but they were annoying.

      Sprites looked like small humans. They were maybe half a meter tall, possessed the general outlines of a woman, and had a variety of different hair colors. It was easy to distinguish what element a Sprite used by the color of their hair. Red for fire. Blue for water. Green for earth. Yellow for lightning. White for wind. Sprites did not have an affinity for darkness or light. Most of the ones we encountered had either an earth or water affinity.

      I couldn’t judge how large these valleys were, but they were set between two mountain ranges that were so tall, snow capped their peaks. The valley looked like just another valley, albeit much bigger than anything else I had seen. I also noticed a river that flowed through the middle, which fed into a large lake at the very center of the valley.

      “You’re quite the monster,” Herleif said.

      “I don’t want to hear that from a pervert.”

      Herleif shrugged my comment off. “I’m just saying, I’ve never met anyone as overpowered as you. How did you become so strong?”

      “I trained.”

      “If everyone could be as powerful just by training, the Demon Beasts would have never reduced us to a single city.”

      I looked behind me at the valley we had left behind, or rather, I glanced at the many Demon Beast corpses littering the ground behind us. I had killed most of them myself. Herleif had maybe killed a handful.

      Turning around, as I stood at the entrance to the valley with Herleif, I glanced at one mountain in particular. It was taller than all the others, so tall that I couldn’t see the top as it disappeared into the clouds. Sheer cliffs made up the majority of the mountain, though some ledges were visible. Mount Hymll. It was the mountain I had climbed to train my lightning element on.

      At the highest peak of that mountain was an S-Rank Demon Beast, the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle. Back then, I had viciously battled this creature and nearly died at its claws. Our battle had lasted six days and nights, exhausted nearly all of my Spiritual Power, and forced me to overdose on alchemy pills. The only reason I even won was because our battle had turned into one of attrition and the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle did not have pills to recover its Spiritual Power like I did.

      I wondered how a battle between us would work now?

      “Is something the matter?” asked Herleif when he noticed how quiet I was.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Nothing is wrong.”

      “Then let’s be off. We’re still quite a ways from our destination.”

      I nodded in acknowledgment and followed him down into the valley.

      Journeying across the valley wasn’t terribly difficult at first. All the Demon Beasts we ran into were B-Rank such as Giant Weasels, Mastiffs, and Bugbears, which were massive humanoid creatures with greenish-yellow skin and powerful muscles.

      They were the hardest of the Demon Beasts to fight, with strong bodies and the ability to use landforms as weapons. Bugbears possessed a dual-elemental affinity for earth and water, which allowed them to manipulate plant life. By grabbing something simple like a tree branch, they could transform it into a powerful club with a spiked end, and each swing of their club caused the air to shriek.

      Of course, while they were incredibly strong, I was stronger still. My body had been enhanced and refined with grueling physical training supplemented by a variety of alchemy pills. The increased durability of my body and strength was such that I could stand toe-to-toe with Bugbears in melee combat, though I’d never be so foolish as to test my limits when I was on a mission. Most of the time, I killed Bugbears from a distance with the lightning element, which they were weak against.

      The only real issue we ran into while traveling through the valley was when we were forced to face off against the A-Rank Demon Beast, the Giant Freshwater Serpent.

      It happened while we were skirting the edge of the lake. We were using the river to keep ourselves on track. As we walked along the lake near the shore, something burst from the water, creating a massive wave that towered over us.

      While Herleif tried to run from the wave, I stomped on the ground and created a large wall with a sharp point in front of me. The wave slammed into the wall and was cut. It split in two and moved around me. I only removed the wall after the wave settled down.

      That was when I saw it.

      The creature that towered over me as it sat in the water must have been at least a hundred meters long. Glistening blue scales covered its massive body, beautiful to look at as they scintillated in the sunlight. But for however beautiful it was, I knew better than to underestimate this creature, which had a serpentine muzzle filled with massive and sharp teeth. Looking into its yellow eyes, I sensed an intelligence that a B-Rank Demon Beast didn’t possess. This was a creature beyond that.

      “It’s a Giant Freshwater Serpent!” Herleif shouted in shock. “What is it doing here? I didn’t run into it when I came through here last time!”

      I wondered if it had maybe sensed my presence and that was why it revealed itself, but I didn’t care to dwell on it for long. Knowing why wouldn’t change anything. This beast was something that I needed to take care of.

      “Step back and let me handle this,” I said to Herleif.

      “Are you sure you can take on something like that by yourself?” asked the old man.

      “I’m positive,” I said with a confident smile. “Just stand back and watch.”

      I didn’t give the man a chance to respond as I bent my knees and launched myself into the air. I used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to ascend higher and higher.

      Of course, the Demon Beast didn’t have any intention of letting me do what I wanted without a fight. Its tail rose from the water and tried to smack me out of the sky, but I created a platform to my left and kicked off it, dodging the attack before I continued ascending. It wasn’t long before I was above its head.

      Channeling my Spiritual Power to create a platform above me, I twisted around and struck it feet first, then pushed off and launched myself at the Giant Freshwater Serpent. I spun around and extended my leg, which suddenly exploded with crackling blue arcs of lightning. The Demon Beast was so large that even if it tried to dodge, there was no way I would miss.

      My foot struck the Giant Freshwater Serpent on the head. A loud explosion crackled from where my foot dug into its skull, breaking the hard scales protecting its skeleton. I narrowed my eyes as blood spurted around my heel. The damage was not as extensive as it should have been. What’s more, I could sense Spiritual Power running through this creature’s body, and there was a very thin layer of water resting against its scales, protecting it from my attack.

      Its affinity must have been incredibly high. This Demon Beast’s water was so pure that it didn’t conduct electricity.

      I leapt away as several spikes made of water appeared on its skin, threatening to impale me. Once more using the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, I raced through the air as the Giant Freshwater Serpent opened its mouth to unleash several projectiles. Each projectile was composed of condensed water about the size of my body, and each one had enough power packed into it to kill a normal Spiritualist.

      With my eyes narrowed, I created a platform under my feet and pushed off, soaring straight for the projectile aimed at me. Spiritual Power exploded from my body as I activated the Third State of Spiritualism. Now transformed into lightning, I streaked toward the projectile, shot straight through it, and struck the Giant Freshwater Serpent in the head again. It could do nothing against me. While the thin layer of incredibly dense and extremely pure water managed to protect it last time, I had pumped far more Spiritual Power into my attack this time. I traveled straight through the Demon Beast’s head and out the other side, slamming into the water, which caused a cascade of sparks to erupt as a massive geyser rose into the sky.

      As I broke the surface, I turned to look behind me as the Giant Freshwater Serpent fell back into the water with a great splash. A wave rose up as I was swimming and overtook me. Despite this, I held my breath and used my own affinity with water to ride the current all the way back to the shore. I landed on the ground, sopping wet, but I quickly manipulated the water element to suck the moisture from my body and clothes, drying me near instantly. As I did, Herleif walked up to me.

      “I can now see why Hilda holds you in such high regard,” Herleif said while shaking his head in disbelief. “Even I wouldn’t dare to fight an A-Rank Demon Beast of that caliber on my own. I’ve never met anyone as strong as you.”

      “Thank you for the compliment,” I said as I turned toward the lake. I stared into the waters with narrowed eyes as they settled down.

      “What are you thinking about?” asked Herleif.

      “One of the key ingredients for the Elemental Enlightenment Pill is the monster core of an A-Rank Demon Beast. Giant Freshwater Serpents also have a lot of other parts I can salvage such as the skin, blood, eyes, and even their bones and organs.”

      “You want to salvage this Demon Beast now?” asked Herleif in shock.

      “Why not? We’re already here,” I said. “The Morkdypt Ravine isn’t going anywhere. We have plenty of time.”

      “That’s… well, you do have a point.” Herleif scratched the back of his head and sighed. “I guess spending a few days here won’t hurt.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Making a big show of rolling up my sleeves, I prepared to salvage every bit of the Giant Freshwater Serpent that I could.
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      After seeing Eryk off, Kari, Fay, and Lin returned to doing what they usually did.

      Lin worked twice as hard to do the paperwork that would normally be shared between her and Eryk. Kari would help out when she could, but she also had classes to attend at the Nevarian Spiritualist Academy with Fay. Of course, Fay had no talent when it came to doing paperwork, so she would often elect to spar with Catalyna and the other Spiritualists, though even Catalyna eventually stopped when Fay kept beating them.

      The routine was a bit monotonous, made all the more so by Eryk’s absence. Lin would often complain about how she missed her “Darling” and neither Kari nor Fay could disagree. It was only after he left that they realized how reassuring his presence was to them.

      Several days flew by like this, but about five days after Eryk left, Kari told her two companions that she had come to a decision.

      “I’m going to take an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      It was lunchtime. Had they been outside, they would have seen the bright sun bearing down on their heads. The three women normally ate in their living room/office, but with Eryk gone, they had decided to eat in the cafeteria.

      There were quite a few sect members present. Plenty of the newer Spiritualists opted to eat here when they weren’t on missions because it was convenient, so quite a few seats were filled up. Bjark was with Ingrid and Hansel. Even Geirolf and Catalyna were having lunch together. Her brother was blushing a little as Catalyna grinned and held a sliver of meat, some type of beef Kari assumed, to his face. The bright red Geirolf looked hesitant. However, after some cajoling from the young woman, he leaned over and took the meat into his mouth.

      They look like they are getting along well. If I didn’t know any better, I would say they were courting each other.

      The idea of her brother courting someone was somewhat preposterous, and yet, looking at the two as they enjoyed lunch, she could see it happening.

      Fay and Lin looked at Kari like she’d just said something stupid.

      “You want to take an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range?” Fay asked.

      “That is what I just said.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, ‘Why?’ Isn’t the answer to that question obvious?”

      “You’re right. I nearly forgot who I was talking to. Forget I ever asked.”

      Kari loved the idea of going on adventures. She had a wanderlust that couldn’t be satisfied staying behind the closed walls of Nevaria, especially now that she had gotten a taste for adventure several times. The desire to head outside, the urge to explore, was simply too powerful now.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Fay, looking uncertain. “I mean, Eryk isn’t here to go with us.”

      “It’s precisely because Eryk isn’t here that I’m going.” Kari stirred the vegetables in her beef stew. The scent wafting from it was quite fragrant, though the head chef her mother employed was better. “Eryk is currently traveling deep into the Demon Beast Mountain Range with Grandfather, and I don’t like the fact that he is traveling without us. I’m worried sick that something will happen, even though I know he’s the strongest person here. I can’t concentrate like this.”

      “And you think traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range will help?” Fay asked.

      Kari nodded. “Yes. If nothing else, it will prove a good distraction.”

      “This princess would love to travel with you, but she doesn’t think it’s possible.” Lin thumped her tail against the stone floor as she finished swallowing a mouthful of beef stew. “There is so much paperwork that needs to be done now that Darling is away. This princess does not think she will be able to step away from her work for long.”

      The longer Lin spoke, the more depressed she seemed to become. Her shoulders were slumping, and her brow had furrowed in consternation. Kari felt sympathetic. Even though Lin was grateful to be of help to Eryk, having to deal with paperwork all the time had to be grating.

      “You don’t have to worry about that.” Kari smiled and leaned over the table as if she were about to share a secret. “You remember what we did when all four of us traveled to the Whiterun Hot Springs Resort, right? We can do the same thing here. We’ll hire more temporary workers who can deal with the paperwork in our absence. Of course, this time we’ll make sure the ones we hire do their job properly. They can work under Felman while we’re gone.”

      “Felman is fairly dependable,” Lin admitted with great reluctance. “This princess believes that will work.”

      “I’m still not so sure about this,” Fay said with a sigh.

      “Does that mean you’re not going to come with us?” asked Kari with a depressed frown. She wanted to spend time with her best friends. There was no point in going if all three of them didn’t go.

      “Of course, I’m coming.” A resolute expression crossed Fay’s face. “Someone has to keep you out of trouble.”

      “That’s what I was counting on.” Kari gave Fay her sunniest grin. “There’s my dependable Fay.”

      Fay just blushed as she finished off her stew.
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      With their decision to take an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range finalized, Kari began holding interviews to hire people who could do the paperwork. She wasn’t the only one present. Lin and Felman both helped her with the interviews. They played a larger role in the paperwork than she did, and Felman would be in charge of them, so it was a good idea to let him see who he would be working with.

      “So, your name is Volf. You’re twenty years old and work at your father’s store. Can you tell me why we should hire you? What can you bring to the sect that you believe others cannot?”

      “Well… I… I’m a very hard worker, and… I just think…” The young man named Volf stuttered as he sat before the three interviewers, sweat dripping down his forehead and chin.

      “I’ve done a bit of research into all the people coming in for an interview, including you,” Kari continued, reading from a sheet of parchment. “It says here that you like to slack off when you’re working, and your father complains about how lazy you are.” She set the parchment down and stared at him. “You wouldn’t happen to be hoping I would let you slack off on the job, would you?”

      “…”

      The young man had nothing to say, and Kari quickly dismissed him.

      “Next interviewee!”

      When the downtrodden Volf left, another man walked in. He was skinny, so skinny Kari thought he might get blown away in a strong breeze. His reddish-brown hair was longer than most women’s, trailing around his knees, though it was held up in a ponytail. Despite his weak-looking physique, something about him spoke to Kari. It was his eyes. They were quite sharp.

      She picked up the parchment and read the information on it out loud. “Leif Norson. Age twenty-three. You worked for the Eieran Family as a manager for one of their shops in the Entertainment District but were laid off because someone bribed your higher-ups. The Eieran Family tried to rehire you, but you refused. Why?”

      “I see you’ve done your research.” Leif smiled. “I didn’t want to work for them after what happened. The fact that they allowed someone to be bribed into firing me speaks a lot about how they operate, and I decided it would be safer to seek employment elsewhere.”

      The Eieran Family was large. They were more like a company than a family. While all their upper management was overseen by a family member, there were a lot of lower-level management positions managed by people outside of the family—like the young man before her. Of course, because they were such a large family with numerous business ventures, corruption was a very real issue.

      “And what do you believe you can bring to our sect? Why should we hire you?” asked Kari.

      Leif pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and said, “I can bring my expertise to the table. I not only have experience handling paperwork, but also understand how to manage people, deal with supply chain issues, and micromanage smaller tasks to streamline the many different processes involved in running a business. I can make your sect run far more efficiently than it does now.”

      Oh? That’s quite a good answer. He’s very confident in his abilities. Hmmm. I don’t think he’s being arrogant either. He doesn’t look the type.

      Kari considered herself a good judge of character, so she knew when someone was being arrogant or confident, and this young man had none of the arrogance she would expect to see from, say, a noble like Grant Leucht.

      She asked him several more questions. Lin and Felman also had a few questions of their own. Leif answered each question with confident answers like he had expected them, showing that he was experienced with interviews. If he was even half as good at handling tasks as he was interviewing, he would make an excellent addition to their sect.

      Kari smiled. “All right. I think I have everything I need. Congratulations, Leif, you’re hired.”

      “Thank you, Lady Kari,” Leif said, bowing his head.

      The interviews continued after Leif exited the room. They ended up hiring three more people to help with the paperwork. Dagmar, Egil, and Gyda were people who had come recommended by Kari’s mother. All of them were former government employees who had worked on taxation and the handling of new laws set down by the empress. They had retired years ago but were willing to come work for the Nevarian Braves on a temporary basis.

      Empress Hilda had been informed of Kari’s desire to leave for an expedition into the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Kari was certain her mother was worried about it, but Eryk’s request after winning the Spiritualist Grand Tournament had been for the empress to not keep her daughter locked up in Nevaria, that she allow her daughter to travel outside and explore the world. Even if she didn’t like it, she couldn’t say no.

      Once they had found people who could help deal with sect matters while they were away, Kari took Fay and Lin into the city to pack for their trip. They already had sleeping bags and a tent, but they also needed food, spices, and herbs. Kari planned on having them hunt for most of their food, but on the off chance they were unable to catch anything, she wanted them to have something to eat.

      “I think we should buy smoked and dried meat,” Fay said. “They’ll keep well enough that we won’t have to worry about them spoiling.”

      “This princess doesn’t want salted meat. It dries out all the flavor,” Lin said.

      “We hopefully won’t need to rely on preserved foods, but we should at least be prepared,” Kari told Lin.

      “Hmph. This princess understands that.”

      They were in the Market District. Several butcher shops caught their eye. You could easily tell which shop belonged to a butcher by the meat hanging from behind the glass windows.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin walked into one of them. While Lin studied the hanging meat with a critical eye, Kari went up to the woman behind a long table. The older woman with slightly graying hair and a few wrinkles bowed.

      “Lady Kari, to what do I owe the honor?”

      “I’m here for some preserved meat. If possible, I would prefer preserved meat that isn’t salted,” Kari said.

      “You’ve come to the right place. If you want meat that isn’t preserved via salting, there are several methods we can do for you. There’s smoking, curing, and drying. These processes remove water from the meat in order to stave off the growth of bacteria. However, we also have fermenting and pickling, and we can even preserve foods using fat, oils, sugar, and alcohol.”

      “Hmmm. Lin, Fay, come over here and discuss this with me,” Kari said after a moment.

      The two women stopped what they were doing and walked over to Kari, where they discussed each process with the older woman. Lin was all for using fats and oils to preserve their meat. She believed it was the best method because it tenderized the meat, but Fay wasn’t a fan of fatty foods and wanted to have meat that was pickled. Kari didn’t care either way. She could eat anything.

      In the end, they chose to buy ten kilograms of meat. Half of it would be pickled and the other half would be preserved in oil. Kari hoped that would be enough. Actually, she hoped they wouldn’t even need to eat the preserved food since she preferred eating freshly caught food.

      “What should we buy next?” asked Fay.

      “Herbs and spices,” Kari said.

      There were many spices that could be used for cooking like pepper, cinnamon, chili powder, cumin, ginger, nutmeg, and paprika, but certain spice blends went better with certain types of meat. Kari knew where they would be traveling and had studied the types of animals they would find, so she knew exactly what to buy.

      It took a lot of preparation, but the day finally came when Kari, Fay, and Lin were ready to begin their journey—just the three of them.
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      Kari, Fay, and Lin woke up early on the day of their expedition. They got dressed in their normal outfits, armor included, ate a quick breakfast in the cafeteria, then headed out toward the northern gate.

      The early morning air was brisk. The slightly cool air made Lin shiver a little, goosebumps rising on her arms as she rubbed them in a vain attempt to warm up. Being cold-blooded seemed quite difficult. Not yet fully out, the sun was peeking from beyond the mountains, casting a warm but soft glow upon the still sleeping city.

      Kari wasn’t bothered by the cool weather like Lin, but she also wasn’t cold-blooded. She walked alongside her two companions, ranseur gripped firmly in her right hand and a smile on her face.

      Excitement bubbled just beneath the surface of her smiling exterior. She could feel it trying to break through, but she put a firm lid on her emotions. It was okay to be excited. However, she also knew the Demon Beast Mountain Range was dangerous. She couldn’t afford to let her excitement get the best of her.

      “It feels weird traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range without our packs,” Fay muttered.

      “At least this way we don’t need to worry about losing our equipment,” Lin said.

      “That is a good point. I remember when we went to the Demon Beast Mountain Range with Catalyna and ended up losing almost all of our equipment because of the Demon Beast attack.” Fay shivered as though a chill had crawled up her spine upon remembering what happened. “Having that storage ring of yours will go a long way toward making sure we never have to worry about losing our supplies… but it still feels weird.”

      Kari raised her hand and looked at the ring on her finger. To many, it would look like a very plain band made of a reddish alloy with strange symbols inscribed on the surface. However, this ring was far more valuable than anything else she had right now. It was only the second storage ring in the entire world. She was sure that if other people learned about what she had made, they would be clamoring to make her create more.

      “I understand what you mean.” Kari lowered her hand and nodded at Fay. “There’s something charming about traveling with the steady weight of a pack on your shoulders.”

      A small trickle of sweat trailed down Fay’s scalp. “That’s not quite what I meant…”

      They soon reached the north gate and were let through without much hassle, and then they traveled to the Demon Beast Gate and were similarly let through. By the time they began traveling through Demon Beast Pass, the sun had risen and began warming up poor Lin, who suddenly looked much better now that the sun’s rays were shining on her. A healthy pink coloration spread across her cheeks as a wide smile split her lips.

      “This feels soooo much nicer,” the Lamia sighed pleasantly.

      “It must be hard being cold-blooded,” Fay said.

      “It is very hard. This princess always has trouble keeping warm, especially when Darling is not present to warm her up.”

      “But isn’t that a good excuse to cuddle up to Eryk?” asked Kari with a smile.

      “Um.” Lin nodded as she slithered along the pass. “This princess loves letting Darling warm her up.”

      Passing through Demon Beast Pass, they reached the forest and traveled through that until they came upon the ravine. Kari blinked when she noticed the massive, two-sided drawbridge. That was new. They had not had something like this the last time she came through here.

      “It looks like they decided to replace the old bridge,” Fay said.

      “It’s a good idea,” Kari responded after getting over her shock. “I never did like that rickety old bridge.”

      Kari still remembered the first time they had crossed the previous bridge. A Giant Svart had attacked them, forcing Eryk to protect them because they hadn’t been strong enough to fight a B-Rank Demon Beast at the time. As a result, Eryk had fallen into the ravine.

      Her heart had felt like it stopped when that happened. It wasn’t until that moment that Kari realized how much she loved Eryk. Before then, her feelings had been simple. She liked spending time with him, enjoyed talking to him, and wanted to bask in his presence, but at that moment, when Eryk fell down the ravine and her brothers presumed him dead, Kari had felt like a hole had suddenly opened in her heart.

      She never wanted to feel that way again.

      “Let’s hurry up and cross the ravine,” Lin said as she slithered forward, impatient to begin their journey now that they were finally here.

      Kari sent Fay a grin as she ran after Lin, catching up to the girl just as she reached the entrance to the drawbridge. The Nevarian Spiritualist captain guarding the drawbridge immediately recognized his princess and her companions.

      “Princess Kari, Lady Lin, Lady Fay.” The man snapped off a salute. “I’ve already been informed by Lord Dante and Lord Rainer that you are allowed to pass through. Before you go, I would like to recommend you proceed with caution. There are still quite a few powerful Demon Beasts roaming the lands close to Nevaria, so the area is more dangerous than it used to be.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Kari spoke for the three of them. “We’ll be careful.”

      The Nevarian Spiritualist captain nodded and allowed them to pass unimpeded. He gestured toward the Spiritualists standing on the fort-like entrance, which seemed to be a signal because the drawbridge on their side began lowering. Seconds after it did, the drawbridge on the other side also lowered.

      Kari led Lin and Fay through the entrance and onto the bridge, which was a lot wider and more stable than the previous suspension bridge. Lin, in particular, wore a pleased smile as she slithered across it without problems. Her large snake tail had meant the previous bridge was incredibly dangerous for her—never mind the fact that she weighed nearly ten times more than a human. Thinking back on it, Kari was surprised the bridge didn’t break underneath the Lamia, considering all that.

      After crossing the drawbridge, they traveled in the direction of the Pteranodon Valley.

      Just like the Nevarian Spiritualist captain had informed them, there were indeed more Demon Beasts than usual, though most of the ones they ran into were C-Ranks like Dire Wolves or Armored Dillos. None of these Demon Beasts posed a threat to them. Kari, Fay, and Lin systematically killed every Demon Beast that attacked them.

      Kari spun her ranseur around her body, channeling Spiritual Power through the weapon, which began glowing a vibrant gold like the sun. The light, filled with an intense Spiritual Power that had been compressed into a fine layer over the blade, allowed her to easily slice through the hard shell of an Armored Dillo, splitting the creature in half. She barely felt any resistance when she swung the weapon with both hands.

      While Kari was destroying Armored Dillos with her incredible cutting power, Fay was pounding them. She struck them with precise and powerful punches. Her fists were encased in bright red flames as she used her elemental affinity in conjunction with the Second State of Spiritualism, the runes on her gauntlets glowing a vibrant hue. The increased power of her punches was enough to shatter armored plating like it was glass, and the heat from her flames scorched the Armored Dillos’ insides.

      Lin was dealing with the Dire Wolf pack that had attacked after the Armored Dillos. She created numerous ethereal purple snakes of varying sizes to attack the Dire Wolves, some of which were large enough to choke the Demon Beasts to death, while others were small and sank their venomous fangs into the throats of her enemies. Of course, Lin herself did not just let her creations, born from her Spiritual Power, do all the work.

      Kari had to admire Lin’s strength and her ability to use her whips, which Eryk had custom-made for her several months ago. The whips were the same color as blood and released hissing sounds as if the air was being burned when they passed. They were made from Demon Beast hide and conducive to Spiritual Power. Whenever her whips struck a Dire Wolf, it would eat through the fur, flesh, muscles, and bones like it was acidic. She would wrap her whips around the necks of Demon Beasts, and with a quick tug, sever their heads.

      It was impressive… and brutal.

      They continued through the forest before finally reaching the entrance to the Pteranodon Valley. By this point, the sun was beginning to go down, so they decided to set up camp.

      As Kari summoned their tent from her storage ring and began setting it up, Fay built a fire pit and used her affinity to start a fire on some dried leaves and branches, and Lin caught several rabbits for them to cook. The Lamia went to work, draining their blood, skinning them, then rubbing the spices and herbs that Kari had brought with them onto the meat. It wasn’t long before loud sizzling echoed from the fire as ten rabbits were slowly cooked over it.

      “That smells delicious,” Kari muttered as she was drawn over to the food. A tantalizing scent filled the air and tickled her nose. She took several deep whiffs, appreciating the appetizing smell of freshly cooked meat. “I see you decided to use the curry powder as a rub.”

      “This princess was craving something spicy,” Lin said as she turned the rotisserie. It wasn’t a makeshift rotisserie made from sticks and branches either, but a real one made of steel that they had bought for the trip. Since it could be stored in her storage ring and therefore wouldn’t weigh them down, Kari saw no reason they shouldn’t have such a convenient item.

      “Curry is normally used in stews and soups… but I imagine it will taste good as a rub.”

      Kari sat next to Fay and realized with some surprise that her friend was grinding several herbs into a bowl. She couldn’t smell anything coming from the bowl, which was filled with a muddy liquid, but maybe the scent of curry and cooking rabbit was overpowering the smell. As she watched her friend grind down shavings from some kind of root into a paste, she couldn’t help but let her curiosity get the better of her.

      “What are you making?” she asked.

      Fay looked up from her work, startled. She calmed down after realizing it was only Kari.

      “I’m making a Demon Beast repellent. It creates an odor that humans can’t smell, but Demon Beasts can’t stand it. Any Demon Beast who gets within a few meters of this odor will instantly turn away to avoid it. I plan on creating several bowls and placing them around our camp.”

      “Oh, nice! That should keep us safe while we sleep! I guess we won’t need to worry about taking shifts either.” Kari looked curiously at Fay. “Did you learn this from Eryk?”

      “No…” Fay furrowed her brow. “I learned it from no one. I just… somehow know how to create it.”

      “Do you think you created this in your past life?”

      “Maybe…?”

      Kari still wasn’t sure about her past life because she honestly couldn’t remember much of anything aside from a few flashes, and they were far too muddled and distorted to make out anything cohesive. She didn’t know what she had done in her past, where she had gone, or who she had met. However, like Fay, she did have a few memories that somehow shone through, such as her knowledge of runes. It was thanks to the few bits of memory from her previous life that she’d been able to create the storage rings she and Eryk now used.

      A shiver ran down her spine as sudden flashes appeared within her mind. She felt a moment of pain as if her body were being impaled, felt an infinite sadness welling up inside of her, and the vision of a man with pointy ears surrounded by darkness haunted her before disappearing. With a shake of her head, she dispelled the fragmented memories before they could bother her.

      I really don’t like what the past is showing me. I feel like something terrible happened in my previous life.

      “Dinner is ready.”

      Lin pulled the spit off the fire and placed the cooked rabbits on their own sticks, then handed two of them to Kari and another two to Fay. Of course, Lin ended up eating the remaining six.

      The sun slowly went down as they ate and talked. When the sky had turned into a velvet blanket and the stars came out, the three of them climbed into their tent, cuddled underneath the large futon, and fell asleep in an embrace of legs, arms, and a tail.

      During the night, Kari dreamed. She dreamed of traveling through numerous cities and meeting many people, of journeying into dungeons and ancient temples, of battling against strange humanoid creatures, and dying at the hands of a man with pointed ears. As always, the dream was fragmented and something she couldn’t make sense of. It also faded after she woke up, leaving only a lingering sense of sadness and loss.

      Because she wanted to get an early start on their journey, they forewent cooking breakfast and ate dried meat as they traveled into the Pteranodon Valley. To keep things simple, they followed the stream in the middle, which flowed through the valley and ended at the grasslands.

      While in the valley, they ran into another group of people. They waved at her, Lin, and Fay. She vaguely recognized them as members of the Nevarian Braves. It looked like they were gathering herbs, some kind of purple grass, which grew in patches all along the valley. Each person carried a large pack on their backs and slowly filled it with grass.

      “If they had a storage ring, they could carry a lot more,” Kari muttered to herself.

      “Are you planning on giving storage rings to each member of our sect?” asked Fay.

      Kari shook her head. “I might make it for sale at some point, but I don’t think just handing them out would be a good idea.” She tilted her head as they kept walking, the sounds of a small stream echoing in her ears. “Speaking of, I was wondering if maybe I should create some storage rings to auction off? Didn’t Eryk do something similar to advertise the alchemy pills being sold by the Alchemist Association?”

      “He did, and it’s a good idea.” Fay couldn’t rub her chin because of her gauntlets, but she nodded several times. “Something like that storage ring would sell for an incredibly high price due to its usefulness. I imagine you’d get no less than two or three hundred thousand valis for one.”

      As they discussed the merits of auctioning off several storage rings, Lin kept her eyes peeled for any sign of danger. However, none presented itself while they were in the valley. It wasn’t until they reached the grasslands that they ran into trouble.

      The grasslands past the Pteranodon Valley had no name. Tall grass that loomed over their heads spread out for several kilometers in all directions as they waded through it, keeping their ears open for signs of movement. Their vision, while not useless, was not as useful here.

      A strong scent of dirt mixed with wet grass filled the air. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell, but it was one Kari wasn’t used to. This scent reminded her of when they had journeyed through here last time. Their group had been much larger back then, and Eryk had been with them. During their expedition, they had run into a Chimera, one of the variants that had the head of a lion, the body of a goat, and a serpent’s tail.

      There were a lot more Chimeras in this region now than there had been back then; their group ran into no less than four during their journey. Unlike last time, however, the three of them were more than powerful enough to defeat them. In fact, she, Lin, and Fay were each able to take one down on their own, which Kari took as indisputable proof that they had become much stronger.

      Their journey continued until they eventually reached the ruins they had visited so long ago with Catalyna and her group.
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      “It’s just as I remembered… this architecture is fantastic! Nothing we have created could ever withstand the test of time like this. I wonder what sort of people are represented by these stone statues and pillars. Something about their appearance is oddly disproportionate. They’re so big and slightly resemble a human… but their arms and legs seem bigger than they should be.”

      Kari was standing underneath the archway, a massive slab of stones and runes and motifs etched onto its surface. She was right next to one of the two statues that were holding the archway aloft. They were quite tall, maybe thirty or forty meters in total. Each statue vaguely resembled a human, but their arms, legs, and chest had a thick burliness to them that made them seem different from a human. They were also longer. The average human’s arms only reached down to the middle of their thighs, but these ones reached all the way down to their knees.

      “There she goes again,” Fay muttered.

      Lin nodded. “Big Sister is getting completely lost in her musings.”

      While Kari heard their words, she didn’t let it bother her as she studied the architecture, placing her hand on the cool stone, which was surprisingly smooth, as if it had been polished just the other day. The way these statues appeared seamless told her they had been crafted from a single object instead of put together, but she couldn’t figure out what the material was. It clearly wasn’t plain rock or even something like marble. Something like that would have fallen apart after thousands of years, but aside from the moss growing on it, this statue remained pristine. Even the statue’s fingers, delicately grafted down to the smallest detail, didn’t have a single chip or crack in them.

      “Kari… I know you really want to study these, but can I ask how long you plan on staring at them?” asked Fay.

      Taking a deep breath, Kari removed her hand from the stone and looked back at them. She smiled and rubbed the back of her head.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I lost myself for a moment.”

      “It is okay.” Lin crossed her arms and smiled. “We know how you get when it comes to these ruins. Big Sister is an exploration nut.”

      “I-I’m not sure I appreciate being called a ‘nut’ like that,” Kari said as heat permeated her cheeks. “Anyway, let’s get going.”

      They walked through the archway and entered what Kari could have mistaken for a courtyard. Larger than any normal courtyard, the place once again seemed like it was made for people much bigger than humans. The open space was covered in trees, plants, and weeds that had overrun everything within the vicinity. Aside from the entrance into the ruins and the archway that led outside, this courtyard was surrounded by massive stone walls covered from base to top in vines.

      “It doesn’t look like much has changed, does it?” asked Lin as she slithered along the ground. “This place looks the same as it did when we were here last time.”

      “It does,” Fay agreed.

      “This place has probably remained unchanged for thousands of years,” Kari lectured. “You remember what Eryk said, right? These ruins were built as fortifications against the Sekbeists during the Great Catastrophe. That means they have been around for at least five thousand years.”

      “We know,” Lin said.

      “You won’t let us forget,” Fay added with a wry smile.

      Kari just blushed again.

      Fay walked over to one of the walls and began using her fire affinity to burn the vines away. She moved her hands in circular patterns to direct the flow of Spiritual Power into her palms and fingers, which lit up with bright red flames. The vines shriveled and blackened before turning into char as they were burned, revealing something Kari hadn’t noticed underneath.

      The walls were covered in murals. They were the same murals as the ones she found inside the ruins. They depicted humanoid beings that were massive in size. They stood over a group of smaller beings, which she thought were humans, and looked like the generals of an army.

      Perhaps these are showing off the history of the war between the Sekbeists? Hmmm. Maybe the reason these people are larger than the others is because they are meant to represent famous generals from the time, but… hmmm… that doesn’t explain the disproportionate body parts. Then maybe they are not human at all, but a race that has long since gone extinct?

      Her reasoning for her thoughts was because the humans, or what she thought were humans, were locked in battle against other humanoid creatures. While the humans were battling the smaller creatures, the giants were fighting against massive monstrosities that were just as large, just as imposing, as they were. As she looked closer, Kari realized with some shock that she recognized the creatures the humans were fighting.

      “Those are Sekbeists!” she exclaimed.

      Lin and Fay looked at the wall she was studying, but they honestly couldn’t say whether or not these were Sekbeists since they had never seen one themselves. However, Kari was certain of it. These creatures fighting against humanity and the giants were definitely the Sekbeists that they had learned about from Eryk. They looked identical to the creatures she had fought in the sewers of Bucharest.

      Taking another deep breath to calm down, Kari made a decision. “Let’s travel into the ruins and see if we can find anything of interest.”

      “Okay,” Lin and Fay agreed.

      Together, the three girls walked under the large archway that was easily ten times bigger than an adult human.
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      I could feel Herleif’s gaze on my back, but I ignored it in favor of kneeling by the lake’s edge and sending my consciousness into the water. The world vanished around me as I closed my eyes and concentrated. Deeper. Deeper. The cool water felt refreshing and nice, at least on the surface, but as I sent my Spiritual Power deeper, a chill entered my body and the feeling of several tons’ worth of water pressing down on me caused my mind to strain, until, eventually, I reached the bottom.

      “It looks like there aren’t any other Demon Beasts aside from Giant Freshwater Serpent,” I said out loud, though I was mostly talking to myself. “The bottom of the lake is about one kilometer deep. That’s quite impressive. No wonder such a large creature was able to live in this lake without anyone being the wiser.”

      “How do you know all that?” asked Herleif.

      “Because the water told me so.”

      “I see. Heh.” Herleif snorted after a moment. I heard fabric rustling behind me. I imagine the older man had crossed his arms. “They say that after reaching the Third State of Spiritualism, a Spiritualist will have reached the pinnacle of talent. However, those of us who have reached this state understand that the Third State of Spiritualism is just the beginning. Upon reaching it, Spiritualists must constantly train to grow more attuned to their affinity. It’s not enough to just become capable of transforming into the element you have an affinity toward. You must become one with it.” He paused. “You’ve reached that level, haven’t you?”

      “No,” I said with a self-deprecating smile. “I haven’t reached the level of perfect attunement with my elements… but I am close.”

      As I said this, I sent more of my Spiritual Power into the lake, manipulating the water inside. A strange swelling sensation rose within me. It started from my chest and spread out to encompass the rest of me. When it reached every part of my body, the lake churned like the water was being pulled by gravity.

      Herleif looked up and gasped as the water bulged obscenely before something broke the surface: The body of the serpent, which had drifted to the bottom of the lake. As I narrowed my eyes and gritted my teeth, I willed the water to bring the serpent closer. Twenty meters. Fifteen meters. Ten. I forced the currents upward to keep the massive weight from sinking to the bottom, then created more currents to push the corpse until it rested against the lake shore.

      Water lapped at my feet as the Demon Beast’s massive body lay before me. And it was massive. I knew neither its length nor the circumference of its body, but I judged it to be capable of fitting at least ten of me down its gullet in a single bite.

      “That was… impressive. Very impressive.” Herleif was able to recover from his shock with admirable swiftness, though, even so, he was wiping sweat from his forehead. “You say you haven’t reached perfect attunement, but it looks to me like you’re already at that stage.”

      I smiled as I stood to my feet, shaking my head. “Someone who has reached perfect harmony with their element—in other words, that perfect attunement you’re talking about—would not only have great control over his or her element, they would be able to absorb and manipulate the element in its natural state. It’s called the Fourth State of Spiritualism, by the way.”

      Walking over to the corpse, I placed my hand upon its scaled surface. The hard scales were cold and wet, but that didn’t bother me as I admired their light blue tint and texture. They looked and felt incredibly soft. However, I could recognize how tough they were by the fact that they didn’t give out even when I tried to pierce them with lightning. As I thought, only by reaching the Third State of Spiritualism could someone punch a hole through this hide.

      “When someone has succeeded in perfectly harmonizing themselves with their element, their own ability to manipulate their elemental affinity becomes a thousand times greater,” I lectured Herleif. “They can control the elements in their natural state, becoming a force of nature. Once you reach that state, so long as the element you have an affinity for is nearby, you can absorb it to bolster your own strength, granting you unlimited amounts of Spiritual Power.”

      “And you have not reached that state?” asked Herleif.

      I shook my head again. “I have not.”

      “I see. You are quite knowledgeable though. I wonder how you acquired that knowledge.”

      “Lots of studying, training, and pain,” I answered.

      Walking over to the head, I transformed my body into lightning and created a lightning blade out of my left hand, which I used to slice through the scales around the Giant Freshwater Serpent’s eyes. I quickly cut out the left eye, then the right. I stashed them in the storage ring that Kari made before I went to work on each tooth. The teeth were about the size of my forearm, so they were quite big. Once I had cut them all away, I stashed them as well.

      Letting out a deep breath, I released my transformation and turned back into flesh and blood. Sweat drenched my forehead almost immediately. My legs shook a little from using the Third State of Spiritualism like this for so long, but I knew I couldn’t stop now.

      I popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill in my mouth.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Absorb the nutrients in the pill to restore my Spiritual Power.

      Transforming into lightning again, I cut an incision from the tip of the serpent’s jaw all the way to the base of its tail. I cut the underbelly instead of the top since it was softer and the scales on the bottom weren’t as useful. It would be okay if I ruined those. After cutting the creature open, I transformed back into a human and began the process of skinning it.

      Skinning a snake that was easily around a hundred meters in length took a lot of work. I had to peel back the skin centimeter by centimeter, tugging it off the hard muscles. It was a good thing my body was far stronger than the average Spiritualist. These scales were harder than most alloys, meaning they didn’t have much yield and required more effort to remove. However, I eventually managed to peel off and store it in my ring.

      “How much of this Demon Beast are you planning to salvage?” asked Herleif. He stood some distance away, watching with a look of admiration as I worked.

      “As much as I can,” I answered, heading up to the Demon Beast’s head once again. “Every part of an A-Rank Demon Beast is valuable. Some parts can be used for alchemy, while other parts can be turned into weapons, armor, and even clothing. It would be a shame if I was unable to get everything I could from this.”

      Hopping onto the Giant Freshwater Serpent’s head, I carved out a massive hole in its skull, grimacing only a little as I reached in, feeling around. It took longer than I would have liked to find the monster core. The feeling of slime and brain fluids engulfing my arm was not a pleasant one, but I eventually wrapped my fingers around something hard and round, pulling it out.

      The monster core was a pure blue and sparkled like a crystal-clear lake. It was larger than the average C or B-Rank monster core. Overall, I’d say it was just a little smaller than my head. This core would become an important ingredient for one of the alchemy pills I needed to refine.

      I stashed the core in my storage and then began removing the ribs, pulling them from the spinal column and stowing them away one bone at a time. Only after I had removed and stored every bone, including the spinal column, did I feel satisfied. There were still some organs left over, but my storage ring could no longer contain anymore. The remaining organs were useful; however, compared to everything else, they were the most useless part of this Demon Beast.

      “Okay.” I turned to the amused Herleif. “I’m done. Let me just wash myself off, and then we can head out.”

      Herleif stared at me like he wasn’t sure how to respond, but then he shook his head and chuckled.

      “For such a pretty-looking boy, you are quite the monster, aren’t you?”

      “That’s rude,” I muttered as I went over to the lake so I could wash off the blood staining my body and clothes. “Calling me pretty. What the heck is with that?”
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      Not counting the time it took for me to salvage everything I could from the Giant Freshwater Serpent corpse, it took six days to cross the valley. We didn’t run into any more incidents, though I did see a few Demon Beasts eyeing us from a distance. None of them attacked us like most would have. I assumed they understood, instinctively, that they would die if they did.

      As you traveled deeper into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, the Demon Beasts became not only more powerful but more intelligent as well. This land was harsh and filled with strife as Demon Beasts warred for territory. It forced them to become stronger and smarter. These creatures were more than capable of assessing our threat level and determining it better to let us pass unimpeded.

      At the end of the valley was another forest. Unlike the forests I was used to seeing, however, this one was massive, and not just in terms of how far it spread. The trees towered over us by at least fifty meters. Each tree had a trunk so thick it would take at least fifteen of me standing with our hands locked to circle it. Of course, that was just some of the trees. A few were so big they appeared large enough to fit a minor noble family’s mansion inside of them.

      This forest had no name, for no one had traveled this far in hundreds if not thousands of years. There were many uncharted territories like this in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. These places were so deadly that anyone daring enough to pass through would die within a day or two of entering. Only someone like myself and Herleif had even a slim chance of surviving its depths.

      The further into the forest we traveled, the more dangerous the world around us became. A-Rank Demon Beasts were far more common in this place. There were the Dryad Queens, the A-Rank evolution of the B-Rank Demon Beast, Dryad.

      Dryad Queens were phenomenally beautiful creatures who lived in the trees. I meant that literally instead of figuratively. While their bodies could travel beyond the trees, they would lose strength the longer they stayed outside. Fortunately, this limited how far they could move as Dryads were linked to a single tree.

      Dryads and Dryad Queens tempted humans and other Demon Beasts with their powerful appearance and intoxicating pheromones, which addled the mind and made you experience intense hallucinations. I had fortunately prepared an antidote in advance, so the only issue we ran into when confronting a Dryad Queen was Herleif’s own perverse tendencies. I had to knock him out several times to keep him from going over to one.

      “Do you never learn your lesson? How many times am I going to have to save you from your own stupidity.”

      “Ha ha ha! What’s the harm in having a little fun? Dryad Queens might be strong, but I can take ’em.”

      “Haaaah. It doesn’t matter how strong you are if you’re too lost in lust to defend yourself. Have more situational awareness, dammit!”

      A more dangerous creature than the Dryad Queen was the Zuggtmoy. They were another humanoid-shaped Demon Beast with A-Rank strength and possessed incredible power over rot and decay, meaning they had a strong affinity for darkness and a minor affinity for earth. A Zuggtmoy’s humanoid form was a facsimile. Their entire body was composed of a vast collection of fungus that gained an approximation of sentience from absorbing the Spiritual Power exuded from nature.

      Even for me, defeating one wasn’t easy. They were weak to the fire element, but neither Herleif nor I could use that element… yet. I did hope that at some point, I would be able to use it via my connection with Fay, but it wasn’t in the cards right now.

      “It’s coming up on your left!” I shouted my warning to Herleif.

      “I got it!”

      Herleif leapt back and made a slashing motion with his right hand, unleashing an invisible wind blade that slammed into the Zuggtmoy, though it sadly only left a small scar on its chest. He grimaced as the creature created tentacles that sprung from the ground. Their sharpened tips nearly impaled him, but I created several water blades to cut through them.

      “See if you can distract it! I’m going to build up Spiritual Power for an attack that will hopefully end it,” I said.

      “That’s a tall order, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Herleif rushed forward, then seemingly vanished before appearing several meters closer and to the Zuggtmoy’s left. He launched a wind blade that slammed into the Demon Beast’s face. Seeing him as the greater threat, the Zuggtmoy turned and tried to cut him down, but Herleif was a slippery fellow. He used his unique movement skill, Wind Walking, to avoid the attacks.

      Wind Walking was similar to the Flash Step, but it worked on a different principle. Herleif used his affinity for wind to locate currents, slip inside of them, and move at speeds that far exceeded human sight. It wasn’t as good as the Flash Step; however, it was good enough to confound the Zuggtmoy we were fighting.

      While Herleif distracted it, I gathered Spiritual Power between my evenly spaced hands. A small sphere of water barely the size of my fist appeared, spinning around so quickly that the centrifugal force allowed it to retain its perfectly spherical shape. Then I added lightning. The spinning water ball turned white. Sweat beaded my forehead as I went through the next step, transforming the sphere into a spear with a spiral edge traveling from tip to base.

      It’s ready.

      “Herleif! Move out of the way!”

      Herleif disappeared at my shout and reappeared several meters from the Zuggtmoy, which stopped in confusion when it suddenly realized its foe was no longer in sight. I appeared before it at that moment, thrusting the spear forward and jamming it into the Zuggtmoy’s chest, punching a hole clean through it.

      Zuggtmoys did not have vocal cords, so it produced no noise, but the way it writhed in agony was enough to let me know I had done some incredible damage. It flopped onto its back and continued to squirm. I pumped as much Spiritual Power as I dared into my technique, then jumped back as the spear exploded. Incredible force winds pushed me higher into the air. Flipping around, I descended toward the ground, landing in a crouch. As the force winds died down, I looked at what remained of the Zuggtmoy…

      …Only to find a massive crater in its place.

      “Well… that’s one way to kill a Demon Beast,” Herleif said, amused.

      I sighed. “Can’t salvage what no longer exists though.”

      Herleif shrugged. “We should consider ourselves lucky to just be alive. Anyway, let’s rest here and recover our strength before pressing on.”

      I nodded and sat on my butt, breathing in deeply before shifting my legs until they were crossed and adopting a meditative posture.

      We rested like that for several hours before moving on.

      One of the more fortunate aspects of traveling into an area with more A-Rank Demon Beasts was that there were fewer Demon Beasts to fight overall.

      Demon Beasts were territorial creatures. They did not like other Demon Beasts encroaching upon their territory. This was especially true for the stronger Demon Beasts ranked A and above. Since this forest was home to Demon Beasts of this caliber, few of the lower-Ranking ones were present. The ones that were belonged to a pack led by an A-Rank Demon Beast. While this did increase their threat level, Herleif and I avoided places with a strong Demon Beast presence.

      “You’re quite good at detecting Demon Beasts,” I said to Herleif.

      He grinned. “That’s thanks to my affinity. I am constantly using the wind to act as sonar for me, so I can find Demon Beasts and avoid them. It doesn’t always work. Demon Beasts that can travel through the ground or mimic the sensation of trees can sneak up on me. Even so, I was able to use my skills last time to travel all the way to the Morkdypt Ravine and back.”

      “That is impressive. It’s been a very long time since someone was able to accomplish such a feat.”

      It took several days to travel through this forest, but we eventually reached the end, or what I thought was the end.

      “This is…”

      “Yes.” Herleif nodded. “Welcome to the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      What lay before us was a massive scar in the earth that traveled for what must have been at least ten or so kilometers. It was far wider than the ravine near Nevaria. It was also far, far longer. I could barely see the other side. I couldn’t even imagine how deep it was. Even a glance was enough to tell me I would not see the bottom from this height.

      The area around the ravine was also strangely desolate. The surface was dried and cracked, like the land had grown parched and dry and, unable to maintain life, everything within the vicinity had withered. Of course, considering this entire ravine was surrounded by forest on either side, I couldn’t imagine why this one spot alone appeared so desolate.

      “Where are the Sekbeists?” I asked.

      “We’re a bit further from where I found the Sekbeists.” Herleif traveled back into the forest. “Come. We’ll travel through the forest so we don’t get spotted. I’ll take you to where I found the Sekbeists now.”

      At his insistence, I traveled into the forest alongside Herleif, which we cut through quickly. I followed behind the man as he led me to wherever we were going. We didn’t travel for very long. Eventually stopping before a massive tree, Herleif took several deep breaths as he pressed his back against the thick trunk and gestured for me to follow suit.

      We cautiously eased ourselves out from around the tree, and Herleif pointed at something by the ledge of the Morkdypt Ravine about a hundred meters out.

      “There they are. The Sekbeists.”

      Herleif was indeed correct. I could never forget that vaguely human-shaped face with puke green skin, black spots like warts, no nose, and sunken features. Red eyes surrounded by black instead of white stood out from a face that looked like a human skull with no muscles wrapped in flesh. Hands covered in thick claws extending from their fingers gave off a menacing appearance.

      There were two Sekbeists present, standing guard over what appeared to be an entrance into the ravine. There was nothing marking this as an entrance into the Morkdypt Ravine, but I recognized that they wouldn’t be standing guard if there was nothing there.

      “What should we do?” I asked.

      “We need to get down there, preferably without being spotted,” Herleif said, stroking his five o’clock shadow. “There are no other entrances into the Morkdypt Ravine, and believe me, I have searched for one. That means we need to kill those guards, dispose of their bodies, and slip into the ravine undetected. We’ll want to be careful. Sekbeists come and go from here all the time, though most of them are simple Grunts.”

      “I understand,” I said. “Leave these two to me.”

      Herleif nodded and stepped back as I disappeared within a simple Flash Step. It only took me one step to cover the nearly hundred-meter distance between me and the Sekbeists, appearing behind them. Neither Sekbeist had noticed me.

      Before they had the chance to notice me, I pressed my hands against their backs, channeled my Spiritual Power, and changed it from simple power into the water element, which I used to create two swords. The swords shot from my hands and speared the two Sekbeists through the back. I made sure to pierce their hearts, killing them instantly.

      Since I didn’t want the sound of their bodies hitting the ground to reach anyone, I grabbed them before they could fall, disappeared within another Flash Step, and reappeared right next to a blinking Herleif. I set the Sekbeists on the ground, then looked at the flabbergasted man.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No...” Herleif shook his head after another second had passed “Nothing is wrong.”

      I raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything as I looked back at the corpses. We needed to hide them. However, neither Herleif nor I could use the fire element, so I wouldn’t be able to burn these corpses. After thinking about it for a moment, an idea occurred to me.

      I knelt on the ground and channeled Spiritual Power into the earth, sending my feelings into the soil. I still wasn’t good at sensing changes in the earth. It took much more concentration than I would have liked. There were many minerals inside the soil that I didn’t recognize and therefore had trouble manipulating, but I did my best to create a large pit, which I placed the Sekbeists inside before closing the earth around them.

      “That should keep any Sekbeists from finding out what happened to their comrades,” I said as I stood back to my feet.

      “Let’s head into the ravine before more Sekbeists come,” Herleif said.

      “I’ll go first,” I told him.

      Disappearing within a Flash Step yet again, I once more found myself standing beside the ravine. I looked down to see that, indeed, this particular area of the ravine had a path leading deeper into it. That said, I couldn’t see the bottom. At some point, the path, which appeared to travel in one direction, then curve around and continue in the opposite direction, disappeared into the vast darkness.

      This looks like it was manmade… or should I say Sekbeist-made? Either way, it’s not a natural formation.

      There were no Sekbeists traveling up the ravine yet. I didn’t doubt that we would probably run into a few on our way down, but so long as we killed them before they could sound off any alarm, I was sure we would be fine.

      Herleif took much longer than me to reach the ravine, but once he arrived, the two of us began traveling down the path. We moved slowly, cautiously, keeping a constant lookout for trouble.

      Just as I suspected, we did run into several Sekbeists. However, I was able to kill them by using the Flash Step and lightning element in conjunction with each other. I would bury their corpses into the cliff edge with the earth element after killing them to hide their bodies.

      The further down we went, the less light we had to see with, and it eventually became so dark that I began channeling lightning through my eyes to give me a form of night vision. Because I was using an element to enhance my sight, my ability to see colors was hampered. Everything appeared in shades of blue. However, I was used to using the lightning element in this manner, having done so a lot in my previous life.

      “What an ingenious way to use your element,” Herleif murmured when he saw what I was doing.

      “You should try doing this too,” I said. “We can’t afford to create light, so using the element to enhance our vision is the best method for seeing in the darkness. Of course, I don’t know how well the wind element will work on enhancing your vision, but it should help.”

      “Right you are.”

      I couldn’t sense the surge in Spiritual Power from Herleif since I wasn’t using Spiritual Perception, but I could tell when he figured out how to use his wind element to enhance his vision. His back straightened and his steps became surer.

      “How interesting,” he murmured. “Everything appears to me in shades of green.”

      Our travels downward continued. My sense of time became skewed as we wandered ever further into the depths. Without the sun and moons to tell us when it was day and night, I had no idea how much time had passed. That said, it couldn’t have been more than two or three days before we finally reached the bottom.

      Oddly enough, the bottom of the ravine was not as dark as the path we had used to get there. I stopped channeling lightning through my eyes and looked at the area around us, glowing with a soft blue light. My eyes soon landed on a type of luminescent moss. It was just about everywhere—on the ground, between crevices, and spread across the ravine’s walls.

      Because we didn’t know what was down here, Herleif and I remained silent as we continued walking, following a path that curved and sloped. I soon realized this place was a lot like a maze. There were many rocks jutting from the ground that made it hard to see where we were going, much less what was on the other side. Sometimes there would even be several rock formations that created small spaces we had to squeeze between in order to continue moving forward. Other times we would end up walking down a path that seemed at least a kilometer in width. I was exaggerating, of course, but that was what it felt like at times.

      There were also a lot of patrols.

      Because we couldn’t afford to fight or be spotted this far down, Herleif and I did all we could to avoid the patrols, clinging to the tops of walls and traveling over the heads of our enemies, or hiding behind rock formations until the Sekbeist patrols had passed. The further in we traveled, the more patrols we ran into, until we eventually reached something that I couldn’t make heads or tails out of.

      “What… what is this?” I asked in a hushed whisper.

      “I don’t know,” Herleif said, his voice equally shocked. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      The two of us were standing behind a large boulder, gazing out at an object the likes of which I had never seen before in my life. Light from the moss reflected off its smooth, metallic surface. The object looked like a giant cylinder with rounded edges. I couldn’t quite figure out how big it was, but I knew for a fact that it was at least a couple hundred meters in length. There were all sorts of strange protrusions sticking out of its surface. A number of holes and seams whose purposes I couldn’t guess at covered it. I could not for the life of me figure out what I was looking at.

      This object was surrounded by what must have been several battalions of Sekbeists. It looked like they were guarding it. I counted at least fifty from where we hid, but I knew there had to be more. If there were fifty in this single area, then there must have been at least a few hundred spread across the circumference of this object.

      While I wanted to know what this thing was, I also understood that we had no way of getting close without being spotted, and while I could probably kill a few hundred Sekbeists on my own, I knew there were likely to be a lot more than just what were guarding this thing. If we drew too much attention to ourselves, we would definitely have to fight hundreds or maybe even thousands of Sekbeists.

      I couldn’t fight that many on my own until I reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      Backtracking from where we stood, we entered one of the caverns located against the ravine walls. This place was also illuminated by glowing moss. We followed the passage as it split into multiple other passages. Sometimes we would run into a dead-end and sometimes we would run into Sekbeists. I killed the Sekbeists before they could make a noise and then buried their corpses. Herleif watched me with a bemused expression.

      “I feel somewhat useless right now,” Herleif admitted.

      I shrugged. “You should consider that a good thing. It means we’re not in enough trouble that both of us have to intervene.”

      “Yes, I suppose you bring up a good point,” he mused.

      We eventually reached a massive chamber shaped like a cylinder with several levels leading up and down. Each level had a number of passages. There were also a couple of Sekbeist guards patrolling several of these levels, but ours was mercifully free.

      A sound reached our ears after entering the chamber. Tic. Tic. Tic. My ears twitched as the sound of something striking rock echoed all around us.

      Herleif and I slowly walked toward the edge of the cliff and found something almost as shocking as the strange object we had discovered.

      People. There were races other than Sekbeists in this chamber. I saw humans, Werefolk, Lamia, and even Dweorgs. All of them were dressed in rags for clothes and held pickaxes in their hands, which they used to chip away at the chamber walls. Focusing on the walls, I noticed there was a type of black ore embedded into the surface, which they appeared to be mining. They would pull out the ore after chipping away the sediment and set it inside of a large cart.

      “That ore must be what the Sekbeists are using to create those controllers,” I muttered.

      Herleif nodded. “Not only that, but it looks like these people are all slaves. Look at the collars around their necks. You can see strange symbols inscribed onto the surface.”

      I looked at the collars around the necks of everyone present, and I could indeed see the symbols inscribed on the surface of each one. Not only that, I also recognized the symbols. They were the same ones I had seen on the claw-shaped controller, the symbols that Kari believed were part of the Sekbeists’ language.

      “The method for controlling a sentient being must be different than the method used to control a Demon Beast,” I theorized. “Otherwise, they would just use those claws. I guess using that to control a person would kill them, so they created those collars instead.”

      “That is a sound theory,” Herleif agreed.

      Since we had discovered a lot already, the two of us decided it was time to leave, but just before we could go back the way we had come, shouting came from above us.

      “Hey! Who are you people?! Why don’t you have a slave collar?!”

      I looked up to see one of the Sekbeist guards glaring down at us. Taller than the Grunts we had run into above the Morkdypt Ravine, this creature had a pale green body that was clad in armor the color of rust. He had thick brow ridges but no eyebrows, and a square jaw covered in scars. Like all the other Elites I had run into, he had no nose, just a pair of wide nostrils. He stood exactly one level above us, a whip in his left hand.

      “Don’t tell me—intruders!”

      Swearing out loud, I created a lightning javelin in my hand and threw it at the Sekbeist, impaling him through the chest. He screamed and thrashed, tumbling over the side of the ledge and falling to the bottom. His corpse hit the ground with a loud splat as his skull was crushed. The slaves reacted to his sudden fall by screaming incoherently, which just alerted even more of the Sekbeists to our presence.

      “Time to go!” Herleif shouted at me, no longer bothering to speak softly.

      “I couldn’t agree more!” I shouted back.

      Turning around, we quickly disappeared into the maze-like cavern of passages, shouts of “Intruder!” and “Don’t let them escape!” chasing after us.
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      The only sound louder than the pounding of my own heart as I ran through the passage with Herleif was the dull thud of dozens of feet echoing along the cavern walls. The noises bounced to and fro, echoing with an abnormal loudness in what had previously been a silent passage.

      We were being chased. I didn’t know how many pursuers we had. It sounded like there were hundreds of people chasing us, but that could have been thanks to the acoustics.

      I could no longer tell where we were going. These tunnels had so many passages that divided and split into even more passages. Even though I was relatively confident in my memory, I couldn’t remember what path we took to get here.

      “This way,” Herleif shouted as he took another turn. He seemed to know where he was going, so I followed him.

      Yet as we traveled down the tunnel, several Sekbeists suddenly appeared from the side passages. They weren’t Grunts either. Tall. Muscular. Covered in scars and green skin. These were Elites.

      “There they are! Kill the intruders!”

      “Tch!”

      I raced ahead of Herleif and pointed at the Sekbeists, releasing a massive explosion of lightning that struck several of them before they could respond. Since we were in a cavern, I didn’t want to create something too powerful to avoid accidentally causing the ceiling to collapse, but this attack was strong enough that several of the Sekbeists were paralyzed. We didn’t have time to stop and kill each one, so I only killed the ones we ran past with the Dragon’s Tail Ruler.

      Before we could get too far, however, several Sekbeists suddenly appeared from within our shadows. I grimaced as these Sekbeists attacked me with claw-like hands coated in darkness. Making liberal use of the Flash Step, I disappeared from view and traveled behind them, attacking swiftly by swinging my weapon. I felt some resistance, but it wasn’t long before I was cleaving through their bodies. Blood splattered against the ground and my clothes. The metallic stench was horrifically thick.

      Herleif was also battling ferociously as we moved, blades of wind bursting from his hands in torrents as he slammed his fists into the bodies of his foes, pulverizing them. He aimed to maximize the effectiveness of his kills by attacking weak points like the head or heart. A strike to the chest tore a hole clean through one Sekbeist’s heart. Another strike caused a Sekbeist’s head to explode in a spray of wind and gore. While he didn’t have my maneuverability because he couldn’t use the Flash Step, his punches packed a lot of power.

      We couldn’t stick around and fight like this for long. Once we had finished killing off our enemies, we continued running.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Herleif.

      “Sort of…” Herleif grimaced. “I’ve created something of a map in my head, but I’m not sure how accurate it is. And I’ve been so busy fighting that I haven’t had time to figure out where we are.”

      “Great…”

      As we turned a corner, several people emerged from a lateral passage, but they weren’t Sekbeists this time. My eyes widened as the Dweorgs, humans, Werefolk, and Lamia appeared and attacked us.

      “Don’t kill them!” I shouted to Herleif. “They’re under the control of the Sekbeists right now! They’re doing this against their will!”

      “I know that, but what do you want me to do?!” Herleif shouted back.

      In response to his words, I stomped my foot on the ground and several hands made of darkness rose from the shadows of the people impeding us. These hands wound around their bodies. They bound these people so tightly that they couldn’t move no matter how hard they struggled.

      Herleif didn’t look surprised when I used the darkness element. He didn’t have time to be surprised. We ran past these people without stopping because we knew there was nothing we could do for them right now. Even if we removed their collars, the Sekbeists would just place another one on them, and we couldn’t take them with us.

      We kept running and eventually, after colliding into multiple ambushes and breaking through them, burst out of the cave. There was no one else around, so it didn’t look like everybody knew about us yet. That would change soon. It was imperative that we leave now.

      Now racing through the ravine, we did our best to keep our eyes peeled for signs of an ambush. I glanced at the walls, at the corners, at the boulders and cliff edges where someone could have been hiding. No one seemed to be around. Even so, I knew better than to just assume we were alone.

      The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood on end.

      I sensed danger.

      Acting quickly, I pushed Herleif forward just as a Sekbeist emerged from his shadow and tried to rip his back to shreds with powerful claws coated in wisps of darkness. The creature growled at me in anger as I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, hoping to cleave the creature in half. Sadly, this one was quick on its feet and merged back into the shadows before I could kill it.

      “Damn it. We don’t have time for this,” I cursed.

      Several shouts and the sounds of running feet came from behind us, telling me that we really did need to hurry. Not only did I hear shouts from behind us now, but I also heard shouts from in front of us, meaning we were probably surrounded. I swore again as Herleif stood back up. We might be able to fight our way to the ravine’s entrance, but I had no idea how many Sekbeists we would have to go through to accomplish this.

      “Herleif! I’m going to carry you piggyback!”

      “What?”

      “Get on!”

      I knelt in front of the man, who did not seem at all pleased with my suggestion, but he also understood that now was no time to argue. He climbed onto my back. I stood up as I secured my hands around his legs and took a deep breath. The shouting and footsteps were getting louder. I could even see several Sekbeists running toward us alongside their enthralled slaves. Among them, my eyes landed on a woman with wings jutting from her back, horns on her head, and a long tail swishing behind her.

      What… was that a Dragon? No. Impossible. Dragons couldn’t transform into humans.

      Knowing that I didn’t have time to ponder this, I channeled my Spiritual Power into my feet.

      “Hold on tight!”

      I didn’t give Herleif a chance to reply as I leapt into the air with the Flash Step, then used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to create a platform underneath me, allowing me to ascend even higher. Up, up, up. I continued traveling upward without pause, jumping from one platform to the next. I had no idea how high I needed to go to reach the top of this ravine, nor how long it would take, but this was all I could do.

      While I was focused on ascending the ravine, Herleif looked down.

      “I don’t want to stop you from doing what you’re doing, but we’ve got company!”

      “What?!”

      His words caused me to also look down. I swore once again when I saw what he meant. The Dragon woman I had seen was flying straight for us, massive wings flapping from her back as she increased the speed of her ascent. She was rapidly catching up.

      I used the Jump Step to leap aside as she raced up, bypassing us so quickly she was just a blur. Her speed was incredible. There was no way I could keep up with that. Even as I marveled at her speed, however, I continued doing my best to reach the top of the ravine.

      The Dragon—or rather, the Dragoness—didn’t seem to have any intention of letting me go, and she quickly dove after me, swooping down and trying to split me open with her claws. Her speed was remarkable. The air howled around her as she nearly turned my face into bloody ribbons of flesh. Only my experience in combat kept me and Herleif from being killed right there.

      My continued upward travel was stalled. This woman was keeping me from moving higher, forcing me to dodge to the sides. Grimacing as I realized I would need to do something, I traveled over to the ravine wall with liberal use of the Jump Step. Fortunately, while this woman’s attack power was incredible, she didn’t seem to have the ability to think well. She followed me without hesitation. I waited for the right moment, keeping a careful eye on her movements, then used the Jump Step once more to get out of her way.

      A massive BOOM echoed all around us as the Dragoness slammed her clawed hands into the ravine wall, causing dust and chunks of sediment to fly everywhere. A ripple passed through the wall. It almost looked like the entire ravine wall was undulating, but that was just the shockwave traveling through it. Loud cracking sounds soon echoed from above and below us.

      “The wall is collapsing!” Herleif shouted in shock.

      “I can see that!” I shouted back.

      I didn’t waste any more time. Using the Jump Step, I avoided all the falling debris I could, landed on one of the larger chunks, then used the regular Flash Step to move from boulder to boulder. The Flash Step was faster. By using it, I was able to climb far higher than I had before.

      Once we made it past the debris, I began using the Jump Step again, creating platform after platform to ascend higher. Sweat had already broken out on my skin. My clothing was drenched. I was breathing raggedly now too. I had no idea how long I had been traveling up, but I was consuming Spiritual Power far too quickly.

      “Can you keep going?” asked Herleif.

      “I don’t have much choice,” I rasped in reply.

      The darkness surrounding us eventually receded as the sky became visible. I wasn’t sure how long we had been down in that ravine, but the sky was dark and dotted with stars, and the twin moons were hovering in the sky above us.

      I landed on the ground and set Herleif down, then fell to a knee as I took in several deep breaths. I quickly activated my storage ring and summoned several pills to help me recover, popping them into my mouth one by one, then chewing and swallowing. My Spiritual Power began recovering, though not as quickly as I would have liked, and I could feel my stamina being gradually restored as well. With a soft sigh, I stood up and looked at Herleif.

      “We learned a lot on this expedition,” the old man said. “I had no idea there were so many Sekbeist located down there. There is likely an entire army in that ravine… which explains why we didn’t run into any Demon Beasts.”

      “You are right about that. I bet they are using those control devices to keep the Demon Beasts in line,” I said.

      “We need to let Hilda know about this,” Herleif said.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      I still didn’t have the answer to all my questions, but I was beginning to get a clearer picture of what happened in my past. The Demon Beast Invasion had likely been caused by these Sekbeists. The Sekbeist known as Skygge was nearly a frontrunner meant to ruin us from the inside. He was just one part of a much bigger threat.

      However, that still begged the question of why I never saw them in my previous life when I returned to Nevaria.

      There must be something inside of Nevaria that they were after. I was certain of it. When we returned, I would have to ask Empress Hilda if she knew of anything the Sekbeists might want.

      I was about to suggest to Herleif that we hurry up and leave, but before I could even open my mouth, something exploded from within the ravine. It was a loud sonic boom. As a powerful air current slammed into me, I turned my head and looked into the sky, where the Dragoness I had been running from hovered, her massive, leathery wings flapping to keep her aloft as she stared down at us with cold, reptilian eyes.

      “Herleif,” I said softly. “I want you to begin running. Head for Nevaria. Don’t stop for anything and let Empress Hilda know what we discovered.”

      “And leave you here?” asked Herleif with a frown.

      “Don’t worry. I have a lot of tricks up my sleeve. I’m pretty certain I can deal with this Dragoness. I’ll take care of her, then catch up.”

      “I understand. I’ll leave this to you. Good luck.”

      It was clear that Herleif didn’t want to leave this to me from the reluctance I could see on his face, but he understood that I would be better off fighting alone. He glanced back at the Dragoness still in the sky, then took off toward the line of incredibly tall trees.

      The Dragoness seemed to recognize that he was attempting to retreat and flapped her wings to chase after him. I wouldn’t let that happen. I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and unleashed a powerful explosion of condensed lightning and water, creating a crescent-shaped blade that flew through the air and forced the woman to stop.

      She turned her dull green eyes toward me. There was no change in her expression. It remained as blank now as it had since I first saw her.

      “Your opponent isn’t that man,” I said to her, pointing the Dragon’s Tail Ruler her way.

      The Dragoness tilted her head for a moment as though she couldn’t understand my words, but then she flapped her wings and soared straight for me.

      I responded by firing off several condensed beams of water and lightning. However, this woman proved incredibly nimble as she rolled through the sky, dodging my attacks with an impressive series of aerial maneuvers. She reached me almost before I knew what was happening. The only reason I was even able to dodge her was because her assault was so straightforward.

      Appearing several meters away thanks to my liberal use of the Flash Step, I was forced to cover my face as a massive explosion of dirt and debris flew from where the Dragoness had struck the ground. If I had stayed there, her attack might have actually killed me!

      Before I could marvel at the Dragoness’s destructive power, the woman in question burst from the cloud of expanding dust and charged right at me. She swung one of her clawed hands as I danced out of the way. I thought I had dodged her attack, but my eyes widened when a sudden pain struck my chest and I was blown back. Skidding along the ground, I used the earth element to keep myself from moving too far, then looked down.

      Blood dripped from four massive claw marks on my chest. They were pretty deep. The blood was gushing down my body like a broken pipe flowing with water.

      I channeled the water element through my body to heal the wound, then popped several pills in my mouth to recover my Spiritual Power. During that time, the Dragoness charged at me again, and I watched carefully as the wind around her hands began swirling around her body. I see. So that was how she hit me even though I had dodged. She was using the wind to extend her attack range.

      Even though she’s being controlled, she has incredible combat instincts. Is this because of her race? I had heard the stories, but I never imagined such natural-born fighters could exist!

      Now that I knew what she was doing, I made sure to dodge by moving from side to side instead of going backwards. Several blades of wind flew from her hands. The earth was torn asunder as the wind blades passed through the air. Four large trenches were dug out of the ground, slammed into one of the trees, and ripped straight through the massive trunk like it was made of paper.

      No wonder this woman’s attack had damaged me so much. Her power was incredible!

      I didn’t know how far away Herleif had managed to get, but I knew that fighting this woman out in the open was not advisable, so I quickly dashed into the tree line. The powerful flapping of the Dragoness’s wings echoed behind me as she gave chase.

      While I was careful while dodging through the trees, the Dragoness was nowhere near as subtle or caring. I looked back when a loud crashing sound echoed behind me and grimaced when I realized the woman was plowing straight through the trees, blasting holes in the massive trunks as she chased after me. Several trees behind her fell down. The resounding boom as they struck the ground echoed out for kilometers.

      She was on me before I realized it.

      I used the Flash Step Version 2: Illusion Step to quickly dodge her attack. The Dragoness’s clawed hand passed through my afterimage. The wind blades that erupted from her hand with every attack tore through the ground and one of the trees. Meanwhile, I appeared behind her and aimed a kick at her back.

      Thanks to the alchemy pills I had been constantly consuming, I was relatively confident in my strength. I didn’t even need to use the Second State of Spiritualism to destroy a wall with a single punch. My kick should have been enough to break someone’s spine or maybe even rip their body in half.

      That didn’t happen here.

      A dull thud echoed out as my foot struck the Dragoness’s lower back and the woman went flying like I expected, but then she turned around in midair, slammed feet first into the trunk of a tree, and blasted off it, her speed even faster than before as she flew toward me. I was so shocked that I barely had time to move.

      “Damn it!”

      I used the Illusion Step. The Dragoness once more struck my afterimage as she crashed into the ground. However, I hadn’t moved very far, and the shockwave unleashed from her powerful attack slammed into me. I was sent stumbling backward. As I was trying to regain my balance, the Dragoness appeared before me, her clawed left hand raised and ready to strike me down.

      Out of desperation, I raised the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, holding the handle in one hand and bracing the sword half with my other hand. I angled the sword so the Dragoness would hit the flat of the blade, then channeled my Spiritual Power through it, coating the weapon in a thick layer of lightning for added protection. This weapon was made from the alloy of an A-Rank Demon Beast and covered in glowing runes that made it even sturdier than every known metal except maybe mythril or adamantine, so it should have been enough to protect me.

      Her hand slammed into the blade, and I suddenly realized blocking this attack was a terrible idea. The ground beneath my feet cracked apart. Trenches spread out all around me as my knees buckled and groaned. It felt as though my legs were about to snap like brittle twigs. Even my arms were shaking as I strained my muscles to keep this woman’s attack from hitting me.

      I had forgotten about how strong Dragons were.

      No. This wasn’t a Dragon.

      Dragons couldn’t transform into humanoids.

      And she was even stronger than a Dragon.

      Sparks flew from the blade and a terrible screeeeee! sound like someone grinding their nails against a rock punctured my ears, making my teeth clatter. Chirping mixed with the grinding noises. Several arcs of pale lightning lashed out around us, striking the ground and exploding. Some of them even struck the Dragoness, but she didn’t even seem to notice, her eyes visible from behind the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and locked onto mine.

      A loud cracking sound echoed around me, causing me to look at the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, which had a fracture now running through it. So even with my Spiritual Power and runes enhancing it, this Dragoness was still able to break my weapon? I grimaced.

      The power behind the Dragoness’s attack suddenly grew weaker, and she jumped back, landing on the ground a meter or so away from me. Now that she wasn’t trying to kill me, I was able to get a good look at her.

      She wasn’t very tall. Actually, now that I was looking at her more closely and wasn’t being forced to avoid getting eviscerated, I realized that she was kind of short, coming up to only about my solar plexus. Consistent with her small body were her smaller-than-average breasts. Both her waist and hips were much tinier than anyone else I knew. I wouldn’t say she looked like a child for her face had the maturity of a woman in her late teens to early twenties. Some women were just petite. However, she definitely looked younger than any of my fiancées.

      Her hair was green, like mine, but while mine was a light green the color of tree leaves, hers was a vibrant green with a silver sheen. The silvery tone made her hair look like it was speckled with stars. Of course, her long tresses were covered in dirt. It was clear she hadn’t washed them in a long time. Similarly, her pale skin, while containing no scars and appearing perfectly smooth, was caked in dirt and mud. Her threadbare clothes also looked like they would fall apart at the slightest provocation. They already had several tears in them, revealing her tight stomach and a good deal of leg.

      Her body wasn’t just skin either. Glistening silvery-green scales covered several parts of her body. I could see hints of scales around her legs, arms, shoulders, and some of her face. It looked like the scales were growing out of her body. She also had horns sticking from her head, parting her green hair as they curved backward into sharp points. The draconic wings on her back were at least a meter long and covered in the same green scales. Finally, I glanced at the meter-long tail behind her, which ended in a spiked tip.

      It was hard for me to judge her age. She could have been a teenager, but she could have also been an adult. For all I knew, she might even be several hundred years old. If she was what I thought she was, then her race was one of those who could live for thousands of years and retain eternal youth.

      “You are… a Drakvarian, aren’t you?” I asked. The woman I now suspected was Drakvarian said nothing. “You can’t talk to me, can you?” I sighed when she remained silent. “I thought not.”

      The woman bent her legs like a predator getting ready to go on the attack, and I realized that my time for observation was up. I needed to think of something fast. If I didn’t, it was clear that this Drakvarian might very well kill me.

      As I prepared for her next attack, her clothing shifted and several symbols around her neck glowed brightly, revealing that she was wearing a collar. I narrowed my eyes. Those symbols must have been the ones forcing her to obey the Sekbeists. Maybe if I removed that collar, she would stop attacking me.

      It was the only thing I could think of to stop her.
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And I would only get one chance.

      Once more, the Drakvarian launched herself off the ground, the earth beneath her feet exploding from the force. She moved so fast that her body was but a blur. However, this time, I had no intention of just letting myself receive her attacks.

      Spiritual Power erupted from my body as I released my Spiritual Aura, then sucked it back in. A pale blue light turned into an overlay around my body. It only lasted for a second before it disappeared. Now strengthened by the Second State of Spiritualism, I unleashed a powerful punch coated in lightning and water just as the Drakvarian lashed out with her claws.

      An explosion of energy erupted between us when my fist clashed against hers. The backlash was so powerful that both of us were thrown backwards. I skidded along the ground as she flew into an uncontrolled spin through the air.

      Wind was a powerful element that could be used in a myriad of ways. Tungsten had often used it to create powerful projectiles that induced blunt force trauma, but this Drakvarian used it to create cutting blades that could slice through rocks as though they were butter. Wind could also be used as sonar like I had seen Herleif do, and while I wasn’t certain of this, I was positive the Drakvarian had been using the wind to increase her speed when she flew through the skies.

      In the elemental diagram of strengths and weaknesses, wind was also strong against lightning. Generally, this would mean I would lose in a battle of elements, but I had layered my fist with lightning and water, which allowed me to withstand this Drakvarian’s ridiculously powerful attack.

      Despite our clash destroying the ground and causing several trees to bend back as though they were being uprooted, the two of us didn’t hesitate to rush forward again. Her claws struck my fists. Our attacks created a series of small shockwaves that threatened to push us back once more, but we both used our elements to keep from moving. I had stuck myself to the ground using the earth element. Meanwhile, I was certain she was using the wind element to keep herself in place. Of course, this also meant our attacks were weaker since our elements were being manipulated in several different ways at the same time.

      I gnashed my teeth together as pain erupted in my arms and legs. Even though I was doing my best to keep up, it was clear that this Drakvarian was physically stronger than me. My bones and muscles creaked, groaned, and snapped, but I used the water element to heal them. The constant breaking and healing of my body created an intense pain that shot through me. I wanted to stop, but I dared not back down, understanding that to do so meant death.

      Come on. Come on. NOW!

      The Drakvarian launched another claw at me, but I twisted away from her attack and raised my left forearm. When her claw struck my forearm, I shunted aside the pain erupting from my body and twisted my arm, drawing her hand down and catching it in my armpit. My opponent attacked with her other hand, but the same thing happened again. When both her hands were locked in my armpits, I reared my head back before whipping it forward.

      CRACK!

      Spots appeared before my eyes as I headbutted the Drakvarian. I blinked several times. I couldn’t lose focus here!

      The Drakvarian’s head had snapped backward when I struck her, her spine arching back as though gravity was affecting just her head. Her arms were still caught within my armpits. I didn’t hesitate to jerk her back up and slam my head into her again. Sparks shot everywhere as I unloaded a powerful explosion of lightning that traveled straight into the Drakvarian’s body. Blood poured down my forehead as the skin split like an overripe fruit, but I quickly healed it and attacked once more.

      I was certain this woman was dizzy now. Even though she was being controlled by that collar, it wasn’t like she didn’t feel pain.

      Letting go of her hands, I watched as she fell onto her back, blinking as though she couldn’t figure out what was happening. My lightning was currently coursing through her muscles and nerves. I knew it wouldn’t last long, but for now, she was temporarily paralyzed.

      Straddling her waist, I quickly reached out, wrapped my hand around the collar, and used the water element to create several blades that sliced clean through it. This collar was made of the same material the enslaved people had been mining, but I shattered it easily. As the shattered remnants fell to the ground, the Drakvarian’s eyes suddenly became clear, and for the first time since she attacked me, emotion appeared within those eyes. Shock. Befuddlement. She looked like she didn’t know what was happening. She gazed at me with clear confusion and even a little fear, but then, as if her body was suddenly struck by exhaustion, she closed her eyes, fell backward, and went limp, striking the ground with a soft thud.

      I sighed, climbed off the Drakvarian, and sat down, using my arms to support me as I leaned back.

      That fight had been more exhausting than any I had been in for a long time. I think the last battle I had fought that tired me out this much was when I battled the Giant Rock Golem. Every muscle in my body was crying out, telling me that I had pushed myself way too hard.

      As I lay there, loud shouts suddenly echoed through the forest.

      “I think they went this way!”

      “We can’t let those humans escape!”

      I recognized the deep and foreboding growl of Sekbeists. Realizing that the Sekbeists had caught up to me, I knew I couldn’t remain there.

      I scooped the Drakvarian into my arms, holding her like she was a sleeping princess. She was pretty light—lighter than I thought she’d be at least. The only part of her that seemed to weigh a lot was her tail. Her wings had folded into themselves, which made her much easier to carry. As she lay cradled in my arms, her head lolled against my chest, and her legs and tail swayed limply as I turned around and used the Flash Step to disappear.

      Even though I was exhausted from battling the Drakvarian, I pushed my body further and harder to put some distance between myself and my pursuers. I didn’t pay much attention to where I was going. Where I went didn’t matter right now so long as I could escape from the Sekbeists. I could figure out where to go once I was no longer in danger.

      However, as the hours dragged on, I began slowing down. I was running out of Spiritual Power. It wasn’t long before I needed to stop and rest.

      I glanced around at the monstrously large trees, checking to see if there were any Demon Beasts present. I even used Spiritual Perception to confirm that no Demon Beasts or Sekbeists were around.

      Once I had confirmed there were no enemies, I popped another Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth, sighing as the healing liquid gushed down my throat and began filling me with Spiritual Power. It wasn’t good to take too many of these, but I didn’t have much of a choice.

      With the Drakvarian still in my arms, I went up to the nearest tree and set her down. I summoned the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and looked at the crack running through it. After frowning at it for a full minute, I channeled lightning and water through the weapon and carefully used it to carve out a deep burrow within the tree trunk. This tree was quite big. Even after carving out a fairly large burrow, it looked like I hadn’t even gone halfway into it.

      I stored the Dragon’s Tail Ruler in my storage ring, picked up the Drakvarian again, and brought her inside, setting her down before pulling out a large futon that I tucked her into. She didn’t respond at all to the jostling as I lifted her legs and tail to pull back the covers. I felt a little guilty as I realized she wasn’t wearing any underwear and her hairless mound was on full display, but I quickly set her back down and pulled the covers over her body.

      Sitting back after finishing my task, I took just a moment to gaze at the Drakvarian. She was quite cute. Her lovely face had a youthful charm that made her seem young. I knew you couldn’t judge a Drakvarian’s age by her appearance, but I would have put her at two years younger than myself. Her cheeks seemed fuller than most adult women.

      I had never seen a Drakvarian in the flesh before, but I knew plenty about them thanks to the time I had traveled to the Dragons deep within the Misty Mountains. The Dragons worshipped the Drakvarians as their gods. According to what I had been able to glean, the Drakvarians were the progenitors of the Dragons, and unlike Dragons, who could not transform into a human, all Drakvarians had a human form. I remembered seeing depictions at the temple that stood atop Westfang Mountain—the tallest mountain within the Misty Mountains.

      Finally tearing my gaze away from the girl, I summoned several ingredients, my pestle and mortar, and a large bowl from my storage ring. I needed to make a Demon Beast repellent. Only then would I be able to get some rest.
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      When I woke up again, I was lying on a bed made of straw. I tried to sit up, but every nerve in my body felt like it had been ground into mulch. This pain was something I vaguely remembered experiencing before, but it was far more intense than I remembered. There was an incredible ache in my muscles that made my body feel sluggish. Despite this, I still sat up, shunting aside the pain through force of will.

      The cloaked woman was over by the table where she usually stood, working on some concoction. I knew it was alchemy, but I didn’t know what kind of pill she was refining this time.

      Standing up and ignoring the pain in my body, I walked over to the table, my feet bare and chest exposed. The cloaked woman either hadn’t noticed or was ignoring me. She continued to grind up a blue monster core inside her mortar by using her pestle, her movements deft and precise. The almost hypnotic grace she possessed while working was mesmerizing. Once the core had been ground into a fine powder, she took a pinch of the monster core powder and sprinkled it into a flask filled with bright green liquid, which shifted to a pale cyan after the monster core powder was mixed in.

      “I see you’re up,” the woman said. She did not stop working as she spoke, filling up a beaker about a quarter of the way, then bringing the water to a boil with the fire element.

      “I am. Did you carry me back here?” I asked.

      “I did.” The woman grabbed another ingredient that I guessed was a root of some kind and began mashing it up with her pestle. “I found you collapsed several hundred meters outside this cave. There are many Demon Beasts out there who would have eaten you if they’d found you like that. You should be more careful.”

      I felt a sense of gratitude well up inside of me, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      To be honest, I did not care if I lived or died. In fact, I was fairly certain death was what I wanted, but I also had a goal. I was going to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. Until this goal was complete, I couldn’t afford to die.

      “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      “You do not have to thank me for doing something so simple. I merely saved you because I wanted to.”

      “Even so, you have my gratitude.”

      The woman didn’t respond to my words as she continued working, grabbing the mortar filled with that root, which had been ground up completely, and scraping the resulting paste into the beaker. She took a small rod and began stirring, causing the water to change into a muddy brown color. Then she grabbed some red-colored grass and dumped it into the beaker, letting the boiling water dissolve it.

      I watched as the muddy water hissed and spat, steam rising from the surface as a fiery, earthen smell filled the room. I took a deep breath. It smelled pleasant but odd.

      “What are you making?” I asked.

      “Spirit Cleansing Pill.”

      The clipped answer did nothing to satisfy me.

      “And what is a Spirit Cleansing Pill?”

      “It is a pill used to unclog someone’s Spiritual Pathways.” Pausing for just a moment, the young woman finally seemed to realize I wanted to know more and continued. “It travels through a Spiritualist’s Spiritual Pathways and helps loosen the Spiritual Power that is clogging them. This is the first step toward curing Spiritual Poisoning.”

      I had heard of Spiritual Poisoning before; it was a rare sickness that happened when someone trained too hard or shoved more Spiritual Power through their Spiritual Pathways than they could safely handle. This resulted in the pathways becoming clogged by a Spiritualist’s own Spiritual Power. It was generally easy to heal, but I had never had to deal with it before.

      That was when it hit me.

      “Wait. Are you saying I have Spiritual Poisoning?” I asked.

      The cloaked woman checked on the cyan liquid, which had some steam wafting up through the flask’s opening. A light fragrance emitted from it. I could smell it from where I stood.

      “Did you not notice the black bruise on your chest?” the woman asked as she smothered the fire, removed the flask, and poured the contents into a cauldron. “That’s a sign of Spiritual Poisoning.”

      I looked down at my chest and saw what she was talking about. There was a massive black bruise with purple along the edges spreading across my chest, right where my heart would be. The veins of my heart visibly pulsed, but they didn’t look like veins at the moment, or rather, they looked like veins that had poison running through them.

      I reached out and placed my hand on my chest, hissing a little when an indescribable pain shot through my body. I had never felt something quite like this before. It didn’t hurt more than some of the injuries I had received, but it was an altogether different kind of pain.

      “This is Spiritual Poisoning?” I asked.

      The cloaked woman said nothing as she grabbed the sides of the cauldron. A low groan erupted from her as arcs of fire ignited from within the cauldron. I looked inside to find the liquid bubbling as several popping sounds issued from it. Seconds passed as it slowly morphed, growing smoother and rounder as the liquid condensed, transforming into a cyan-colored pill.

      Taking several deep breaths, the woman reached in and grabbed the pill, which she handed to me.

      “Hold this,” she said before grabbing a wash bin and filling it with water from a tub in the corner.

      I studied the pill intensely, wondering if this was the Spiritual Cleansing Pill she had talked about. Then I glanced at the woman as she came back and used the water to wash the cauldron. I was surprised to see that she had a very nice towel that she used to clean the cauldron with. It was made from a fine fabric and was something I expected to see in the homes of the wealthy, not in a cave. She probably got it from Nevaria, or so I assumed.

      “What are you making now?” I asked.

      “Spiritual Reinforcement Pill.” The woman stopped talking again as if that was all the answer she would give, but then she began once more, probably because she knew I would ask her to explain. “It’s the pill needed for the third step in healing your Spiritual Poisoning. It reinforces your Spiritual Pathways after they have been unclogged, which helps prevent this from happening again.”

      “I understand. Thank you for telling me.”

      The hood covering her head shifted as though she was nodding. She grabbed the beaker and poured the burning red liquid into the cauldron. It didn’t fill up a lot of the cauldron, not even a fourth, but that didn’t stop her from grabbing each side and channeling her Spiritual Power through it.

      I remained silent as flames appeared inside of the cauldron, flickering as though dancing to an unheard beat. It was fascinating to watch as the liquid bubbled before condensing into a small pill form. However, while I was watching, the woman who was doing the refining groaned as if she was in pain, and I suddenly found myself looking at her. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She wasn’t shaking or giving any indication that she was hurt, but that groan certainly made it seem like she was experiencing something unpleasant.

      After refining the first Spiritual Reinforcement Pill, the woman refined ten more.

      “This should be enough to heal your Spiritual Pathways completely since your Spiritual Poisoning is still at a fairly early stage.” She turned to me. “Take the Spiritual Cleansing Pill and lay down on the bed.”

      I did as I was asked. The pill broke in my mouth and all of the healing liquid gushed forth, traveling down my throat and entering my body. Almost immediately, I could feel something inside of my Spiritual Pathways. It felt like another power was traveling through it and opening my pathways. It didn’t hurt, but it left me with a weird tingling sensation that was centered around my chest.

      After taking the Spiritual Cleansing Pill, I moved over to the bed, climbed on, and lay on my back. The cloaked woman came over to me. I couldn’t see anything beyond that hood, but I had a feeling she was intently staring at my chest. When I looked down, I could see that several glowing blue lines had appeared like veins on my skin.

      “Those are your Spiritual Pathways. I need to be able to see them in order to heal you,” she explained as if she knew I would ask.

      “Thank you.”

      “I am about to begin.” She raised her gloved hands and began removing one glove. “This might be painful for you, but I would like to ask that you bear with it.”

      “I’m sure I can do that,” I said as I watched her hand suddenly appear. It took me a second to realize she had removed her glove, though, and not because I hadn’t seen her do it. Her hand was completely black, an ebony so dark it reminded me of a starless night sky. What’s more, the blackness was pulsating just like my chest.

      “I’m beginning,” she said before I could comment on her hand.

      She placed her hand on my chest and began moving it, tracing the blue lines of my Spiritual Pathways as she poured Spiritual Power into my body, and I released a scream so loud that it reverberated throughout the cavern as the most intense pain I had ever felt struck me. I wanted to pass out, but the pain forced me awake. It felt like hours had passed. When the woman finally finished, I was unable to even think of remaining conscious and quickly fell asleep.
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      I was a bit sore when my consciousness returned. The vestiges of last night’s dream lingered in my mind, the phantom pain from when I had been cured of Spiritual Poisoning fading at a snail’s pace. After traveling deep into the Morkdypt Ravine, discovering the slaves and that strange object at the bottom, getting discovered by the Sekbeists, being chased, then fighting against a Drakvarian of all things, I had been pretty exhausted. It was honestly a miracle I had lasted as long as I had the other day.

      Opening my eyes, I expected to find myself resting against the wall of the burrow I had carved out of a tree. What I found instead was a pair of eyes peering into my face. The Drakvarian I had fought the other day was so close our noses were almost touching. We both blinked several times, but then, as if she had just realized I was awake, the Drakvarian reeled back with a surprised squeal and landed on her butt. She stared at me with wide, blinking eyes.

      I almost laughed. Almost.

      I didn’t want to scare her.

      “Hello,” I said to the girl, who stared at me in shock, her eyes wide. “Are you okay? How do you feel?”

      The Drakvarian tilted her head as she stared at me like she couldn’t understand what I was trying to say. She also scooted backward to put some distance between us. It seemed she was quite the nervous Drakvar.

      “Can you not understand the human tongue?” I asked.

      The Drakvarian said nothing and didn’t nod or shake her head, leading me to believe that she had no idea what I was saying. Hmmm. This might be a problem. If we couldn’t understand each other, it might be impossible to communicate. Could Drakvarian understand the Dragon language? If she could at least understand that, there was a chance, but…

      Well, I guess I wouldn’t know until I tried.

      I cleared my throat and began channeling Spiritual Power through my esophagus. It took a while to mold my Spiritual Power properly. Once I gathered enough, I held the Spiritual Power for a moment longer.

      Then I screeched.

      Dragons communicated with each other through sonic vibrations in the air. By changing the pitch, timbre, and intensity of your voice, it was possible to create sound waves that could be interpreted by Dragons. Screeching and roaring was the easiest way to do this because they didn’t require the use of vowels or pronunciation.

      Of course, most Dragons learned the human tongue at some point in their lives. I didn’t know if it was the same for the Drakvarians, but I believed it was. Drakvarians were, after all, the progenitors of the Dragon race.

      The Drakvarian’s eyes widened as I began screeching to her, and when I finished, she quickly screeched back a reply. She seemed excited.

      Interpreting a Dragon’s—or in this case, a Drakvar’s—screeching was hard. I wasn’t a Drakvar, so I didn’t have the ability to naturally quantify sound waves like they could. Instead, I channeled water into my ears and used it to help me listen. Sound traveled much more easily through water, which made it easier for me to hear and interpret.

      It took me a while to correctly translate the noises coming to me, but once I managed to translate her screeching, I began screeching back. I asked her questions. Who was she? What was her name? What was she doing here? How did she get here? Where were her parents? They were basic questions, but the Drakvarian had problems answering them, or rather, she got very emotional while trying to answer me.

      With tears leaking from her eyes, the girl told me that she had been living peacefully with her parents and the other Drakvar, but around the time she gained her human form, her home was attacked by the Sekbeists (she called them scary green men, but I believed it was safe to assume they were, indeed, my hated enemies). Many of her brethren were killed. Even her father was killed while trying to protect her and her mother. To make matters worse, she and her mother somehow got separated.

      Her story got even more incoherent after that. She remembered being captured by the Sekbeists and getting dragged through a portal, but all she could remember after that was pain and being forced to do labor in the Morkdypt Ravine. They would have her mine ore, kill Demon Beasts, and force her to endure whatever experiments their leader came up with. Her body shook uncontrollably as she told me about her experiences in slavery. The trauma from what happened seemed to be so great that her body physically rebelled against it.

      From everything she said, I could only guess at what she had been through. It seemed the Sekbeists had wanted her family for some reason. Once they had acquired her, she was used in painful experiments, then had that collar placed on her, which allowed one of the Sekbeists to control her actions. That Sekbeist had been the one who sent her after me. They had probably done so under the assumption that a Drakvar, a creature from a realm far higher than this one and therefore possessing powers far beyond the likes of that which a human could compare, would be able to catch up and hold me down long enough for them to come and either kill or capture me and Herleif.

      Too bad for them that it didn't work out as they had hoped.

      After listening to everything she had to say, I asked what her name was… but unfortunately, her name was not something that could be pronounced in the human tongue as it was just a series of shrieks and screeches.

      “This is a bit of a problem, isn’t it?”

      The Drakvarian girl tilted her head. I cupped a hand to my chin and thought about what I should call her. Speaking Dragon… or perhaps I should say speaking Drakvar? I wasn’t quite sure what the appropriate term here was, but in either event, speaking in her native tongue was hard on the throat, even with the water element to heal it. I wanted to teach her the human tongue and give her a name that would be easy to pronounce.

      First, I suppose I should tell her my own name.

      “Eryk.” I pointed to myself. The girl looked at me curiously, so I repeated myself. “Eryk.”

      “Ee… ra… eek?” she said in a very soft voice that I thought was almost ear-meltingly sweet. It was nothing like when she screeched. I would have even gone so far as to say her voice was like a lilting melody, a gentle sound that soothed the ears of any who heard it. That I was the first to hear it made me feel more special than I probably should have.

      Well, whatever. It’s not like anyone is going to know how I feel but me.

      “Close enough for now.” When the girl just looked at me in confusion, I smiled and pointed at her. “Siv.”

      “Seev?”

      The girl incorrectly pronounced the name I had come up with for her. I was pretty sure she just couldn’t form human words correctly because she had never done so before. She was used to screeching, so talking like this was hard for her.

      “Siv.”

      I nodded, then I screeched, asking her if it was okay for me to call her that. She furrowed her brow for a moment. I could only assume she was thinking. When her expression cleared up, she gave me a tentative nod and screeched back with her assent.

      Now that she had a name, I felt like it was time for us to get moving. I wasn’t sure where we were. What’s more, I didn’t know if the Sekbeists were still searching for us. Assuming they were was the safest bet. That meant if we wanted to avoid being captured, we needed to leave now and make our way back to Nevaria. I also needed to meet up with Herleif again. I was sure the man would be waiting either near the edge of this forest or perhaps making his way to the Pteranodon Valley, which would be a lot safer.

      I stood up and offered my hand to Siv, who looked at it for several seconds before she reached out. She placed her hand in mine. Then she pulled it back as though she had been shocked. I blinked several times, not sure what I should do as she stared at my hand like it was something she had never seen before, but then, finally, she reached out again and firmly gripped my hand.

      Her hand was small and dainty. I was surprised by how soft it was. Covering the tops of her hand were some scales growing from her skin. They were harder than diamonds but also very smooth, contrasting with her soft peach skin, which was covered in dirt. She probably hadn’t taken a bath in a long time.

      We left the burrow and began wandering through the forest of massive trees. I used Spiritual Perception to avoid Demon Beasts, which helped us move more quickly. However, after several days of walking, I soon realized that there was a problem.

      I had no idea which way I was going.

      It was something I should have realized sooner, but I was completely unfamiliar with this forest. It was worse because there were no recognizable landmarks for me to orient myself with. All the trees looked the same, with only minor variations in size, shape, and circumference. Also, because the trees were so big and numerous, I couldn’t see anything beyond them.

      “Siv,” I said suddenly.

      The Drakvarian looked at me, so I pointed at myself, pointed at her, made a gesture of wrapping my arms around myself, then pointed up. I could have screeched, but it really did hurt my throat.

      It was okay anyway. She seemed to understand.

      Coming up behind me, Siv wrapped her arms around my chest and pressed herself against my back. Her two small breasts were easily felt even through the fabric of her threadbare clothes.

      With a flap of her wings, she lifted us into the air and began ascending higher and higher. The branches grew a lot thicker as we reached the canopy, but I created several water blades to cut off the branches so we could pass through much more easily, and we eventually broke through.

      The air from this high up was incredibly brisk. The tops of the trees were covered in snow. That alone told me how tall these trees were.

      As we hovered there, I looked around and immediately spotted the large stretch of forest that had been demolished when the Morkdypt Ravine had formed. It was like a giant scar marring the forest’s natural beauty, a wound on the earth. I turned my attention behind me and soon found Mount Hymll far in the distance. The only reason I could even see it was because it was such a huge landmark.

      “Okay. I know where we are now. Let’s go back down.”

      I tapped Siv’s hands, which she interpreted as my desire to travel back down, and she slowly descended back into the forest.

      Our journey continued, but now I had changed directions. When we were walking before, we had been going in the opposite direction we needed to, so now we were traveling in the direction of Mount Hymll.

      It soon began growing dark. While this forest only allowed sparse amounts of sunlight to reach the bottom, it was still enough that I could tell day from night. The temperature also plummeted when the sun went down. Siv shivered as the coldness began seeping into her body. It seemed that, just like the Lamia, Drakvarians were a reptilian race and therefore cold-blooded.

      “I think we should stop here for the night,” I said.

      Siv still didn’t know the human tongue, which I planned on trying to teach her during our travels, but she at least recognized that I wanted to stop. She stood beside me and hugged herself as she shivered.

      Realizing she might get sick if this continued (I actually didn’t know if Drakvarians could get sick, but I didn’t want to take any chances), I got to work, kneeling so I could press my hands against the forest floor. I activated my affinity with the earth element. Feeling the denseness of the earth flow through my hands, I manipulated the ground with my Spiritual Power and will, causing a massive dome to rise from the surface. I made sure it was large, with an entrance that we could walk through, and even created a chimney so we could start a fire without choking on the smoke. It looked like the mud igloos some primitive human tribes living near the Rotfang Forest used.

      After heading inside with Siv, I used the earth element again to create a fire pit made of mud and stone, then gathered branches and leaves, which I piled up inside of the pit.

      Since I didn’t have a fire affinity yet, I needed to start a fire manually. Fortunately, I had some flint and cotton in my storage ring.

      Siv was crouched down beside me. Her eyes were wide with curiosity as I summoned a basalt rock, an iron filing knife, and carbonized cotton from the storage ring. Her eyes remained locked on the ring for a second, but when the runes stopped glowing, she turned her attention to the objects I had summoned and watched me with a captivated gaze.

      Setting the carbonized cotton on the ground, I took the basalt rock and iron filing knife, then began striking the knife to create sparks. Siv squealed in surprise. I ignored her, however, and continued creating sparks until one of them struck the cotton and lit it on fire. Then I set the cotton against the branches, leaves, and twigs in the fire pit and gently blew on it to fan the flames. It wasn’t long before a roaring bonfire started up.

      The heat from the bonfire warmed my body. Siv’s reaction was even more pronounced. Her pale skin gained a bit of color as she moved closer to the fire, so close she almost burned herself and had to move back. An embarrassed blush spread across her cheeks as she glanced at me, but I just smiled as I summoned several thick slabs of already cooked meat from my storage ring.

      A thick scent filled the air and caused my stomach to rumble, though, again, my reaction was nothing compared to Siv, who began drooling when the smell of cooked meat reached her. She sniffed several times and leaned closer. Her twitching nose as she breathed in the scent was cute.

      The meat was lightly seasoned chicken breast. I gave nearly two kilograms worth of meat to Siv, who bit into it, gave a delighted squeal as the juices flowed into her mouth, and devoured it with gusto. I was barely able to finish even a third of my food before she was staring at me with a look that all but said, “I’m still hungry.”

      Being a Drakvar, I suppose it was only natural that Siv was a big eater, but I didn’t realize how much of an eater until after she devoured ten whole chicken breasts and still wanted more. All I could do was stare in shock as she stared at me with eager eyes and a rumbling stomach. She ate even more than Lin did!

      I had to shake my head at her. While I had brought plenty of food, it was based on the assumption that the only people eating it were me and Herleif. Even together, the two of us did not eat nearly as much as this girl did. We would run out of food before long if I didn’t portion how much we ate per day, and while I could probably catch something, I didn’t want to take the time since we still didn’t know if the Sekbeists were following us or not.

      Siv’s shoulders drooped and her tail, which had been thumping against the ground as though anticipating the juicy meat she would eat, dropped when I said as much. It was funny to see. I guessed all reptilian-based races had emotional tails. It was very easy to know what Lin was thinking by looking at her tail, and it seemed this Drakvarian was no different.

      As the night wore on, Siv curled up and fell asleep. She shivered a little as the fire began to fade. She would get cold if I couldn’t stoke the flames a bit.

      I stood up and wandered outside, gathered wood and branches to keep the fire going, then returned to the mud igloo. Just as I entered, a loud screech echoed around the igloo. I was so startled that I nearly dropped my firewood as I stared at Siv. She was thrashing in her sleep. If I had to guess, she was having a nightmare.

      Throwing my firewood on the ground, I raced over to Siv and scooped the girl into my arms as I sat down. She continued to scream and thrash. Her nails had become claws as she lost control of her transformation, and an intense pain seared my face as she cut into my flesh. I healed it with the water element and hugged her tight.

      Sadly, I forgot about her tail.

      “Hng!”

      I grunted as her tail slammed into my back like it was trying to protect the person it was attached to. Doing my best to withstand the pain, I channeled more of the water element into my back, healing the damage as it came. It hurt. A Drakvar’s tail was very strong, able to smash boulders apart like they were made of clay. Her tail broke my spine in that same manner, and even though I healed it right away, the pain remained.

      Siv eventually settled down, her screeching turning into soft whimpers before even those went still. Her legs relaxed as she gripped my clothes with her now clawless hands. I ran a hand through her hair and whispered soothing words that she wouldn’t understand into her ear. I didn’t know if they had any effect, but Siv pressed her face against my chest as if seeking comfort.
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I took a deep breath, held it, then released it. As I sat there with a sleeping Drakvarian girl in my lap, clinging to me like I was a lifeline, I felt an intense sympathy well up inside of me.

      It was clear this girl had suffered a lot. She had been taken from her parents, held captive by the Sekbeists, experimented on, and was forced to become their slave. I couldn’t even imagine how much she must have suffered. What’s more, her father was dead, and the fate of her mother was unknown. She had been on her own ever since the Sekbeists captured her. Having once been alone for many years myself, I understood how terrible such an experience was.

      As I closed my eyes and let out an exhausted sigh, I promised myself that I would look after this girl for however long she needed me to. I wouldn’t let someone who had gone through so much pain and suffering deal with this on their own.
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            Werewolf Attack

          

        

      

    

    
      It only took ten days to completely cure me of Spiritual Poisoning. According to the cloaked woman, my case had not been very serious. She seemed to be incredibly knowledgeable about Spiritual Poisoning, which many people would likely assume was because she knew alchemy, but I knew otherwise. I knew because I had seen her hand, the hand she had used to unclog my Spiritual Pathways.

      I didn’t say anything about it, though.

      I was sure she had a reason for hiding it.

      It was a day just like any other. I had gone outside the cavern to get my body back into shape. My companion hadn’t let me go outside until I was completely recovered, but now that I was, I had no intention of just sitting around on my ass. I still had my goal. I was going to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, and to do that, I needed more power.

      My body flowed like water as I attacked several massive rocks jutting from the ground, punching them while I was in the Second State of Spiritualism. Each punch caused cracks to appear in the rocks. The cracks spread, growing larger and larger until, inevitably, the rocks shattered into fragments.

      I wasn’t wearing a shirt. Sweat flew from my body as I continued working out, doing my best to get back into shape. My muscles were no longer stiff thanks to my affinity with the water element, but I felt like they, and my instincts, had atrophied a little.

      This needed to be fixed.

      After destroying the last boulder, I clenched my hands into fists several times and stared at them. It didn’t feel like my old strength had returned to me. I knew this was just me being paranoid, but it was something I couldn’t help but feel. Something… something was missing.

      With a weary sigh, I stripped my pants off, washed myself in the stream, then used the water element to suck the moisture from my skin. After getting dressed, I made my way back to the cavern I was staying at.

      I stopped after entering the cavern to find my companion standing over by the table. As always, she was refining alchemy pills. I knew now that the pills she refined every day were a more advanced and powerful version of the Spiritual Cleansing Pills she made for me.

      At present, she was grinding an ingredient I understood was called nirnroot into a thick paste. As I watched her, several emotions whirled around inside of me. I felt incredibly grateful to this woman, of course. She had saved my life when I recklessly threw myself at the Demon Beasts inhabiting Nevaria. She cured my Spiritual Poisoning, and she did all this while suffering herself. However, there were so many other emotions that gratitude was the only one I could really recognize.

      “You’ve returned,” she said, having noticed my presence while I was just standing there.

      “Ah. Yeah, I have.” I walked further into the cavern, bypassing the Demon Beast Repellent, a clear liquid that rested in several bowls. “Hey, do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “What is it?”

      “Can you teach me alchemy?”

      The woman did not stop refining her pills. With her hands now on either side of the cauldron, she channeled Spiritual Power into the alchemy ingredients. Fires swirled around inside of the cauldron as she refined the pills. I learned this was not part of the refinement process, but merely something that happened when someone refined a pill. It could almost be considered a flashy but inconsequential side effect.

      After refining the pills, she took them out of the cauldron and placed them inside a bag that she stored in a chest. I knew she would take one of those each night. Even though she didn’t answer me, I didn’t speak up or demand she pay attention. She heard me. However, this woman seemed to move at her own pace.

      I sat on the bed as she removed the pill from the cauldron and set it inside a small chest. There were five others already resting on the soft pillow inside. She closed the chest and continued her tasks.

      Only after she finished cleaning out her alchemy set did she turn to face me. While her face was hidden by the massive hood, I still felt like her eyes were drilling holes into my head. A cold sweat ran down my face. After dealing with her oppressive and silent stare for several seconds, she eventually gave me a tiny nod.

      “I will teach you alchemy,” she said at last.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Sit down over here,” the woman instructed. “I will explain alchemy to you.”

      “Are we starting now?” I asked as I walked over to a seat and sat down. There was only one chair in this entire cavern. It was over by the desk, so I moved it until I was able to sit in front of my companion.

      “No time like the present.” The woman paused as I settled down. Her hood rustled. I had a feeling that she was tilting her head as she considered where to begin. “Alchemy is, simply put, the mixing of ingredients to refine pills that create various effects. Most of these effects deal with healing the body or spirit, but there are also pills that can be used as poison, pills that strengthen a person’s body, and even pills that can temporarily enhance a Spiritualist’s Spiritual Power.”

      I already knew the basics of alchemy, but I wasn’t really aware of everything it could do since I had never studied it before. I had, of course, used alchemy pills on occasion during my many quests as a member of the Explorers’ Guild and later Brave Vesperia. However, most of them were meant for recovering Spiritual Power or healing wounds.

      The woman continued.

      “The key to successfully refining a pill is knowing what ingredients to use and how different ingredients interact with each other. Some ingredients are very volatile and will react violently when mixed with non-compatible ingredients.” She paused as if considering something, then started again. “I’m sure the reason you want to learn alchemy is to get stronger and not to become an alchemist. That’s why we’ll begin refining pills right now that will specifically help you reach your goal. You’ll follow my instructions as I teach you. The first pill we’ll start with is the Body Forging Pill, which can strengthen your body several times over.”

      And just like that, I began learning how to refine alchemy pills under my companion’s tutelage. In the mornings, I would train my body, and in the evenings, I would receive lectures about alchemy. I had already seen her refine several pills, so it was easier to pick up than I expected.

      I soon discovered that the reason she was so good at alchemy was because during her time in the Demon Beast Mountain Range, she had come across the ruined remains of an unexplored city. I wasn’t sure how, but she had somehow come across several books on alchemy that survived the Great Catastrophe and brought them back to this cave. There were numerous recipes inside that not even the Alchemist Association in Midgard, known as the greatest forerunners of alchemy, knew how to create.

      The first pill I learned to refine was the Body Forging Pill, which did indeed strengthen my body a lot. My muscles became harder, my bones became denser, and my body became stronger. I think the only thing that didn’t get stronger was my skin. However, I was also taught how to refine the Diamond Skin Pill, which made my skin both stronger and softer. It felt smoother than a baby’s bottom, but it was so strong that regular swords broke against it.

      There were many other pills I learned, such as the Spiritual Cleansing Pill, the Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pill, the Spiritual Reinforcement Pill, the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill, and the Elemental Enhancement Pill. I hadn’t made those last two yet. They required ingredients that we didn’t have. However, both of them would prove beneficial to refine at some point. I planned to go out searching for the necessary ingredients soon.

      Maybe it was because I had someone with me, but the darkness that had smothered my heart for the past several years receded as I stayed by this woman’s side. My goal was still to kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. There was no doubt about that. That said, I no longer felt completely consumed by my desire for vengeance.

      Even so, I knew that these peaceful days would eventually come to an end.
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      I woke up that morning feeling heavy. Opening my eyes to stare at the ceiling of my tiny hut, I realized I was lying on my back. I turned my head. The fire in the pit I made had gone out. Not even embers remained. As I stared into the fire pit, still lost in a small daze, something shifted on top of me.

      It was the Drakvarian I had fought and subsequently saved the day before. She was sleeping on my chest, her rhythmic snoring light and cute. With her silvery-green hair splayed over me like an extra blanket, I could not see her face that well, just a bit of her forehead and the horns jutting from it. She was clinging to my clothing in her sleep.

      I had no idea how she had gotten there. Had she moved? She must have crawled over to me for warmth. Lin did that sometimes too. This must have been a trait all cold-blooded species possessed.

      For a moment, I wondered what I should do about this, but then I realized I had another problem.

      Morning wood.

      Not only was an erection causing my pants to turn into a tent, but the girl had trapped my dick between her thighs. I grew completely still from this realization. However, as if it could read my thoughts, my rock-hard length pulsated and throbbed. Maybe the girl could feel it too. Maybe she couldn’t. Either way, when I began to twitch and throb, she rubbed her thighs together, further stimulating me and making my body shudder.

      This was not good.

      I had plenty of experience, but there were limits to what I found acceptable, and being accidentally stimulated by a woman I had just met was not something my morals would tolerate.

      As I thought about what to do, I realized the only thing I could do was wake this woman up… even if it meant embarrassing us both.

      “Siv? Siv? Time to get up.”

      “Nnnggg…”

      As I shook and prodded her, Siv woke up, slowly, languidly, like she wanted to fall back asleep but was forcing herself because of my insistent nagging. She released her grip on my clothes as she pushed herself up until she was straddling my waist. While this meant her thighs had let go of my dick, it also meant her soft butt was pressing into it instead, which might have been worse. As her small bottom came into firm contact with my erection, it began twitching erratically as if in anticipation of something.

      Siv, who had been rubbing her eyes in a manner that I could only describe as adorable, suddenly stilled when she felt her rump pushing against something hard and long. She paused before reaching behind her. I bit back a groan as her small hand came into contact with my shaft through my pants. It throbbed harder as, even through my clothes, I could feel the sensation of her hand gently caressing me.

      “I… please let go,” I said with a shuddering breath. “That’s not something you should be… touching…”

      Despite my words, Siv did not let go, and I realized only belatedly that it was because she couldn’t understand me. In my panic, I had forgotten she couldn’t speak the human language.

      I would have said something in Drakvarian, but I couldn’t concentrate enough to channel Spiritual Power through my throat, and humans did not have the vocal cords necessary to naturally reproduce such sounds.

      All this flashed through my mind in a split second. I realized I simply needed to stop her with actions. With that in mind, I reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling it away from my crotch. A sigh of relief escaped from my mouth. It would not have been good if this girl accidentally made me cum in my pants. Aside from the moral issues, I only had two more pairs in my storage ring.

      Siv had been awfully silent for a while now, so I glanced up to find her staring at our hands, which I had at some point laced without thinking about it. Her cheeks were flushed an incredible shade of red. Her lips were also trembling as though she was embarrassed. I was almost amused. So touching my dick wasn’t embarrassing, but holding my hand was? How backwards was that?

      I let go of her hand and sat up. Siv hadn’t moved, so my actions brought us nearly face to face. Looking at the girl as she remained frozen on my lap, I wondered what I should do. I still had a boner, and this girl wasn’t making things any easier on me.

      “Do you think you could get off me, please?” I asked, but once again Siv didn’t seem to understand. Coughing into my hand, I channeled some Spiritual Power and let out a soft screech, telling her what amounted to the same thing in Drakvarian.
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Finally, Siv’s eyes widened, and she let out a soft squeak as she jumped to her feet. She turned around and tried to run out of the igloo in shame, but then her foot hit a rock and she faceplanted on the ground. I winced when the sound of her face cracking against the forest floor echoed around the mud igloo.

      That had to hurt.
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      After the embarrassing episode from that morning, Siv and I ate a quick breakfast of dried meat, and then I used my powers over the earth element to destroy the mud igloo, returning the land to its previous state. I didn’t want the Sekbeists to come across this and use it to learn of our location. In fact, I had been very careful about destroying any evidence of our passage through the forest.

      Siv was embarrassed for a good while that morning. Fortunately for me, she eventually overcame her embarrassment enough to walk closer to me, though she could have also just been so nervous she needed someone’s presence to comfort her. She was in an unfamiliar environment after having the object controlling her every action removed. That had to be nerve-wracking.

      Because I couldn’t have her keep wearing those threadbare rags, I had her change into one of my spare outfits. It was just a simple outfit. The black pants and white shirt were a bit too big for her, but the belt helped keep everything from slipping off. I did have to cut holes for her wings and tail. A small price to pay for protecting her modesty. She didn’t wear any boots. I had offered her some, but after putting them on, she had immediately shaken her head and taken them off. Her small feet padded against the ground. I wondered if her feet hurt from stepping on thorns and twigs, but she seemed okay. Her skin must have been harder than it looked.

      We continued traveling as far as we could with the daylight provided to us, resting only when we needed to fly up the trees and orient ourselves. I wanted to make sure we weren’t going the wrong way. Since we had no landmarks or even a map to use here, it was important to know which way Mount Hymll was at all times.

      It eventually became late again. The temperature went down and Siv began shivering from the cold. I made another mud igloo, started a fire, and sat close to Siv as we shared a meal of dried meat. While we ate, I decided to begin teaching her the human language. I might be able to understand her just fine; however, once we arrived in Nevaria, no one would be able to know what she was saying, and she wouldn’t be able to know what they were saying either. That would make life more complicated than it needed to be.

      “Eryk.” I pointed to myself.

      “Er… yk. Eryk.”

      “That’s right.” I nodded. “Eryk.”

      “Eryk.” She pointed at me, then pointed at herself. “Siv?”

      “Yes, your name for now is Siv,” I said with a nod and a smile.

      “Eryk.” She pointed at me. Then she pointed at herself. “Siv.”

      Her eyes were shining as a small and innocent yet joyous smile blossomed on her lips. I could not help but smile at the sight. It was such a pure look that I found myself momentarily entranced. Her big and beautiful eyes drew me in, while her cute nose and small mouth gave her a picturesque beauty that left me breathless.

      I had never met a woman who could look this cute before.

      Only after shaking my head did I regain control over my emotions. I couldn’t afford to let myself be taken in with this Drakvarian, especially not when we were in such a dangerous predicament.

      Suddenly seeming to realize something, Siv looked at me and pointed at the flames roaring inside of the fire pit.

      “Fire,” I said.

      “Fire,” Siv repeated before she pointed at something else.

      “Dirt.”

      “Grass.”

      “Mud.”

      “Rock.”

      We continued this game for nearly an hour before the food in our bellies settled and Siv became tired. I didn’t think she realized what she was doing when she leaned over, set her head on my lap, and fell asleep. She seemed exhausted. Given what I knew of her now, she had probably never done this much traveling before.

      I decided to get some rest as well, and then the next morning, we set out again.

      Our journey was a bit slower this time. Siv pointed at everything she saw, then would look at me with a silent demand, and I would tell her what she was pointing at. She would repeat the word several times, making sure she got it right. Like this, we spent several hours walking. Siv eventually memorized the name of every object in the forest, from tree to bark to plant, so I began teaching her other words.

      It was almost enough to make me forget where we were. Almost.

      The hairs on my neck suddenly stood on end as my sixth sense warned me of approaching danger. I activated Spiritual Perception quickly and discovered something was traveling toward us at an incredibly high speed.

      “Siv! Get behind me!”

      Thanks to all the work we had done today, Siv at least understood my words enough to get behind me as I spun around and faced the incoming threat. It burst out from between the trees. A massive creature running on two legs. Powerful muscles covered in thick fur flexed as it lunged at me, a snarling visage full of teeth came closer, and massive claws that could easily rend flesh from bones came down in a powerful swipe.

      I didn’t hesitate. Spreading my feet apart, I adopted a strong stance, tucked my fists into my torso, and channeled Spiritual Power through my body. Lightning exploded from my fists as I thrust them forward. The two powerful bolts slammed into the creature’s chest. The Demon Beast howled as it was blasted backward, but it landed on its feet, skidding to a halt several meters away. Despite having taken two bolts of lightning to the chest, it didn’t look like it had taken any damage. Having finally gotten a good look at this creature, I realized what it was.

      “A Werewolf,” I muttered. “Great. So it’s an A-Rank Demon Beast that travels in a pack.”

      Werewolves were humanoid wolves that walked on two legs. They were taller than the average human, normally standing at around two and a half meters. This particular Werewolf was about five meters tall—much larger than normal. That meant it had lived for a very long time and gained outstanding power as a result. Werewolves were generally classified as B-Rank Demon Beasts that lived in packs, which brought their threat classification up to A-Rank. If there was an A-Rank Werewolf, then the pack would be classified as S-Rank.

      I had to end this quickly before its pack arrived.

      My Spiritual Power flowed through my body, exploding forth in bursts of lightning that crackled and gouged chunks out of the ground. I took this Spiritual Aura inside of myself, then circulated it through my body at an increased rate, transforming my entire body into pure lightning.

      The Werewolf howled as it stomped on the ground and created earth spikes that shot forward. Werewolves were of the earth element. Considering its rank, this one likely had outstanding elemental control.

      The spikes struck my body but dissolved before they could do anything.

      I placed my left foot behind me, right foot forward, and blasted off the ground. It didn’t even take a second before I appeared in front of the Werewolf, whose howl was cut short when I thrust my arm, now transformed into a giant lightning spike, straight down its throat. The Demon Beast couldn’t scream as I blasted it with lightning, frying its insides into a blackened mess. Sparks shot off its body before I pulled my arm back and thrust it forward seven more times, punching a hole through its chest, stomach, left shoulder, right leg, left leg, head, and hip.

      The Demon Beast was dead before it hit the ground.

      Transforming back into flesh and blood to conserve my strength, I turned around to find Siv standing stock-still, her eyes wide in fear. At first, I thought she was afraid of the Werewolf, but when I took a step forward and she took one back, I realized that it wasn’t the Werewolf she feared.

      It was me.

      As I wondered what I should do, several more Werewolves suddenly burst out from the trees and pounced toward Siv, who looked up as they descended toward her. A scream escaped her throat. However, just before the Werewolves could get to her, I used the Flash Step to appear beside her, scooped her into my arms, then used the Flash Step to avoid the Werewolves. They landed on the ground, gouging out chunks of earth. A howl went up as they realized their prey was gone. Meanwhile, I used the Jump Step to leap onto the nearest hanging branch a hundred meters above the ground.

      The branch was wide enough that several people could stand shoulder to shoulder without falling off. I set Siv on her feet, but she collapsed as soon as I did, then scooted backward until she was nearly two meters away from me.

      “Are you afraid of me now?” I asked her with a sad smile.

      “Ah… fraid?”

      It wasn’t a word Siv was familiar with, but perhaps some of the meaning came through with my tone. She furrowed her brow. It looked like she was thinking hard. Sadly, her thought process was interrupted by a loud howl that shook the branch we stood on. Her face drained of blood as we both looked down and discovered that the Werewolves were climbing up the trees to reach us.

      “Ah… ahn…!”

      A strangled sound escaped from Siv’s throat as her body began shaking. Despite how powerful she was, it seemed the idea of fighting and violence caused indescribable fear to well up inside of her. I imagine the only reason she fought against me during my escape from the Morkdypt Ravine was because she had been forced to.

      I knelt next to her. She was too frightened to scoot back now. Placing my hands on her shoulders, I forced Siv to look into my eyes and gave her the most reassuring smile I could muster.

      “Do not worry. I will protect you.”

      “P… protect… me?”

      “That’s right. I will protect you.”

      Once again, these were words I had not taught Siv, but I think she understood what I meant. My desire must have gotten through to her somehow. Her body slowly relaxed. Seeing this, I stood up and took a deep breath.

      The Werewolves had already landed on our branch and were closing in. They moved slowly, perhaps sensing my strength, or maybe remembering how I killed their leader. Drool left a trail down their mouths. Their lips were peeled back to reveal their incredibly sharp teeth, which glistened in the light.

      I glanced at Siv. She wasn’t staring at the Werewolves right now. Her eyes were locked on me. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, then looked back at the Demon Beasts surrounding us. My expression became serious once my back was to her.

      Then I transformed into lightning.

      Back when the Demon Beasts attacked Nevaria, I had only been able to hold this state for five minutes, but that was months ago, and while my cultivation had hit a bottleneck that I couldn’t bypass without refining specific alchemy pills, my reserves of Spiritual Power were far larger than they had been back then.

      Having transformed into a being of lightning, I zipped toward the nearest Werewolf. I swung my arm and removed the beast’s head from its shoulders before moving on. I kicked both head and body over the side so Siv wouldn’t see what happened. The next Werewolf I stabbed through the chest. I felt a moment of resistance as its monster core burst into powder.

      Several Werewolves tried to attack Siv, but I appeared before her, swinging out my arms and unleashing waves of lightning that slammed into them. Some of them were blasted higher into the trees, but most of them simply fell off and crashed onto the hard ground below.

      A couple of Werewolves suddenly began using Spiritual Attacks. Their claws became longer and sharper as they used the earth element to manipulate the protein in their bodies. Loud howling escaped their mouths as they moved to attack, but before they took more than two steps, I was already on them. My attacks slashed through their bodies, cutting the hard muscles as if they were made of parchment. The Werewolves died, falling off the tree branch and striking the ground.

      I continued to fight until I eventually realized every Werewolf was now dead. Gazing around, I saw that only Siv and I were left on this branch.

      I looked at Siv. She was still staring at me. Her eyes contained an emotion I couldn’t understand, or maybe there were so many emotions she was feeling that it was impossible to pinpoint one of them.

      She kept her eyes on me as I walked over to her, but she didn’t move away, which I took as a good sign. I held out my hand and smiled down at her.

      “Come on,” I said in what I believed was a soft voice.

      Siv hesitated, then reached out and placed her hand in mine. Her fingers curled around mine. I pulled the Drakvarian to her feet and gently removed the bark and dust off her clothes. She didn’t put up a fight and merely watched me with curious eyes.

      “Siv,” I said suddenly, causing her to perk up. “Do you want to come with me?”

      “With… you?” Siv tilted her head.

      “That’s right. Come with me. We’ll go home.”

      “Home…”

      I waited as Siv furrowed her brow, perhaps working out what I meant. I was using more unfamiliar words to her, but she seemed to at least understand a bit. Of course, I could have just used Drakvarian. However, I thought it would help her comprehension of the human language if I didn’t.

      After a moment, Siv nodded.

      “Siv will… follow Eryk. Go home.”

      I smiled and held out my hand.

      “Then let’s go.”

      This time, Siv didn’t hesitate as she reached out and grabbed my hand.
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      My training had been progressing well ever since the cloaked woman began teaching me about alchemy. The first thing I did was refine Body Forging Pills, which increased my strength many times over, exactly like she said they would. However, we didn’t just stop there. Durability Pills. Three-Way Spiritual Widening Pills. Spiritual Recovery Pills. Some of these helped enhance my physical abilities like the Durability Pill, but there were others that helped me increase the amount of Spiritual Power I possessed, or they helped increase the amount of Spiritual Power I could use for Spiritual Techniques.

      I knew the Alchemist Association had created some of these pills, having seen them used by many people in the past. Even Tungsten and Erica had used them. However, Kari and I were some of the few people who had never once used alchemy pills that enhanced our physical abilities or Spiritual Power.

      It wasn’t that we were sticklers for the rules or fair play. We honestly just never considered using them.

      At the moment, however, I was not practicing alchemy.

      The cold water from the lake threatened to crush me as I sat in the center… at the very bottom. I had created a protective layer of water over my body, which not only kept me from getting wet but also from being crushed. Not only was I protecting myself from the incredible pressure of several tons’ worth of water, but I was also creating a small pocket of air that went all the way to the top, allowing me to continue breathing.

      I had been told by the cloaked woman that I should learn more about my element. She said that attaining a more intimate connection with my element would help me when I began trying to break through the bottleneck that I was currently facing.

      

      “At present, you simply don’t have a strong enough connection to your elements for the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pills or the Elemental Enhancement Pills to have any real effect. You must first journey deep inside of yourself, search for the place where your power resides, and then feel the connection between you and your two elements.”

      

      I was currently trying to do what the cloaked woman suggested, going to the bottom of the lake where the water element was at its strongest so I could be closer to it. While meditating at the bottom of a lake sounded extreme, the cloaked woman had approved. She said that she had done something similar when learning how to control her element. I was honestly shocked she had been able to get that far in her Spiritualism, but apparently, she was a lot more powerful than I gave her credit for.

      Perhaps that was why she was still alive.

      If I was being perfectly honest, I didn’t know exactly what I was searching for here. How did someone search for the “place where your power resides” anyway? Despite not knowing exactly what I was supposed to be searching for, I continued diligently meditating. I hadn’t left this lake in so long. It felt like days had gone by, though I was sure this was just an illusion brought about by doing nothing for an indeterminate amount of time.

      As time crawled by at a snail’s pace, I finally began feeling something odd… or rather, I began feeling nothing. The feeling of water pressing down on me disappeared. My eyes, which I had closed during meditation, suddenly snapped wide open—and I discovered myself floating in an empty void stretching out in all directions.

      What… what was this place?

      I turned my head left and right to find that nothing but darkness greeted me. This place was so strange, but I also felt like I knew it, or like I should know it.

      While floating through this void, I eventually came upon something interesting—a swirling nebula that reminded me of the Spiritual Power that was emitted by a Warp Gate when it activated. It was a bright swirl made of pure white strands that emitted outward before dissipating. A tremulous hum ran through my body as I realized this was my Spiritual Power. I could feel it overflowing from this nebula, which meant this must be the place where my Spiritual Power resided.

      There were three other objects near this nebula. They were all spheres. One of them was a pale yellow, another was blue, and the last was a dull copper color. I frowned at the dull one. If I were to believe this place was where my Spiritual Power resided, then the blue and yellow spheres were obviously my water and lightning affinities respectively. So, what was this dull sphere the color of copper? Was it also an element? I thought I only had two.

      Despite knowing I should have gone to the blue sphere, I ended up floating toward the copper sphere, drawn there like a Demon Beast to prey. I reached out and placed a hand against it.

      The entire world suddenly lit up with a brilliant golden color!

      This was…!

      Before the thought could fully form, I was yanked back into reality as my body began choking and the pressure from the lake broke through my barrier. I choked and sputtered, doing my best not to inhale any more water as I launched myself upward, breaking through the surface and coughing several times, exhaling massive globs of water.

      “Ack! Hack!... ha… hack… ha… ha…”

      After recovering a bit of my ability to breathe, I swam back toward the shore and pulled myself up. I was still too shocked by what just happened. My body hadn’t recovered yet, so I sat down, placed my arms behind my back, and took several deep breaths. The cool pebbles beneath my hands were smooth and soft. They helped relax my mind and allowed me to think about what I had just seen.

      That brilliant golden light… I had felt this light a few times before, but I hadn’t known what it was at the time. Yes, I remember. During my battle with that large Demon Beast in Nevaria, I had felt this powerful light come to me. There was also the time during my battle against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm when I felt it. Now that I had touched the sphere, touched my link to that element, I understood what it was.

      The light element.

      I didn’t know how it was possible, but I had somehow gained an affinity for light.

      Having recovered from my previous shock, I stood up and held out my hand, willing the water on my body and clothes to gather above my palm. A small ball of water formed above my hand. I let it fall to the ground and, my body now dry, made my way back to the cave.

      A smile worked its way onto my face as I entered the cave. I was excited to share my most recent discovery.

      “I’m back, and you’ll never believe what just happened,” I began. “I’ve somehow managed to…”

      I trailed off when my eyes didn’t immediately catch sight of the cloaked woman. While she did sometimes leave to collect herbs, I had been doing that job for her recently, so she normally stayed indoors now. Did she run out of ingredients? So soon? But I had just gotten her a huge haul several days ago. There were still several baskets’ worth in the corner.

      It wasn’t until I saw the lump on the floor that I realized what happened.

      “Hey! Are you okay?!”

      I quickly ran over to the woman and turned her over. The cloak somehow remained in place, so I couldn’t see much of her face, but I did catch a glimpse of her chin, which was covered by a pulsating black bruise.

      “Shit! What should I do? Should I heal her?” I thought about that before quickly shaking my head. “No, she said it herself. Healing someone with Spiritual Poisoning using the water element only makes Spiritual Poisoning worse.” I bit my lip as frustration welled up inside of me, but I tried to push it back. I couldn’t afford to panic. “Bed. I should put her in bed first.”

      I lifted the woman in my arms and carried her to the bed. She was lighter than I expected. I wasn’t sure how heavy a normal woman was supposed to be, but she felt positively ethereal, almost like she wasn’t even there. Wondering if she was malnourished or if this was one of the effects of being in an advanced stage of Spiritual Poisoning, I set her down, pulled up a chair, and sat by her bedside.

      Minutes ticked by as I sat there, wondering what I should do now. Should I get her pills? How would I feed them to her? Mouth to mouth? I had no idea what to do in a situation like this. For the first time in a very long time, I felt completely helpless—and I hated it.

      Just as my feelings of helplessness were about to eat away at me, a dry rasp drew my attention to the woman.

      “Eryk…?”

      “A-are you awake?” I asked.

      “Yes… I am fine.” Despite obviously still being in pain, the woman didn’t seem bothered as she sat up and glanced around before her hood tilted toward me. “It seems I collapsed and caused you to worry. You have my apologies.”

      “Don’t apologize for something like that,” I said. “Anyway, what about you? Are you okay? Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “I’m afraid not,” the woman said. “It seems this body is finally breaking down, and there’s nothing that can be done about it.”

      “Is it because of your Spiritual Poisoning?” I asked.

      “I’m not surprised you figured out what’s afflicting me.” There was a prolonged pause that I didn’t dare interrupt. I waited on bated breath for the woman to continue. “When I was just a girl, I pushed myself too hard during training and became afflicted with Spiritual Poisoning. None of the doctors knew how to cure it, and it looked like my situation was only going to get worse. In desperation and fear, I left and traveled into the Demon Beast Mountain Range to search for a cure. It was… an incredibly stupid thing to do.”

      I didn’t say anything as this woman spoke, listening to everything she said with the attentiveness of a student listening to his master.

      “The Demon Beast Mountain Range was more dangerous than I could have ever imagined. I nearly died so many times that my body has become permanently disfigured. However, against all odds, I survived and eventually discovered those books on alchemy, which included knowledge of how to cure my Spiritual Poisoning… but by then it was already too late. By the time I found the cure, my Spiritual Poisoning had progressed to a stage so advanced nothing could fix it.”

      Listening to this woman speak caused intense sorrow to well up inside of me. I couldn’t even imagine how difficult this woman’s life must have been. She had spent decades inside of the Demon Beast Mountain Range, fending for herself, surviving in this harsh environment with no one to help her, and she had done so while suffering from Spiritual Poisoning.

      Even though my life hadn’t always been pleasant, and even though I had lost a lot, I at least had several happy memories that I wouldn’t trade for anything. I had memories of Kari traveling with me every step of my journey. I had memories of the times I played with Kayli. I remembered Erica, Tungsten, and all the others who had helped me. Compared to this woman who had nothing, my life was downright pleasant.

      However, beyond the pity I felt for this woman, deep-seated respect and admiration caused my heart to beat faster. This woman was strong. She had done something that would have broken me, accomplished something that I couldn’t fathom, and she had done it all by herself. How strong must someone be to achieve something so great without the aid of another?

      As these thoughts swirled around inside of me, the woman continued speaking.

      “I managed to prolong my life all this time by reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism and continuously consuming a vast number of Great Spiritual Elixirs… but these are only stopgap measures. It’s like trying to plug a hole in your boat with your finger, only to realize there are over a hundred holes and your boat is already half sunk. My Spiritual Poisoning has progressed to a point where no amount of Spiritual Enlightenment or alchemy pills can cure me. I’ve been slowly dying this entire time. I doubt I can go on for more than another year at the most.”

      “I… I see…”

      “Why are you crying?”

      “Am I crying?” I reached up and tried to wipe the tears flowing down my face, but no amount of wiping would halt the flow. I could have probably used the water element to remove my tears, but I honestly didn’t think I had the control necessary right now. “I’m sorry… I just…”

      “Do you pity me?”

      “A little,” I admitted, sniffling. “But I also can’t help but regret not meeting you sooner. I can’t help but wonder if maybe I could have done something if we had met earlier.”

      “There’s no use in asking ‘what ifs’ like that,” the woman said, taking a deep breath, holding it, then releasing it. “We cannot change the past. In either event, I do not mind dying now. I have been living with this pain for so long, and I’ve often wondered why I kept struggling, why I didn’t just succumb and let go. I didn’t have an answer back then, but I think I have one now.” Even though she was wearing the hood, I could tell she was looking right at me. “It was all so I could meet you. After all this time, I have finally met another survivor of Nevaria. I thought I was the only one. However, after learning that you were also from Nevaria, I felt a peace that I can’t describe with words alone. Meeting you has made me so very happy.”

      If I hadn’t already been crying, I think that would have broken me. I felt tears and even snot flowing down my face. I probably looked like a mess, but no matter how hard I tried to stop, I just couldn’t.

      “Look at you,” the woman sighed, though it sounded like she was also chuckling. “You’re such a baby.”

      “S-sorry.”

      “It is okay.”

      “Hey…”

      “Yes?”

      “Can I… hold your hand?”

      I felt stupid asking to hold her hand. I wasn’t some simple-minded and pure teenager asking his crush if we could hold hands, but that was what I felt like just now.

      Despite how my words probably sounded stupid, the woman shifted and raised her hands. They were covered in gloves, but she removed one of them, revealing the dark bruise pulsating along her entire arm. It seemed I wasn’t just imagining it. The Spiritual Poisoning had probably spread through her entire body.

      “Here,” the woman said, and despite her hand looking horribly disfigured, she held it steady as I reached out and clasped it with my own.
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      Things proceeded much more smoothly after I protected Siv from that pack of Werewolves. She seemed to trust me more. I was grateful since it made our progress through this forest smoother.

      It was clear to me now that she did not like violence, fighting, or anything to do with the intentional harming of others. I found it odd that a Drakvarian would abhor such things. While I had never met one of her race until now, all of the Dragons I had met were battle maniacs, but perhaps Siv was like this as a result of what happened to her father. I knew how hard it was to watch a member of your family die.

      Kari’s and Kayli’s deaths still haunted me.

      I did run into a few new problems regarding Siv, though I didn’t know if I would call them “problems” per se. That was overstating the matter a bit. It wasn’t like this was a big deal. However, after Siv realized that all I wanted to do was protect her, she became… well, clingy. She used every opportunity she could to hug my arm. When we were traveling, she would grab my sleeve as though afraid I would disappear if she let go.

      Because I was now actively using Spiritual Perception to keep us from running into Demon Beasts, I didn’t really have a problem indulging her, but problems did arise during the night.

      Siv wanted to sleep with me.

      I didn’t mean that in a sexual way. She never tried to tear my pants off and do the deed, but she would also snuggle close and hold me tight. It made me wonder if the reason she wanted physical affection was because she needed someone to comfort her. Perhaps I was something like a replacement for her dad.

      It seemed almost as if she was becoming dependent on me, which I didn’t think was healthy. I also knew there wasn’t anything I could do at the moment to stop her.

      In many ways, Siv was dependent on me. She was strong. Given her incredible strength, I was sure she had already reached the Third State of Spiritualism if not the Fourth State. However, because she didn’t like violence, she couldn’t fight, which meant she had no choice but to rely on me. Once we got back to Nevaria, I was sure she would eventually settle down and become more independent.

      Well, that was my hope.

      Our travels continued, and I had to wonder how big this forest was; we had already been traveling for well over seven days now, and there didn’t seem to be any end in sight. I was honestly getting worried. Had it taken this long to travel to the Morkdypt Ravine when I was traveling with Herleif? I couldn’t remember. And just where was that old man anyway? I hoped he was still alive. I didn’t want to have to be the one who told Kari that her grandfather was dead.

      During what had to be our eighth day, Siv suddenly stopped walking. She was grabbing onto my sleeve. While this would have normally ended up with me pulling her off balance had she been a normal girl, Siv was still a Drakvarian, and her physical strength was such that I was the one who nearly fell over.

      “What is it?” I looked over my shoulder at Siv.

      Siv cocked her head to the side. What was she doing? It took me a moment, but I soon realized that she was likely listening to something.

      “Sounds. Footsteps. Many.”

      Siv still couldn’t speak in complete sentences, but she knew quite a few words and could at least string them together. I was able to easily understand what she was saying. Somewhere ahead of us there were a lot of people marching, but that didn’t make any sense. This forest was far from any civilization. There should not have been a soul around save for ourselves and the Demon Beasts, so why would there be so many…

      I took a deep breath as a thought occurred to me. I hoped I was wrong, but if I wasn't, then this could spell trouble.

      “We’re taking to the trees,” I said.

      Siv didn’t seem to understand, but that was okay because I scooped her into my arms without warning, though she didn’t resist even after I had done this. She wrapped her arms around my neck and relaxed almost completely. The level of trust she showed in me now was pretty impressive, considering how badly I had scared her after killing that Werewolf.

      Using the Jump Step, I took to the air, ascending until I landed on a branch high above the forest floor. I ran quickly along the branches, leaping when I needed to, but mostly doing my best to hide from any prying eyes down below.

      I think my idea was pretty good. As I moved across the branches, the sounds that Siv had been hearing became louder and louder, until it was all I could hear. What’s more, the trees seemed to be shaking.

      Setting Siv down on a branch several times thicker than I was tall, I knelt and crawled over so I could peer down from above. What I saw stunned me. Sekbeists. Thousands of them. I couldn’t get an accurate estimation thanks to the trees, but there were definitely around several tens of thousands marching down there.

      It wasn’t just Sekbeists either.

      There were many Demon Beasts among this massive army. I could see everything from Saber-Toothed Tigers with their orange striped fur and powerful bodies to even a few Greater Behemoths like the one I had fought in my past life. Not only were these Greater Behemoths moving alongside the Sekbeists, they were carrying massive carriages filled with more Sekbeists on their backs.

      “This is… a massive army,” I whispered in shock.

      “Ar… my?” Siv tilted her head.

      “Yes. Army.” I didn’t look at Siv as I stared at the group of Sekbeists, trying my best to get as accurate of an estimation of their numbers as I could. “It looks like there are definitely over ten thousand Sekbeists and even more Demon Beasts. I estimate there might be around thirty thousand. No wonder we didn’t see a single Demon Beast down in that ravine. They were probably all being moved so they could make this march.”

      I was using a lot of words Siv didn’t understand, but I couldn’t focus on her right now. I needed to know more than just their numbers. What kind of Demon Beasts were being used, how many of each were there, and did they have any S-Rank Demon Beasts among their ranks? From what I saw, it didn’t look like they had anything above A-Rank. I hoped that was the case.

      As I was looking at the massive army, someone at the front caught my attention, causing me to frown. This person was neither Sekbeist nor Demon Beast. His very presence sent a jolt down my spine.

      He stood on two legs, had a head full of blond hair with gray streaks, and appeared to be in excellent physical condition. I didn’t know what age I should put him at. He somehow combined a youthful demeanor with the appearance of an older gentleman. However, that wasn’t important.

      What was important was that this man looked like he was leading the army of Sekbeists.

      And standing next to the human male was a Sekbeist Shaman, who I would bet anything was the same one that sicced the Basilisk on Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel back in Bucharest.

      Suddenly, the man looked in our direction. I pulled Siv back and ducked out of sight. Seconds seemed like hours as I held my breath. After counting down in my head, I slowly peeked back at the group. A sigh escaped me as I saw the man no longer looking at us.

      “We can’t get to Nevaria this way,” I said, leaning back at last to hide from view. Whether that man had seen me or not, it was better to be safe than sorry. “We’ll have to find another way of reaching Nevaria, and we need to hurry.”

      “Need? Hurry?” asked Siv.

      “Yes, we need to hurry,” I said.

      It was obvious to me that this army was heading toward Nevaria for the sake of ransacking the city. I was sure they were also responsible for what happened to Nevaria in my past life, though I had no proof. But everything seemed to fit into place now. The Demon Beast Invasion must have been Dyr’s powers being activated. After the Demon Beast Invasion, the Sekbeists swept through Nevaria for reasons I was unaware of. When the Demon Beasts attacked the small stronghold that myself, Kari, and a few survivors had lived in, they must have been controlled by the Sekbeists to attack any humans on sight… or maybe they had been pushed back by the Sekbeist army that came after Nevaria was destroyed.

      How and why the Sekbeists had launched an attack on Nevaria were things I didn’t know, though I suppose they could have just wanted to destroy us. Even so, I felt like there was a reason Nevaria had been targeted beyond simply wanting to annihilate humanity. I also had questions. Where were the Sekbeists when I returned? There should have been some sign of them after I came back to Nevaria in the past, but I had seen neither hide nor hair, nothing to indicate their presence.

      I ran a hand through my hair. Standing here thinking about it probably wasn’t going to help me.

      While I was thinking, Siv seemed to have done some thinking of her own.

      “If need hurry. Fly?”

      “Fly?” I snapped back to the present and looked in Siv’s direction. “Do you mean you’ll change into your dragon form and we’ll fly to Nevaria?”

      Siv nodded. “Need directions. Siv fly past scary green people.”

      “If you can fly me to Nevaria, I would be very happy.” I stood up and offered Siv my hand, which she took so I could pull her up. “Let’s get further away from that army and find a place where you can transform.”

      Siv and I quickly traveled away from the Sekbeist army, journeying across the treetops until the sounds of thousands of footsteps disappeared. We landed back on the ground and I used Spiritual Perception to see if there were any enemies. No one was present. It looked like we were in the clear, so I gestured to Siv and had her follow me.

      We didn’t find a clearing, but we did eventually end up at the edge of the forest. I was not exactly sure where we were since Mount Hymll was nowhere near us. The area up ahead was craggy and covered in cliffs. It didn’t look quite like a mountain range, but there were several smaller mountains spread across this vast desert area.

      The air had suddenly turned arid. Breathing in the dry air, which contained the scents of sand and rock, I looked at Siv.

      “Can you transform here?”

      “Big enough,” Siv said with a nod. “Stand back.”

      I wasn’t sure how far away I needed to be, so I stepped several meters back from Siv as she closed her eyes. Her body stilled, her breathing slowed, and even her heartbeat became fainter. It looked like she was meditating while standing up.

      A minute passed by in silence. The only sounds were the wind blowing through the cliffs, but then another sound soon arose, a crackling that reminded me of snapping bones. The sounds were coming from Siv, whose body was suddenly growing larger and changing shape. She grew so much that her clothes tore apart.

      Scales sprouted from around the scales that looked like they had been grafted into her skin, expanding across her arms as her middle and index fingers merged together, transforming her hands into massive claws with four fingers. Similarly, her arms and shoulders suddenly grew thousands of glistening green scales. Her legs transformed into the hind legs of a reptile as the tail sprouting from her lower back increased in size from a meter to three or four meters.

      Siv’s neck grew longer and the horns on her head gained a noticeably more menacing appearance as her hair turned into ridged spikes that grew along her neck. Her nose and mouth grew outward into a reptilian muzzle with a row of incredibly sharp teeth. Powerful brow ridges protected her rhomboidal green eyes, which were large, glowing with power, and contained a single black slit for a pupil. The wings that had been sitting on her back also grew to an astonishing length. They had originally been maybe a meter across when fully extended, but now it looked like they were ten or maybe even fifteen meters. Of course, Siv’s body was now easily ten or fifteen times larger than mine. She towered over me like an Útgarðar—the lightning giants said to live in Lintilskudd, Third Realm of this world—over a human.

      Craning her neck to look at me, Siv released a roar that only someone who could speak dragon—no, who could speak Drakvarian—would ever understand.

      I walked up and leapt onto Siv’s back. Her scales were very smooth and soft, but they also felt hard beneath my feet. Durable. Strong. Dragon scales were one of the toughest substances around and with good reason.

      Finding a place to sit near the front, I grabbed onto the nearest spiked ridge as Siv flapped her wings, creating a powerful updraft that lifted her into the air. The wind pushed against us as we ascended. A loud howling sound filled my ears.

      I had flown around plenty of times in the past after reaching the Fourth State of Spiritualism, but this was something that felt altogether different. I had never ridden on a Dragon’s back before, never mind a Drakvarian’s back. Dragons were a proud race, so I imagined the Drakvarians were prouder still. They were a race from Vindenket, the Eighth Realm of our world. I could not imagine any Drakvarian letting me ride them, and yet here I was, riding on one’s back.

      And it was amazing.

      I knew I wasn’t supposed to get excited. The situation was quite dire, but even though I felt a sense of urgency, I could not contain my joy at flying on a Drakvarian. I felt the smoothness of her scales underneath my hands, marveled at the powerful shoulder muscles I was sitting between, and admired the sight of Siv’s beautiful wings as they flapped. I didn’t feel much air resistance after our initial takeoff. I suppose that was because Siv had a wind elemental affinity. She was likely using her Spiritual Power to decrease wind resistance.

      Glancing down, I realized we had already traveled quite far. I actually recognized where we were now. This was the same area where I had fought against the Giant Rock Golem, or at least very close to it.

      A smile worked its way onto my face. Even flying at this speed, it would still take several days to return to Nevaria. I lay down on Siv’s back, closed my eyes, and decided to get some sleep while I could.
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      “That is strange. I’ve never heard of someone who gained a third affinity before,” the cloaked woman said.

      The scent of petrichor filled the room, mixing with another scent, that of smoke, woodchips, and soup. Thunder crashed outside of the cavern as a heavy downpour splattered against the ground. The sound of falling rain and thunder overpowered the crackling of the fire, which I kept going by adding some of the spare firewood I had brought in the day before.

      I gave the woman a wry grin. “I haven’t either, but I can’t deny what happened.”

      After I finished putting one more log into the makeshift fireplace, which was just a small stone wall shaped like a circle, I grabbed the ladle sticking out of a pot. The pot was hovering over the fireplace, attached to a simple tripod stand. The scent of fresh soup was coming from inside of it. Thick and creamy, the soup was made from a combination of milk, freshly chopped vegetables, and a variety of herbs. The milk came from a type of F-Rank Demon Beast called a Bovine.

      I would have added meat, but that seemed to damage the woman’s stomach. She was no longer capable of digesting it.

      After stirring the ladle, I spooned up a small bit and taste-tested the dish. Just like its appearance, the thick and creamy soup possessed a very hearty flavor. The mixture of spices was also combined with herbs that were beneficial to a person’s health. I knew it wouldn’t help this woman heal, but I still wanted to do something, anything to ease her suffering.

      I spooned the soup into a bowl and grabbed a spoon from the drawer by the wall. Then I turned toward the bed—where the cloaked woman sat with her hands in her lap—walked over, and sat down on the chair right next to the bed.

      I continued talking. “I had gone into the ‘place where my Spiritual Power resides’ just like you said I should, but while I was there, I discovered three spheres. Two were glowing, but one of them wasn’t. However, the moment I touched the sphere that wasn’t glowing, it lit with a brilliant golden color, and then I somehow gained the ability to use the light element.”

      After saying this, I raised my hand and channeled my Spiritual Power through it. A brief flicker appeared above my palm. It looked like something was trying to burst into existence. Another second passed, then a golden orb that illuminated the cave suddenly appeared above my hand. The cloaked woman stared at the orb before I dismissed it.

      “Well, it’s hard to disprove you in the face of such evidence… and I can eat myself, you know,” her last words contained a dry note to them, but I paid them no heed.

      “I am aware.” I took the spoon and gently blew on it. “However, I would prefer feeding you myself.”

      “I… I’m not a cripple, you know? I can feed myself.”

      I tilted my head at the woman, wondering why she was so intent on insisting that she could feed herself. I was well aware that she wasn’t a cripple, that she could still move and do things for herself, but I wanted to make her life as easy as possible. Oh. But then, maybe she was one of those independent types? She had lived on her own for a very long time, after all.

      “I understand,” I said in a soft voice before holding out the bowl. “Here.”

      The woman stared at the bowl for the longest time, then reached out her hand. She stopped just before touching the bowl. I wondered what she was doing, but then she retracted her hands and placed them on her lap.

      “Can I ask why you are so insistent on feeding me? Is it because you pity me?”

      “That isn’t the reason.” I shook my head. “I just want to do whatever I can for you.”

      It was true that I pitied her, pitied the circumstances that had led to her current situation, but the respect I felt for her strength and tenacity far outweighed the pity in my heart. This woman was incredible for surviving as long as she had in a place so dangerous while suffering from Spiritual Poisoning.

      “But why?” the woman asked as if she couldn’t understand.

      “Why? You ask me why, but I don’t really have a reason.” I didn’t think she would accept that, so I gently began stirring the warm soup in the bowl and thought about what I should say. “I guess, if I had to have a reason, it’s because you saved me.”

      “You mean when I found you unconscious in Nevaria?” I could have sworn the woman was frowning at me. “It was only a coincidence that I found you there. I just thought it would be a shame for you to die after I finally found another living human after so long.”

      I shook my head again. “I wasn’t talking about that. When you brought me here, I was a wreck. I was lost, consumed by hatred and thoughts of revenge. I felt like I was slowly becoming a monster. At the time, I didn’t really care if I became a monster or not. If it would help me get my revenge, then becoming a monster was fine, but then you appeared before me. You saved me without a second thought, never asked questions about my past, and taught me about alchemy and spiritualism. And, I don’t know, I guess you reminded me of someone else I once knew.”

      The warm bowl in my hands caused heat to spread through my palms and up my arms. I was feeling nostalgic now, remembering the time when Kari had rescued me.

      “Long ago, there was another person who saved me. Like you, she did everything in her power to help me and supported me for so long. You remind me a lot of her. But more than that, being with you has made me realize that the person I am now is not the person she fell in love with. She wouldn’t want me to become a monster. I still want revenge, but I don’t want to get revenge at the cost of betraying the expectations of the person who gave her life for me. This is something I’ve only come to understand after living with you.”

      I had every intention of killing the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. My hatred for him would never abate so long as I lived. However, if I became a monster to kill him, then I would have dishonored Kari’s memory. I understood that she hadn’t saved me so I could become consumed by hatred and revenge. Such thoughts would have never crossed her mind, and while I couldn’t give up on the idea of revenge, I could at least retain my humanity.

      “I’m very grateful to you,” I continued. “So I guess if I had to give you a reason for why I want to do all of this for you, it would be that.”

      “I-I see.” The hood shifted a bit. “Well… if you are that insistent… I suppose… it would be okay.”

      It was the first time I had heard this woman sound so bashful. I couldn’t see through her hood, of course, but I imagined she was blushing. It made me want to look past her hood to her real face. I still didn’t know what she looked like.

      “Thank you,” I said as I scooped another spoonful of soup and held it out for the woman.

      Leaning forward, I watched as the spoon disappeared inside of the dark hood. I felt some resistance press against the spoon as the woman took it into her mouth, then retracted it, eyeing the now empty spoon. Like this, the process repeated itself over and over again. All the while, it was accompanied by the sounds of rain and thunder.
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      Kari, Lin, and Fay spent several days inside the ruins. During that time, they made many new discoveries. Kari was particularly ecstatic over what they had discovered, though she understood that, at present, they were unable to do anything about what they had found. Still, she couldn’t wait to show Eryk once he returned from his expedition with her grandfather.

      “Oh, man! This is amazing! Incredible! I can’t wait to show what we found to Eryk! I’m sure he’ll be excited!”

      “Calm down, Kari. You’re going to work yourself into a fit if you keep up like this,” Fay said with a gentle smile.

      “I know. I know. But it’s just so hard to remain calm.”

      “I understand that… but you should at least try.”

      Kari took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart. It hadn’t stopped beating like a bongo drum since they made their discovery.

      “We’re traveling back home tomorrow, yes?” Lin asked from where she sat… though even now Kari wasn’t sure if what Lin did could be called sitting. Her tail was coiled up like unused rope, and she was sitting on top of it, which kinda made it look like she was sitting on a throne of scales.

      “That’s right,” Kari said with a nod. “There’s not much more that we can do here, and considering what we found, I’d like to get back as soon as possible and report this to Eryk. I do not know what to make of our discovery, but I’m positive he will know something. I’m sure he’ll be excited too.”

      Eryk had two lifetime’s worth of experience. Kari was sure he would know something.

      “I think the one who is most excited is you,” Fay said with a weary smile.

      “That’s true. No one will be as excited as I am right now,” Kari replied, not even bothering to hide her joy.

      The three of them were sitting around a fire. They had brought with them a portable fire pit and grill, which was made from black steel. Light from the fire illuminated their faces, and the heat permeated outward to warm them right up.

      Because they were currently located inside a ruin with nothing they could catch for food, they were eating the food they had brought with them—pickled meat and meat soaked in oil to prevent the flavor from escaping. Most people ate smoked or dried meat, but Eryk had taught Kari not to compromise on her food when traveling into the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      There were actually reasons for eating delicious food beyond flavor. Good food had a way of uplifting one’s spirits, while bad food brought it down. In a place like this, where danger lurked around every corner, it was important for morale to be high so as to prevent travelers from falling into despair.

      “Still… I’m not really sure what to make of that… that thing you discovered,” Fay admitted as she gnawed on a piece of dried jerky.

      “I’m not really sure what it is either.” Kari shrugged. “But I’m sure Eryk and I can find out with some research. I’ll have to begin scouring all the books I can. I think Mother’s library should have something regarding this, and if not, then I can always visit the Nadine Library.”

      “Hmm… yes, I suppose so.”

      Lin held her arms and shivered despite being near the fire. “This princess is not sure about you two, but that giant… whatever it is gives her the creeps.”

      “Why is that?” asked Kari.

      “This princess is not sure,” Lin admitted. “She just knows that thing makes her wary.”

      Lin had some fairly powerful instincts—a result of her race, no doubt. Kari had read in a book that Lamia were natural predators. They had an incredible sense of smell and the ability to sense when danger was nearby. She didn’t know how true it was, but Lin was always the first among them to respond when they were about to be attacked by Demon Beasts, almost as if she could use Spiritual Perception like Eryk.

      Kari, Lin, and Fay continued talking as they ate their meal, then Kari summoned the futon from her storage ring and placed it on the ground. It was a large futon, one capable of fitting all three of them plus Eryk. Even Lin with her six-meter-long tail could sleep comfortably in this, though that was partly because she liked to curl her tail around them like a tourniquet.

      The three of them crawled inside the futon and snuggled together for warmth. While Kari wished Eryk was with them, she couldn’t deny that sleeping with her two future sisters was nice too. Lin was clingy and hugged her close for warmth. Her cuddly nature and disposition were at odds with the cold-bloodedness of her species, but Kari thought it was cute. Fay wasn’t as affectionate. However, she was Kari’s best friend in the entire world.

      As she lay there on the futon, Kari closed her eyes and let sleep take her.

      Kari did not have any strange dreams that night. She chalked it up to not sleeping with Eryk. That was usually the only time she dreamed of her past life.

      They woke up early the next morning, ate a quick breakfast, and stored their belongings inside Kari’s storage ring. Their goal of coming to this place had been accomplished. Now all that was left for them to do was return to Nevaria and inform Eryk about their discovery.

      “You really are talented at drawing, Lin,” Kari said as they walked through the massive hallway. Even now, she could not help but marvel at how big everything in this ruin was. It was like someone had built this place with giants in mind.

      In her hand was a sheet of parchment with a highly detailed map of the ruins drawn on it. This map showed all the floors and rooms they had explored, along with whatever items lay inside. There were even several notes about each floor written in neat cursive.

      “This princess is glad you like her map.” Lin puffed out her modest chest. “It is her first time making one.”

      “Hard to believe this is your first time.” Fay had come up alongside Kari and also looked at the map with keen interest. “I’ve seen maps of Nevaria made by professionals before, and the one you just made wouldn’t look out of place in a map maker's shop.”

      “Now you’re just making this princess blush.”

      Despite her words, Lin’s tail thumped against the ground as she happily wiggled her ears. The wide smile she wore and the way her eyes sparkled only emphasized her joy at being praised.

      She’s so simple, but that’s why I love her.

      They had spent the previous night inside of the room they had used during their expedition with Catalyna, which meant it was just a quick hop up the stairs before they reached the exit. Sunlight rained on them from above as they emerged from the large archway. Several birds chirped in the distance. Kari took a deep breath, smiling as she inhaled the fresh scent of grass and flowers.

      “Are you two ready?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Fay said.

      “This princess is ready to leave,” Lin added.

      Their responses gave Kari a warm feeling in her chest. “Then let’s go back home.”

      The journey back to Nevaria did not take more than fourteen days, but they had spent five days exploring the ruins and another fourteen reaching the ruins, making for a total of thirty-three days gone. Kari thought that might even be the longest amount of time she had spent outside of Nevaria. Their last expedition with Catalyna had been long, but they had been in a rush to get back home because of the Demon Beast attack.

      As they entered the northern gate, the sights, sounds, and smells of Nevaria penetrated Kari’s senses. The shouts of vendors filled the air, mixed in with the joyful screams of children playing a game of tag as they ran between the legs of adults. Several different scents wafted through the atmosphere. Lin, who had the greatest sense of smell, glanced at some of the less hygienic people wandering by with a frown, but Kari ignored the smell of unwashed bodies. She was merely glad to be home.

      There’s something indescribable about returning home from a long expedition. Yes, this feeling is almost as pleasant as making a great discovery while out exploring.

      “Happy to be home?” asked Fay.

      Kari beamed and nodded. “Yes! It’s such a pleasant feeling to return after a long journey. I feel like I finally understand what the characters in all those books I read must have felt.”

      Fay shook her head and smiled.

      Several members of the Imperial Royal Guard stood at the entrance. That in itself was rather odd since the Imperial Royal Guard was not responsible for safeguarding the gates.

      “Lady Kari, we’re pleased to see you’ve returned safely,” one of the guards said. He was dressed in the golden armor of an Imperial Royal Guard Captain. “I’ve been asked to inform you that Empress Hilda has requested your presence the moment you arrived back home.” He looked at Lin and Fay, bowing his head to them. “Of course, Lady Lin and Lady Fay are welcome to come with you.”

      Kari was able to keep the frown off her face, but a sense of discomfort filled her at this man’s words.

      “You are… Captain Sterk, correct? Can we at least freshen up before we see her?”

      Captain Sterk shook his head. “I was told that you were to arrive as soon as possible. We have even prepared a carriage for you and your two companions.”

      “Haaaaaah. Very well.” Kari finally did frown as she looked at Lin and Fay. “Shall we go see what Mother wants?”

      “This princess was hoping to get a decent meal before anything else.” Lin grimaced. “But it sounds like whatever your mother wants to see you for is important.”

      “I am with you,” Fay said. “Don’t worry, Kari. We’ll go see what your mom wants together.”

      “Thank you.” Kari turned back toward the captain. “Please take us to the Imperial Royal Palace.”

      “At once, Lady Kari.”

      Captain Sterk snapped off a salute, then ordered his guards to form up around Kari, Fay, and Lin. He escorted them to a large carriage made with Lamia in mind. The three of them climbed into the back, while the guards formed up around them. Captain Sterk also entered the carriage and sat on one of the benches. Meanwhile, the three girls sat on the same bench, with Kari in the center.

      The ride to the Imperial Royal Palace was mostly done in silence. Kari did not feel comfortable talking in front of Captain Sterk. She didn’t know much about him, but she had heard rumors that during the Demon Beast Invasion several months ago, the captain had not participated in the defense of Nevaria. He’d only showed up after the battle was won and tried to claim the credit of defending the people. Whether or not those rumors were true, she did not know. However, the mere fact that such rumors sprang up meant something must have happened.

      Fay and Lin must have sensed her emotions because they were also silent.

      When they reached the Imperial Royal Palace, Captain Sterk led them to an informal meeting room. It was much smaller than her mother’s receiving room, but that did not mean it was lacking in majesty. Small columns decorated the interior and held the ribbed ceiling aloft. The walls featured archways with rune motifs etched onto their surfaces. Only slightly longer than it was wide, this room possessed a small throne opposite the entrance. It rested in the very back.

      Her mother sat on the throne, dressed in a royal red gown that went well with her pure white skin and blonde hair. Standing behind her were Dante, Rainer, and Valence. While her blood-father was dressed in the traditional armor of an Imperial Royal Knight general, the other two were not wearing armor. They wore formal black military uniforms with red trim and silver epaulets.

      Herleif was also present.

      Kari’s eyes immediately went to her grandfather as she walked forward with Lin and Fay, offering a polite curtsy as she greeted her mother. She did not let her thoughts slip on her face. However, alarm bells went off inside of her when she saw Herleif standing beside her mother without Eryk.

      Fay and Lin also curtsied, though Lin’s looked a little awkward because she didn’t have legs.

      “Mother, I have returned.”

      “I am glad to see you are back,” her mother said. She paused for a moment to cast her eyes on Captain Sterk. “You may leave.” While the captain wore a stiff expression of reluctance, he did nothing more than offer a polite bow before turning on his heel and exiting through the door. Her mother turned back to her once the captain was gone. “I would love to hear about your trip, but at present, we cannot afford the luxury of a long chat.”

      The fact that her mother was being so short worried Kari. Something must have happened. Judging from the fact that her grandfather was present but not Eryk, she believed that something had to do with her fiancé.

      “I will not beat around the issue, so let me get straight to the point.” The empress stared into Kari’s eyes with an expression so grave Kari felt her throat go dry. “Herleif and Eryk traveled to the Morkdypt Ravine, where they discovered a large group of Sekbeists. They were forced to flee, but during their escape, they were attacked by a powerful woman with wings. Herleif suspects she was a Dragon. Eryk told Herleif to flee while he distracted their foe. They were supposed to meet back up, but…”

      “Does that mean Darling is missing?!” Lin could keep silent no longer. “Where is Darling?!”

      “We do not know.” Her mother shook her head. “Before they could meet back up, Herleif discovered a large army of Sekbeists and Demon Beasts marching toward Nevaria.” She glanced at Herleif before turning back to Kari’s group and continuing. “He was not able to get an accurate estimate of their forces, but his initial survey made him believe the numbers to be in the tens of thousands.”

      Kari did her best not to let her worry show. She did her best, but even though she succeeded in keeping a calm façade up, the feeling of her stomach twisting itself into knots was difficult to ignore.

      “I believe Eryk is alive,” Kari said at last. “I’m sure he will return to us soon.”

      While it was hard to be confident given what she had heard, she still believed every word she said. Yes, she was worried; she was fraught with worry, so much so that she felt sick to her stomach, but she also believed in Eryk. That man had proven himself to her and everyone else time and time again. She also loved him. If she could not remain confident in the man she loved, then who could she express confidence in?

      “I believe he is alive as well,” Empress Hilda confessed with a smile. “That young man is incredibly strong, and he seems quite cunning and intelligent on top of that. I do not believe he would be killed so easily. He is probably doing what he can to avoid the marching army and make his way back home. Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do for him right now except pray that he returns soon. At the moment, we have to deal with the current problem facing us.”

      Her mother paused again and turned her head to look at Rainer, who stepped forward. It looked like he would be doing the talking now. Kari, Fay, and Lin turned their attention to him.

      “At present, there is an army of Sekbeist traveling this way. We’re going to hold a discussion with all the commanding officers of the Nevarian Spiritualists, Imperial Royal Guard, and the higher-Ranking members of the nobility.” He paused to make sure Kari was following along before he continued. “Given the Nevarian Braves’ current strength, they are a force that we cannot ignore. Normally, we would have spoken with Eryk, but since he is not here, you three are currently the highest-Ranking members of your sect present. That is why we would like you three to take part in the meeting.”

      “I normally would not let you take part in a meeting like this,” her mother spoke again. “Truth be told, I do not want you getting involved in such a dangerous matter, but I understand that this is not something I can keep from you. Aside from the promise I made to Eryk still being in effect, you have proven yourself to be a strong and capable Spiritualist, and it would be foolish of me to shield you when that strength is needed now more than ever before. That is why I am letting you take part in this meeting to help us decide what we will do about the incoming army.”

      “I understand, Mother,” Kari said.

      “Good. The meeting will take place in three hours. I know you girls just got back from your expedition, so please use this time to freshen up and rest.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Kari, Lin, and Fay bowed to her mother before they were escorted out of the room by a young maid. They were led to her previous bedroom, which had not changed since she moved out. Kari glanced around the room. Everything looked the same as it had the last time she had seen it.

      “If you need anything, I shall be waiting right outside this door,” the maid said with a bow.

      “Thank you,” Kari responded. The maid bowed again and left the room. Once the maid was gone, she turned to the other two. “Why don’t we take a bath first?”

      “This princess approves of that idea,” Lin said as she slithered over to the door leading into Kari’s private bath. Kari and Fay followed her.

      After stripping out of their clothing, which was covered in dirt from their travels, the three girls entered the private bath and began washing each other. They decided to wash Lin first. Her six-meter-long tail took a lot more effort to wash. Kari used a scrub to clean the dark-skinned girl’s tail, making sure to remove all the dirt from between her scales, while Fay washed Lin’s back and front. Lin released a pleasant sigh as the other two girls pampered her.

      “Being washed like this is soooo nice, though this princess wishes Darling was with her.”

      “I’m sure he’ll return soon. Then we can all take a bath together,” Kari said as she finished scrubbing Lin’s tail, then filled a bucket with water from the bath and poured it onto the tail. The dirt and mud that had been on her tail washed away along with the soap suds. She really had been quite dirty.

      “Do you really think Eryk is okay?” Fay asked.

      “Of course, Darling is okay,” Lin said. “There is nothing in this world that can defeat Darling.”

      “But… Empress Hilda said he and Herleif were attacked by a woman with wings. They said she was a Dragon.”

      “This princess does not know what a Dragon is, but she is sure Darling is fine.”

      “Dragons are a mythical race of beings that are said to be the strongest and most long-lived race in our world,” Kari told Lin. “They are powerful creatures that are so strong even an army of Spiritualists is not enough to defeat them. They are a large reptilian species that look sort of like a lizard with wings. They are highly intelligent and incredibly dangerous… according to what I’ve read.” She tilted her head. “That said, I’ve never heard of one that can turn into a human…”

      “That sounds like a Drakvarian to me, but no matter how powerful and smart they are, Darling will never lose to anything, not even a Dragon.”

      Kari had never heard of a Drakvarian before. She wondered what that was, but there were more important matters on her mind right now.

      “I believe you are right,” she agreed with Lin.

      While Kari and Lin expressed confidence in Eryk’s survival, Fay said nothing, neither an agreement nor disagreement. She was probably the most worried out of them all. Of course, she and Lin were worried too. They just had more confidence in him than they did worry for him.

      Because they had several hours before the meeting would take place, Kari, Lin, and Fay stayed in the bath until their skin was flushed red. They emerged only after becoming light-headed from the heat. After getting dressed, Kari asked the maid by the entrance to deliver them some food, and the three of them ate a simple meal while waiting for someone to come and escort them to the upcoming meeting.

      A knock suddenly came at the door while the three of them were sitting on Kari’s bed.

      “Who is it?” asked Kari.

      “It’s Garret, Lady Kari. I’ve come to escort you to the receiving hall.”

      “Looks like it’s time,” Fay said, standing up.

      “About time. This princess is getting anxious.”

      While Lin expressed her impatience, Kari merely climbed off the bed and walked over to the door. Garret was standing in front of it. He looked the same as always.

      “Lady Kari, are you, Lady Lin, and Lady Fay ready?” he asked.

      “We are. Please take us to the receiving hall.”

      “At once.”

      With Fay and Lin in tow, Kari followed Garrett as he led them away from her bedroom and toward the receiving hall. Despite acting calm on the outside, she was anything but on the inside. Her emotions were tumultuous. She could not help but worry about their situation and what would happen from here on out.

      Please, hurry up and come home, Eryk.
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      Garrett led Kari, Fay, and Lin through many corridors before they reached a pair of double doors guarded by two members of the Imperial Royal Guard. The doors were opened so they could enter.

      As she stepped into the massive chamber, Kari was startled to realize that many people were already present. Of course, she recognized Alexander Eieran, Grimm and Catherina Kriger, Stelys Valstine, Feinrea Kunis, Hellen Brynhild, and several other prominent noble figures. It looked like everyone except the Drage Family had gathered.

      When she, Fay, and Lin stepped through the door, everyone inside the receiving hall grew silent and turned to witness their arrival. Several eyebrows were raised. It was clear they didn’t understand why she and her future sisters were present. Rather than let herself be daunted by their expressions, Kari lifted her chin and walked into the room like she owned the place. She wouldn’t act like a meek little girl in front of these people.

      Fay and Lin followed her example. Lin seemed completely at ease with everyone staring at her, which was probably because even now she got looks for her snake tail. She seemed to have grown past the point of caring. Fay, on the other hand, was still not used to being the subject of so many stares. Her back was a little hunched as she tried her best to walk beside them, but she wasn’t cut out for this kind of political gathering.

      If possible, Kari would like to shield her best friend from being forced to attend meetings like this in the future.

      “Mother.” Kari curtsied to her mom, who sat on a throne elevated above everyone else by a platform. Her three fathers were also present, standing behind her in a show of solidarity. “I have come as you requested.”

      “I’m glad you were able to make it.” Her mother smiled, eyes twinkling just a little, though the expression soon vanished. “Given your status among the Nevarian Braves, and as my daughter, your opinion will be highly valued here.” She cast her gaze to Lin and Fay, both of whom straightened as though an electric current had raced through their spines. “You two as well. Given your experience, I value everything you might have to say, so do not hesitate to speak up.”

      “This princess will do as you suggest,” Lin said.

      “I… I will try not to let you down,” Fay added.

      Her mother nodded at their response, but then she cast her gaze toward the crowd of onlookers, her brow furrowing.

      Kari didn’t know what her mother was thinking. However, she grabbed Lin and Fay by their hand, leading them into the crowd and toward Stelys and Feinrea. The two were standing together. When they spotted Fay heading their way, they smiled.

      “Fay,” Stelys greeted his daughter. “I did not expect to see you at this meeting. You look like you are doing well.”

      “Thank you, Father. I am doing quite well.” Fay smiled a little, but it was filled with uncertainty. “And I did not expect to be at this meeting either. I’m not sure what I can contribute.”

      “Do not start with that,” Kari admonished her friend with a smile. “You know plenty about the situation, and you are more aware of the creatures coming our way than anyone save Mother. Do not doubt yourself.”

      Fay’s smile grew warm and tender at Kari’s words. She nodded once.

      “I will do that. Thank you, Kari.”

      Kari smiled but didn’t say anything else as she turned her attention back to her mother, who was still studying the group before them with a frown.

      With so many people present, the scent of numerous different types of soap and perfume filled the air. Kari wrinkled her nose. She wished some of these people would stop to think about how bad all these different scents were when combined. Would it kill the nobles to just wash with plain soap?

      Am I an oddball for preferring scentless soap? No. Eryk says he prefers my natural smell. These people just have no confidence in themselves. Ugh, it smells like Demon Beast manure in here…

      “I see the Drage Family has decided not to show up,” Empress Hilda said with a click of her tongue. “Very well. Let us begin this meeting without—”

      “My apologies for being late,” a voice suddenly boomed out from the entrance.

      Kari turned her head with everyone else to study the two men who walked into the receiving hall. One of them had shoulder-length blond hair and a matching beard, while the other looked like a younger and beardless version of the former. It was clear they were closely related. Of course, Kari recognized the two of them immediately.

      “Gudbrand and Gudmund Drage, how nice of you to join us,” her mother said with a hint of ice in her voice. “I was almost afraid you hadn’t received my notice that all members of the Three Heavenly Families and Seven Major Families present themselves for an emergency council.”

      Kari felt a jolt race down her spine. So the Drage Family had become the third Heavenly Family, after all? It must have happened while she was exploring the ruins. Kari had expected it, of course. The Drage Family was the most powerful noble family present now that the Leucht Family was gone, meaning they were the only ones who could take the position, but she was still shocked it had happened so soon.

      “Forgive us, Your Majesty.” Gudbrand swept himself into a theatrical bow. “We only received the notice a few short hours ago. As you know, our estate is quite large and far from everyone else. It took your messenger time to arrive. That is why we were so late.”

      Kari was certain Gudbrand was lying through his teeth. This was clearly an act of antagonism toward her mother, a statement similar to “We’re better than you are and there’s nothing you can do to stop us from doing whatever we want,” which caused Kari to shake with rage, though she knew better than to say something. Her mother was also aware of the Drage Family’s intent. Yet not even a hint of irritation showed on the woman’s face.

      “Very well. In either event, take your place. A dire situation that affects all of Nevaria has arisen and we cannot afford to waste too much time.”

      The two Drage Family members, head and heir, bowed once more and moved to stand within the crowd. As they did, Gudmund caught sight of Fay and tossed her a smile. Kari wrinkled her nose. She glanced at Fay, whose body had locked up, her expression pale as though she had witnessed something horrific.

      Kari wanted to comfort her friend, but her mother began speaking again.

      “All of you should have already received the information I sent about the Sekbeists,” she began. “I’ll not bore you with those details. What you need to know right now is that a large army of Sekbeist and Demon Beasts numbering in the tens of thousands are currently marching toward Nevaria.”

      Her words caused those present to stir. However, the feelings of fear and shock that Kari had expected were muted. No one looked overly worried. She wondered why at first. Surely they understood how grave this threat was? It was only after this thought crossed her mind that she realized the truth.

      They didn’t know.

      The Sekbeists were creatures that had once fought against all the races. They nearly brought the world to ruin and the races to extinction. Through an act of incredible sacrifice, the Nine Great Overlords sealed away the Sekbeist leader and his army.

      Of course, this legend was one only known to the Astralia Royal Family. No one else knew of it. Even Kari had only learned about it recently thanks to Eryk.

      Even if the others knew about this legend, it was still just a legend. The Sekbeists had not shown up for over five thousand years. That was more than enough time for everyone to forget about the threat they possessed.

      However, it wasn’t like they weren’t worried. An army of tens of thousands strong was still a grave threat. Even if you combined the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guard, their numbers would only be maybe forty thousand strong. To make matters worse, they did not know what kind of Demon Beasts were present in this army.

      “I’ve gathered you all here because we need to prepare. The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards have been issued orders to gather their forces, but it is also the duty of us noble families to help defend Nevaria as well.”

      Most everyone was nodding along with her mother’s words. Even if she had not requested this of them, it was not like they could afford to disobey. Nevaria was their home, the only one they had, and defending it with all their might was their only chance for survival.

      However, just when her mother was about to speak again, someone else spoke up.

      “Before we go any further, I do have a question.” Without waiting for a response, Gudmund stepped forward. “We have only been told about these Sekbeists recently, but they appear to have been around for a lot longer, so my question is this: Why have we not heard of them before? Why did the Astralia Royal Family not deign to inform us of this threat until now?”

      The words caused the entire room to still. Tension rose in the room. It was like someone had dropped a freezing cold waterfall onto everyone in the chamber.

      Kari glanced at her mother, whose face had gained a quality so icy it could have frozen over a volcano. She had never seen her mother look this furious before.

      “I am not sure what you are insinuating, but that you would deign to question me and my family’s integrity when our city is in jeopardy is quite insulting.”

      While the fury in her mother’s tone was muted, Kari didn’t doubt the others heard it. A collective shiver ran through the group. Even Kari was shivering as though she had been dropped in the middle of an icy tundra.

      “I apologize on my son’s behalf,” Gudbrand said with an easygoing smile as if he couldn’t feel the tension in the room. “It seems he is still lacking in refinement and enjoys speaking without thinking. I will be sure to reprimand him when we get back—”

      “There is no need,” her mother interrupted. “Should he survive the oncoming threat, I will be sure to punish him myself. I can overlook someone questioning my judgment when I am in the wrong, but I will not overlook someone so rudely insulting my family, especially not during a time of crisis. Do not forget that I am the empress, and you are my subjects.”

      Her mother’s words stunned everyone present. Kari could see the shock in their eyes. Even Gudmund and Gudbrand looked like they had swallowed a particularly foul and tart lemon.

      Empress Hilda Astralia, known by all as the commoner who became empress through nothing but her own strength, was a very hands-off ruler. She did not interfere in the matters of nobles unless necessary and spent her time creating reforms that helped increase the prosperity of the city. While some of her reforms like the mandatory schools for all citizens regardless of status had not been taken kindly by the nobility, most of them helped the nobles alongside the commonwealth, so nobody complained too much. In all the time she had ruled, she had never once spoken to a noble so brazenly.

      Of course, she had also never been so brazenly insulted before either.

      “Your Majesty,” Gudbrand began, “Surely you can overlook—”

      “I cannot,” her mother interrupted once again. “It is one thing to overlook a young child speaking out of turn, but your son is old enough to know better. He shall be punished in accordance with the law after this crisis has been dealt with.”

      Gudbrand’s expression finally cracked. It was only for a second, but Kari could have sworn she saw an intense and overwhelming hatred present on the man’s face. A chill ran down her spine. However, barely a second before it appeared, the expression vanished.

      “Yes. I understand, Your Majesty. You are quite right.” Gudbrand bowed low.

      Her mother nodded. “Good. Now, then, let us—”

      Before she could get to the point of their meeting, a loud bang echoed from the chamber entrance seconds before a man rushed into the room. He was wearing the leather armor of a Nevarian Spiritualist. His hair was in disarray as he stumbled over to the group, who parted before the man. When Kari caught a good look at him, the first thing she noticed was his incredibly pale face and the sweat running down his neck.

      “What is the meaning of this?” asked her mother, now visibly showing her irritation.

      “S-something big is coming this way!” the man shouted. “It’s coming from over the mountains! A huge, unknown Demon Beast!”

      What? Kari thought as the gathering of people descended into panicked shouting.

      “It’s Darling!” Lin suddenly shouted.

      “Huh?” Fay asked.

      “Darling is back!” Lin said as she placed a hand on her chest, where the rune array was being proudly displayed. “I can feel him! He’s back in Nevaria!”

      Lin was so excited that she had forgotten to speak in the third person. Kari and Fay shared a glance with each other, but they could only shake their heads and race after Lin as she bolted from the room.
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      Flying through the sky on Siv’s back was an incredible experience. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but after our initial takeoff, I couldn’t feel any wind resistance like I had expected. A wind funnel appeared ahead of me. Streams of wind created distortions in the air in front of Siv. The ease at which she used the wind element made it clear that this young woman had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      That was a Drakvarian for you. Their power and control were incredible over their element.

      I didn’t know how long we had been flying, but not even a day had passed since we started. Even so, I could already see the mountains surrounding Nevaria.

      “Let’s go over the mountains, Siv,” I called out to her.

      Siv roared in response. I had been worried that she wouldn’t be able to hear me, but that clearly wasn’t the case. She must have been manipulating the wind currents to help carry my voice to her.

      As we reached the mountains, Siv suddenly swerved upward and began ascending, her speed not slowing down in the slightest. I was forced to grab onto her spiked mane as I began sliding backward. It seemed Siv’s wind manipulation didn’t affect gravity. I narrowed my eyes as the mountain’s peak suddenly appeared in front of me, and then we were flying over it and Nevaria lay spread out before us.

      “Oh… wow…”

      I had never seen Nevaria from a bird’s eye view like this before. The closest I had come was staring at Nevaria from the Imperial Royal Palace. However, that view didn’t even come close to this one. I was stunned.

      The sunlight from above shone down on the city, which spread across this massive valley for many kilometers. Most of the buildings were packed closely together. Nevaria had a large population of at least one million, so they had to make the buildings fit as tightly together as they could to create enough space for everyone to live in. From high above like this, the buildings appeared to be little more than square blocks.

      Among those square blocks were several large towers featuring the ballistae I had proposed Empress Hilda create. They stood out starkly among the other buildings. Several of them were pointing in our direction.

      “Follow my instructions,” I said to Siv.

      Siv unleashed another roar, which I really hoped wasn’t as loud as it sounded to me; that would cause trouble. Well, we were already about to create a huge panic by flying into Nevaria like this. I was sure many people would think Siv a Demon Beast.

      Thinking about it in hindsight, I really should have set down outside of Nevaria and entered through the normal way. It just hadn’t occurred to me until now. I had been in such a hurry that I wanted to reach the Imperial Royal Palace as soon as possible.

      Siv followed my instructions as I asked her to fly in the sky above the range of any ballistae and directed her toward the Imperial Royal Palace, which sat on the mountain in the very center of the city. Good thing I knew the ballistae’s range. That was the only reason we flew too high for them to hit.

      I was right when I thought the people would panic. As we began descending, the guards all gathered in the courtyard where I asked Siv to set down. The Drakvarian’s muscles rippled underneath me as she jerked away from the many people, clearly afraid, and sadly, her reaction seemed antagonistic toward the people, who reacted by becoming more aggressive. This would only end in disaster if I did nothing.

      I calmly patted her back.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you,” I said. That seemed to soothe her because she began descending at a steadier pace.

      The Imperial Royal Guards who had been protecting the Imperial Royal Palace all took several steps forward, spun in time to each other, and generated a wellspring of Spiritual Power with their movements. Their swords lit up and Spiritual Power flew from their weapons in wide arcs. Fire, wind, lightning… the three major attack elements flew through the air.

      I narrowed my eyes and used my control over lightning to dispel the lightning attacks. The fire was dispelled when I sent a powerful blade of water to slice through it. Then the wind was dispelled when I created a shield that combined water and lightning into a white barrier in front of us. The wind slammed into the barrier and disappeared.

      The courtyard was quite large. Siv easily landed in an open space that didn’t have any constructs she could knock over like a pagoda. Once she had set down, I jumped off her and landed on the ground. I was about to suggest she turn back into her human form, but the Imperial Royal Guards suddenly surrounded us, their swords held at the ready.

      “D-don’t move! You are trespassing on the property of the Astralia Royal Family! F-for the crime of trespassing and bringing such a dangerous beast into our city, I’ll have to take you into custody!”

      The man who spoke was just a simple guard, neither a captain nor anyone of particular importance. I didn’t know if he knew who I was. Back when I lived in the Imperial Royal Palace, I hardly paid attention to the guards because I was busy working on so many projects.

      “Do you not recognize me?” I asked the man.

      “Why would I recognize you?!” the man shouted back, his voice a high-pitched shriek. His breathing was so labored he looked like he was on the verge of hyperventilating. I realized that he was actually staring at Siv, who had yet to transform back into her human form and was therefore still a large wall of scales and muscle.

      I sighed and was about to speak up again when the doors leading into the Imperial Royal Palace burst open as though someone had kicked them.

      Kari appeared at the entrance. She wasn’t alone. Fay and Lin were also with her. Behind them, even more people were arriving on the scene. Empress Hilda, Valence, Rainer, and Dante made an appearance, as did Stelys, Feinrea, and several other nobles I recognized either from the ball at the Eieran Family estate or through other means.

      The moment she appeared in the entrance, Kari locked eyes with me. She didn’t even see the Drakvarian behind me. Her eyes grew wide as a brilliant sparkle appeared within them. I only had a moment to admire her eyes before she disappeared within a Flash Step and was suddenly standing right before me.

      “You’re late,” she said with a smile.

      “Sorry about that. I came back as fast as I could.” I smiled back.

      That was the only incentive Kari needed to pounce on me. She lunged forward and pressed her lips to mine, wrapped her arms around my neck, and held her body close. Her breasts smashed into my chest as I tightly held her waist, pulling her flush against me. I felt a tongue penetrate my mouth. This didn’t bother me in the least as I kissed back just as passionately as the woman in my arms. I wished this moment could last forever.

      Finally, Kari pulled back.

      “I would love to stay like this, but I’m not the only one who wants to greet you,” she said with a mischievous smile.

      “Huh?”

      I barely had a second to contemplate her words before Kari slipped out of my grasp and backed away.

      “DAAAAAAARLING!!!”

      “Lin—OOF?!”

      Unlike Kari, Lin could not use the Flash Step since she had no feet, but she more than made up for this by being able to use her long tail like a coiled spring. I wasn’t even able to move as she launched herself at me. The air rushed from my lungs as Lin’s head slammed into my solar plexus, knocking me to the ground. I heard, more than felt, my head cracking against the ground, and I was very glad Siv had landed in the grass.

      “Darling! I missed you!”

      “Lin, I—mph!”

      Lin’s mouth hampered mine before I could even recover my breath. Her long tongue slipped between my lips and teeth as she ravished the inside of my mouth. She was even more passionate than Kari, who I was sure held back because she understood propriety. This girl had no such understanding.

      Despite not having much time to breathe, I placed my hand on Lin’s lower back, marveling at her smooth skin as I pulled her close. Only after she was satisfied did Lin stop kissing me. She leaned back, placed her hands on my cheeks, and pressed her forehead to mine. Her golden eyes stared into mine as she sniffled. It was always funny to see Lin look like she was about to cry because I knew she couldn’t.

      “This princess is really glad… you’re back,” she whispered.

      “Me too.”

      I leaned up and offered Lin one last peck on the lips, then had the girl get off me.

      Standing to my feet, I looked at the last person in our little group, Fay, who walked toward me before stopping a few steps away. Her lips trembled as she stood there.

      “Fay…”

      Because I knew about Fay’s inferiority complex and that she was super shy, I knew she wouldn’t run into my arms like the other two. I closed the distance between us and swept the woman into my arms. With her body now pressed to mine, I could feel the glorious curvature of her buxom figure as I buried my face into her hair and inhaled her scent. The smell of expensive shampoo mixed with Fay’s natural smell, which I honestly loved.

      “… Missed you,” Fay mumbled into my chest.

      “Hmm?”

      “I… I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.”

      I leaned back and lifted Fay’s face by placing a hand under her chin. Leaning down, I claimed her lips in a soft kiss. The warmth of her trembling lips sent a thrill through my body. Fay gripped my clothes as she tilted her head further to make kissing easier. We remained like this for a moment, but then she broke contact and moved back.

      That was when I realized the others had followed behind these three. Unlike Kari, Fay, and Lin, they were not looking at me. They were staring at the Drakvarian behind me.

      “Siv?” I turned my head to look at the Drakvarian. “Please transform into your human form.”

      The Drakvarian bobbed her head up, then down. Her body began glowing a little before it shrank. The scales receded, leaving only the few that remained after she transformed into a human. Her front forelegs became arms with dainty hands and delicate fingers. Her hind legs became supple human legs with small feet. The spiky mane turned into long green hair with a silver sheen. Like that, Siv transformed back into a human.

      She was also naked.

      I guessed that was only natural. Her clothes had torn when she transformed into a human.

      Summoning a cloak from my storage scroll, I wrapped it around Siv so no one could see her naked body. I didn’t want people staring at her. Siv herself seemed awfully self-conscious of these people, though she didn’t seem to understand nudity taboos. It was more like she was just afraid of all the people here.

      I turned back around as the Drakvarian girl clung to my back and looked at Empress Hilda, who was staring at Siv hiding behind me alongside everyone else. However, unlike the others, who appeared too shocked by what they had witnessed to speak up, she admirably recovered her wits and turned her attention to me.

      “It seems something very interesting happened after you and Herleif were separated during your journey into the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      Her words caused the nobles to stir. It seemed she hadn’t told them where Herleif and I had gone yet.

      “It did. If you’d like, I can tell you all about what I have discovered. I’m sure you already know the basics, but I have more information to provide for you.”

      “I believe that would be a good idea,” Empress Hilda said after a moment. “If you have more information, it will make planning our next course of action easier.”

      At her suggestion, which was more of an order really, the large crowd of nobles began moving back inside. I traveled in the back of this group with Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv—who stuck to me like glue. The poor Drakvarian was shaking as she kept a firm grip on my traveling cloak. Sadly, there wasn’t much I could do to reassure her right now.

      “Who is this?” asked Kari.

      “Her name is Siv,” I answered. “She’s a Drakvarian the Sekbeists captured and enslaved. They were using a collar that works similarly to those claws to control her actions. After I freed her from their control, we began traveling together.”

      “I see. You’ll have to tell us about it when we get home.”

      “I will.”

      “So you are a member of the Drakvarian race this princess’s people speak so highly of?” Lin leaned in close to Siv with narrowed eyes. In response, Siv squeaked and tried to press herself into my back, which nearly made me stumble. “You are very timid for a Drakvar. This princess’s mother used to tell her that the Drakvarians are a ferocious race of incredible strength, but you do not seem all that powerful or fierce.”

      “I don’t know about being ferocious, but Siv is definitely powerful,” I said.

      “Hmph. This princess will believe it when she sees it.”

      No one responded to Lin as we finally entered the informal meeting hall. Empress Hilda and her husbands walked up the dais. While the empress sat down, her husbands stood behind her. They noticed me looking at them. While Valence remained stone-faced, Rainer offered me a kind smile and Dante tossed me a wink, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “Now then,” Empress Hilda began as she stared at me, “Please tell us what you have discovered.”

      Nodding, I took a step forward and began telling them about the army of Sekbeists and their Demon Beast thralls.
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      I glanced at the many people present from the corners of my eyes. While I recognized everyone as belonging to a member of the nobility or as an important member of Nevaria, such as the case with Feinrea Kunis and Hellen Brynhild, I couldn’t say I knew all of them by name. I recognized Grimm and Catherina Kriger, Alexander Eieran, Stelys Valstine, Gudmund and Gudbrand Drage, and a few of the others, but most of them were people whose names I had forgotten.

      “While getting an accurate estimation of their numbers was hard, the army coming here from the Morkdypt Ravine is made of roughly forty thousand Sekbeists and twice that many Demon Beasts. We’re probably looking at a total of one hundred and twenty thousand altogether,” I stated. “The army was roughly half a month’s travel from here when I last saw them. Given that only a day has passed, we should expect them to arrive on our doorstep anywhere between twenty-five and thirty days.”

      Everyone sucked in a breath.

      “One hundred and twenty thousand is an even greater number than the previous Demon Beast attack,” Grimm Kriger muttered.

      Catherina nodded. “During the last Demon Beast attack, it was estimated that roughly sixty thousand Demon Beasts had been involved after we counted their corpses. Some of them were too brutalized to count, so the number is likely higher than that, but even so, it could not have been more than seventy or eighty thousand.”

      “What of our own forces?” asked Alexander. “How many do we have to fight against this threat?”

      “The Nevarian Spiritualists consist of seventy thousand members, while the Imperial Royal Guard consists of twenty thousand,” Empress Hilda informed him.

      “So we only have ninety thousand Spiritualists to fight against an army of one hundred and twenty thousand?” Alexander asked with a stiff, tense laugh. Everyone shifted at the uncomfortable sound.

      “Eryk,” Valence suddenly spoke up. Everyone turned to him, but he only looked at me. “I believe we need to know more about the army than just their numbers. What sort of Demon Beasts can we expect to face?”

      “Most of the Demon Beasts are only C and B-Rank,” I said. “However, they do have several A-Rank Demon Beasts. Their Demon Beast forces consist primarily of Dire Wolves, Minotaurs, Pteranodons, Silverbacks, Saber-Toothed Tigers, and Svarts. However, they also have Greater Tarantellas and even several Greater Behemoths. I’d say there are at least a thousand of them.”

      The moment those words left my mouth, many within the chamber paled. Dire Wolves, Pteranodons, and Svarts were one thing, but Silverbacks, Saber-Toothed Tigers, and Minotaurs were both B-Rank Demon Beasts. What’s more, Greater Tarantellas and Greater Behemoths were A-Rank Demon Beasts, creatures so powerful that only someone who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism could even hope to kill them. However, only a few people here had even reached that state.

      Several people began muttering.

      “A force that large and with so many powerful Demon Beasts might be impossible to defeat.”

      “How are we supposed to fight against such a powerful army?”

      “Do you think this is the end of Nevaria?”

      Tension hung so thick in the air that I could practically see it like thunder clouds blotting out the sun. Siv, who appeared rather sensitive to the ebb and flow of emotions, shuffled closer to me and grabbed my sleeve. Her actions caused Lin to narrow her eyes and hiss softly under her breath. Fortunately, Kari and Fay seemed more curious than hostile.

      “What of the Sekbeists?” asked Empress Hilda. “What sort of forces are they comprised of?”

      “The Sekbeists are mostly Grunts,” I answered immediately. “They are fortunately not a huge threat. Grunts are small, weak, and can easily be taken care of by a Spiritualist who has reached the First State of Spiritualism. They do have a few hundred Elites among them. Those ones are stronger and more intelligent. However, they can still be killed by anyone capable of taking down B-Rank Demon Beasts. The only ones we need to watch out for are the Shamans and one other person.”

      “A person?” asked Empress Hilda with furrowed brows.

      I hesitated, wondering how I should go about saying this, but then I shrugged.

      “At the head of the army was someone who looked human,” I said. “I do not know who he is or what he was doing there, but I can tell you that he was the one leading the army.”

      “A human was leading an army of Sekbeists?!” Dante, who had managed to keep himself from speaking out of turn, finally said something. His words of disbelief expressed the feelings of everyone present.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “What did this man look like?” asked Rainer.

      “He was… a middle-aged man with blond hair and square facial features,” I described him as best I could. “He was wearing black armor darker than anything I’d ever seen.” I furrowed my brow. “There was something weird about his armor. It had some really powerful runes etched onto it. The configuration of the rune array on his armor was something I haven’t seen before, so I can’t tell you what it does. All I know is it’s powerful.”

      The man had worn thick armor with segmented shoulder pauldrons that jutted out from his shoulders, hip guards, and greaves that went all the way up his legs. He had worn a black cape that fluttered behind him and his arms had been encased in gauntlets that resembled claws.

      “Runes, you say?” Empress Hilda inquired. I nodded, causing her to lean back and hum. “Applicable runes are quite rare these days. Even this armor of mine is something from ancient times that I found in the Royal Family’s vault. This man’s armor must be something from that time as well.”

      “Possibly,” I agreed.

      Everyone was silent, their expressions fraught with worry. I glanced at Feinrea as she stood next to Stelys. She wore a modified version of the Alchemist Association’s robes, which was tied loosely together, allowing her massive cleavage to spill out. Despite her beauty, she looked very out of place among the nobles. I suspected she would rather be locked inside of her office, researching alchemical reactions and ingredients.

      “Now that we know what we are up against, I believe we should formulate a plan to deal with this threat,” Catherina said into the silence.

      At this, I stepped forward once again. All eyes turned on me, but I ignored them. Unfortunately, Siv, who refused to leave my side, could not do the same. She shivered under the numerous looks. I reached out and grabbed her hand, which she clung to like a lifeline.

      “I have a few ideas that I believe can help improve our situation,” I said.

      Empress Hilda folded her hands on her lap and smiled as she looked at me. “I’m all ears. Tell us what your ideas are.”

      I nodded. “There are several highly flammable substances we can use to create traps. We will load the area the incoming army will have to travel through with pitfalls filled with a unique blend of oils that explode when pressure is applied to them. The blend I have in mind is incredibly powerful and can easily kill dozens of Demon Beasts below B-Rank. This will help decrease their forces before they reach us. For this, I’m going to need the help of the Alchemist Association. I’ll create a list of ingredients they need and the directions on how to refine it. If they can refine at least ten to twenty thousand gallons for us, I can have the Nevarian Braves begin laying these traps in the Pteranodon Valley.”

      Paying close attention to the expressions on everyone’s faces, I watched their looks morph from worry to shock to hope. It seemed many of them had been ready to give up. Now they looked, not confident, but hopeful at least. I guess someone who had a plan to deal with this situation gave them something to cling to.

      “That certainly sounds like a good idea, though we cannot expect it to kill many,” Empress Hilda said.

      “At most, we can probably get rid of a few thousand of their forces—ten thousand or more if we’re lucky—but that is better than nothing,” I said.

      Do you have any more ideas?” asked Empress Hilda.

      “Several.”

      At the empress’s orders, I began laying down all my ideas for the upcoming battle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The meeting lasted for several hours, but after it was over, everyone left the Imperial Royal Palace to prepare for the incoming army. There was so much that needed to be done and hardly any time to do it.

      I traveled to the Nevarian Braves headquarters with Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv. The five of us had sat in a carriage that Kari, Lin, and Fay had apparently arrived in.

      While I wouldn’t say the ride home was awkward, I couldn’t say it was comfortable either. Kari had tried her best to engage Siv in conversation. However, aside from not being well-versed in the human language, Siv was also incredibly shy. She spent most of the time clinging to me. It was enough to make me wonder if bringing her to Nevaria had been my best idea.

      Of course, it wasn’t like I could have left her alone either.

      Things might not have been so bad if Lin didn’t seem to have a problem with Siv. I didn’t know what the Lamia girl was glaring at Siv for, but she hadn’t once taken her eyes off the poor Drakvar. In fact, I believed a good deal of the reason Siv was so clingy was because of Lin and her glaring.

      We arrived home about one hour after the meeting ended. Entering the reception hall, I was greeted by the sights and sounds of several dozen Spiritualists. To my shame, I only knew a few of them by name, but we now had over six hundred Spiritualists in our sect now, so this wasn’t something that could be helped.

      “If it isn’t the commander!” Catalyna suddenly appeared from within the crowd. She wasn’t alone. Geirolf was with her.

      “Catalyna,” I greeted alongside Kari, Lin, and Fay. Siv just hid further behind my back. Of course, this drew the attention of Catalyna and Geirolf.

      “Who is this… are those wings? Wait. Is that a tail?! She has horns on her head!” Catalyna studied Siv, who remained hidden behind me, with increasing curiosity and shock.

      “This is Siv,” I introduced, though I didn’t try to pry the poor girl off my back. I couldn’t bring myself to do something that would make her even more nervous. “I met her in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “In the Demon Beast… really? What was she doing out there?” asked Catalyna.

      While I was thinking of how best to answer, Geirolf was observing Siv with narrowed eyes, which only caused the poor Drakvarian girl to press herself further against me.

      “This girl… isn’t human. What is she?” he asked suddenly.

      “She’s a Drakvarian,” I answered. When the two looked at me like I was stupid, I sighed. “A Dragon.”

      “Wait. Really?” Catalyna suddenly asked, her shock evident.

      “She really is,” Kari said with a nod. “Eryk actually arrived at the Imperial Royal Palace on her back when she was in her Dragon form. Lin and Fay saw her transform with me. She went from this huge Dragon with green scales to the cute little girl you see now.”

      “It was quite something,” Fay added.

      “Hmph.” Lin crossed her arms. “This princess didn’t think it was very impressive.”

      Once again, Lin’s petulant reaction puzzled me. I wondered: Did she feel threatened by Siv somehow? I couldn’t imagine why she would feel this way, but her reaction pointed toward her feeling jealous of the Drakvarian girl.

      I would have to speak with her later.

      “That explains the ruckus,” Catalyna said, grinning. “There was a huge panic just a few hours ago. Someone raised the alarm and claimed a massive flying Demon Beast had entered Nevaria, but then it disappeared. I’m guessing that was you two.”

      “Probably. Anyway, there’s something I need to tell you two… and everyone else,” I said.

      I did my best to explain the situation to Catalyna and Geirolf. Our group moved off to the side so we could hold this conversation without blocking everyone’s way. We sat around a small table, and I gave them a very brief rundown of the meeting between the nobles and Empress Hilda. I couldn’t be too descriptive. I didn’t want to spend hours talking when we had to prepare. However, I gave the two enough information so they could understand the situation.

      “That sounds… bad,” Catalyna said at last.

      “Bad is an understatement,” Geirolf muttered. “An army of one hundred and twenty thousand is the largest threat we’ve ever faced.” He sent me a stink eye. “And you. Do you ever find yourself not getting into trouble?”

      “I would say I don’t go looking for trouble, but I did just come back from the Morkdypt Ravine, so…” I trailed off and shrugged.

      “You went WHERE?!” Catalyna and Geirolf screamed at the same time, standing up from their seats and slamming their hands onto the table. Their actions drew everyone’s attention toward us.

      “Keep it down,” I said with a harsh whisper.

      The two sat back down, looking contrite.

      We spoke with Geirolf and Catalyna for a bit longer, but I honestly couldn’t afford to spend too much time chatting, so we said our goodbyes and headed up to our living quarters. As we entered, I went over to the couches and sat down with a heavy sigh. Kari took the place on my immediate right. She leaned over and placed a comforting hand on my thigh. Her hand radiated a gentle warmth that made me feel better.

      Siv claimed the spot on my other side. Whereas Kari sat just close enough that our thighs touched, Siv had plastered herself to me. She sat on the edge so her wings wouldn’t get squished between her and the couch. Her long tail trailed down the left and hung over the edge.

      Fay and an annoyed Lin sat on the other couch.

      “First things first, I believe introductions are in order.” I glanced at the Drakvarian girl. “Siv, those three are Kari, Lin, and Fay.”

      I pointed at each girl in turn. Siv blinked as she looked at them, memorizing their faces and matching them to their names.

      “Kari.” She pointed at Kari. “Lin.” She switched her finger to Lin. “Fay.” She pointed at Fay last.

      “That’s right.” I nodded as I turned to the girls, who wore various expressions. Kari looked amused, but Lin seemed put-out. Fay, I could tell, was merely curious about this new girl. “Everyone, this is Siv. You already know that she’s a Drakvar, but you don’t know the circumstances behind how we met.”

      Since things would be hectic for the next few days, I did my best to explain the circumstances of our meeting now, informing my three fiancées about everything I could regarding Siv. I tried not to leave anything out. I told them about how we met, how she was being controlled by the Sekbeists, how I saved her, and how we began traveling together.

      It took a long time to explain. Evening had crept upon us by the time I was finished, and I was pretty famished.

      Fay ended up heading down to the cafeteria and bringing back our meals. She must have found Jessie along the way because the maid entered the living room alongside her, pushing a cart filled with meat into our living quarters. She did gawk a bit upon seeing Siv and her inhuman appendages. However, perhaps because she had grown used to Lin’s appearance, she didn’t remain shocked for long.

      The food brought to us consisted mostly of meat pies—a pie made of a flakey crust that contained a buttery taste when you bit into it. A rich aroma wafted from the food, which caused Lin’s and Siv’s stomachs to rumble at the same time. While Siv blushed at the sound, Lin didn’t even seem to care as she dug right into the stack of steaks and meat pies she had been presented with. Oddly enough, or perhaps not, Lin had more manners than Siv, eating with a fork and knife, while the Drakvarian ate with her hands.

      I guessed Kari’s etiquette lessons had paid off.

      We were gonna have to teach Siv how to properly use utensils.

      “It seems you’ve been through a lot,” Fay said to Siv while they ate.

      Siv paused with a large steak halfway to her mouth. She blinked several times. I could tell she was trying to figure out what Fay was saying.

      “I… yes. Lots happened,” Siv agreed with a nod.

      “Siv is still learning the human language,” I said when I saw the look on Fay’s face. “She currently doesn’t know that many words. I actually wanted to ask if you three could help me with that. I’m not much of a teacher since I never attended school. I don’t know the best way to teach someone, but you two did a great job teaching Lin how to read and write. I figured you would be better at it than me.”

      “Don’t worry.” Kari smiled as she cut into her meat pie with a fork and knife. “You can leave teaching her to us. You’re going to be busy starting tomorrow. We all are, but your job will definitely be the most difficult.”

      Nodding in gratitude, I took a bite of my meat pie, almost sighing in relish at the burst of flavors filling my mouth. The crust of the meat pie was light and flakey on the outside, but the inside had soaked in a lot of the meat juices. The softness of the crust’s interior complemented the tender meat, which I realized wasn’t standard beef. It must have been… lamb. Several spices and herbs had been mixed in with the lamb, and the soft vegetables added a refreshing flavor that helped cleanse the palate and bring out the lamb’s umami.

      After discussing the matter of teaching Siv how to read, write, and speak our language, we discussed sleeping arrangements. Since there was another person who would be living with us for the foreseeable future, the bed in the second bedroom was no longer big enough to fit all of them… which was a little shocking since that bed had been made to accommodate Lin’s six-meter-long tail.

      It was decided that the girls would sleep in the main bedroom, while I would take the second bedroom. The main bedroom had a larger bed. However, we made plans to buy separate beds for the second bedroom. The current one would eventually belong to Lin, while three smaller beds would be made for Kari, Fay, and Siv.

      I left the matter of helping Siv settle in to the girls. While Siv herself had looked frightened by the prospect, I knew that coddling her wouldn’t help any. She would eventually have to get used to being around people other than me, and the people I trusted the most were the three women I was going to marry.

      Since it had been so long since I had taken a bath, I traveled down to the private bathing room and spent over an hour lounging in the hot waters after removing all the filth from my body. It really did help. I could feel my muscles loosen and relax the longer I stayed inside, though I did eventually get out when my skin began turning red. If I stayed in much longer, I was liable to pass out from the heat.

      When I got back to my living quarters, it was to discover that Siv had been changed into a very sheer nightgown. Straps sat on her shoulders to keep the loose nightgown from falling off. Two cutouts had been made to accommodate her wings. Lace sat around near the top, but the rest was completely see-through. Her small breasts were visible through the fabric, and the only other article she had on were string panties tied together on the side of her hips.

      The other girls were wearing similar nightgowns. Fay wore a red baby doll that matched her hair, Lin had a black nightgown with a halter neck collar and a bow knot in the front that revealed her stomach and nether regions, and Kari was wearing a very simple pink gown made of lace.

      “What do you think?” asked Kari as she smiled and placed her hands on Siv’s shoulders.

      Siv didn’t seem to understand exactly what was happening, but perhaps because of how she was being presented to me, she looked very embarrassed. It was a bit funny. She didn’t have any nudity taboos, which was probably a result of how she had grown up in slavery. She hadn’t cared when I saw her naked during our travels. However, she was clearly embarrassed now.

      “She looks lovely,” I said.

      Lovely was a word that Siv did not know yet, so all she did was tilt her head.

      “Right?” Kari’s smile widened a little. “She’s kind of like a doll.”

      Kari seemed more excited about Siv’s presence than the other two. She had displayed this same excitement when Lin first came into the picture. Knowing Kari as I did, she would probably try to learn everything she could about Siv, who had lived a completely different lifestyle from us.
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“Anyway, the four of us are going to bed,” Fay said. “It’s getting late. I believe it would be wise to get a good night’s sleep so we can prepare for tomorrow.”

      “You’re right. We’re gonna be busy starting tomorrow,” Kari said.

      I gave Kari, Fay, and Lin a goodnight kiss before heading to the second bedroom. I didn’t kiss Siv since she and I were not in a relationship. After closing the door behind me, I stripped out of my spare clothes, which I had changed into after my bath, and lay down on the large bed.

      Getting comfortable on a bed that was easily 6.5 meters long and 4 meters wide was difficult. It was so spacious that I felt uncomfortable. It made the bed feel empty and lonely. However, despite my discomfort, I did eventually fall asleep. I was too tired from the long journey to the Morkdypt Ravine and everything else that had happened to stay awake for long.

      I don’t think I slept for very long before someone knocked on the door, causing me to snap back awake. An exhausted feeling spread through me. It felt like my tiredness had seeped into my bones. Despite this, I dragged myself out of bed and went to see who was at the door.

      “Lin?” I blinked at the girl on the other side of the door. “What’s wrong?”

      Lin was twiddling her fingers together in a surprisingly self-conscious gesture. I glanced from her hands to her tail, which thumped softly against the floor in nervousness.

      “Um… this princess wanted to know if she could sleep with you tonight?” Lin requested.

      I had been certain the girls all decided to sleep together tonight, but maybe Lin had different thoughts on the matter. Either way, it had been a long time since I had been able to snuggle with any of them, so I didn’t have any quandaries about sleeping with her.

      “Come on in.” I moved away from the door so she could enter.

      “Thank you, Darling,” Lin said with a bright smile as she entered the room.

      I closed the door behind her and moved back toward the bed. Just as I was pulling back the covers, Lin pressed herself against my back. Her arms went around me and held on tight. The feeling of her modest breasts, barely hampered by her negligee, caused me to suck in a slow breath. Even though I was tired, the sensation of her stiff nipples against my back awakened a fire inside of me.

      “You know, this princess… didn’t just come here to sleep.”

      It was an obvious invitation, and one I had trouble ignoring. I was tired. At the same time, it had been over a month since I’d had sex. That didn’t sound like a very long time, but until I left with Herleif on my journey, it would not be unusual for me to have sex at least once a day—sometimes, I would have sex two or three times a day.

      “If you aren’t tired, then I suppose it would be a good idea to tire you out,” I said, twisting around in her arms. Lin loosened her grip so I could move. Now face to face, I looked down at the girl pressing her chest to mine. “I have been told that exercise is a good way to tire oneself out.”

      “This princess would like to get some exercise in,” Lin admitted as she used her tail to increase her height.

      Now standing at about the same height as me, Lin leaned forward and claimed my lips with her own. I didn’t resist. Placing my hands on her butt, I kneaded her ass cheeks like I had seen bakers knead dough in the early hours of the morning. A soft moan escaped from Lin’s mouth. It was followed by a gasp as I pressed my index finger around her puckered hole.

      “Nghh!! Y-you aren’t playing around, Darling! Your finger… is rubbing the inside of this princess’s ass!”

      Lin’s breathing grew heavy as I pushed my index finger into her ass and rubbed her tight insides. While Kari hated anal sex, Lin and Fay had oddly sensitive butts. I wasn’t sure why. I would have said it was a Lamia thing if it was only Lin, but Fay’s ass was even more sensitive. The only part of Fay that had a higher sensitivity was her feet.

      Several nasal whines escaped her mouth as she sought to increase the intensity of our kiss. Her long tongue suddenly entered my mouth. Lin didn’t hesitate to wrap it around mine, generating an unusual friction no one but a Lamia could create. The feeling of her tongue covered in saliva as it coiled around and rubbed my own like a viper felt so good I almost lost my mind.

      My dick was already hard by this point. It strained against my pants and rested lengthwise on Lin’s somewhat cool body. It twitched as she moved, rubbing against her flat belly.

      “Nngg! D-Darling! I-it’s coming! I can feel something coming! I… I… hhgggnn!!”

      Lin’s ass suddenly tightened around my finger and juices flowed from her pussy, staining my clothes and her scales. She had orgasmed just from me playing with her ass. Her body became slack as she leaned against me clinging to me so she wouldn’t fall.

      “Haaaah… haaaah… Darling… that was unfair… this princess… this princess wants to make you feel good too.”

      “Then why don’t we make each other feel good?” I suggested.

      “Mmm… this princess wants that.”

      I had Lin lay down on the bed, then swung my left leg over her body. I lowered myself down until my head was right next to her pussy, a pair of beautiful lips surrounded by soft, pink scales. The heady scent coming off her womanhood made my mouth go dry. I reached out and spread her scales apart, revealing the soft interior of her vagina, glistening like the petals of a flower after a night of spring rain.

      My dick pulsed at the sight.

      A loud groan erupted from my mouth as I felt Lin swallow my dick. I couldn’t see it, but that just made the sensation of her tongue wrapping around my shaft all the more potent. It wasn’t long before I could feel her nose press against my ass. At the same time as she took my dick so far into her mouth that it was traveling down her throat, she began fondling my ball sack, which caused my body to hum and burn like something raging inside of me wanted to break free.

      I didn’t want to be left in the dust, so I leaned down and pressed my mouth against Lin’s sopping entrance. I lapped up all of the love juices staining her scales, then went to work on her insides. Burying my tongue in her snatch, I relished the intense flavor. Her insides were tight enough that it felt like my tongue was being wrapped up in a fleshy organ. I could feel the walls of her vagina pulsating as I stimulated her.

      “Nnn hhmmm mmm mmmmrrrg!” Lin said something, but her mouth was full of my cock. She vigorously bobbed her head up and down my shaft. Whenever my dick left her mouth, an intense burst of cold air caused me to throb, but then it became engulfed in the warmth of her mouth once more. My dick throbbed and pulsed in her mouth.

      “Haaah… haaaah… Your dick is so cute!” Lin finally said after taking it out of her mouth. Now she was licking it like it was candy. “The way it’s twitching is adorable—haanh!”

      I didn’t know how I felt about my dick being called adorable, but I wasn’t about to let myself feel bad. I knew she was just speaking her mind.

      “You say that, but I think the way your pussy twitches when I lick you is cuter. And look at how wet you’ve become. Your pussy is flowing.”

      “Th-that’s because you’re making this princess feel so goooOD! OH!”

      As I buried my face in her pussy once more, I worked out her clit from underneath its hood and began furiously stimulating it, rubbing it with my thumb, gently rolling it between my fingers. Lin’s tail slammed into the floor with a loud crash. Her hips bucked upward as though she was trying to push her pussy into my face. I placed both hands on either side of her hips, keeping them locked in place, then licked her clit. It pulsed and twitched as I drenched it in my saliva.

      “Mmrph! Mmph! MMMMMM!!!”

      Lin’s end came at the same time as mine. My balls suddenly tightened before I exploded. Lin must have sensed it because she shoved herself against me, until her nose was nestled up against my butt crack. I could almost feel the way my cum shot down her throat and into her belly. At the same time, her body shivered uncontrollably and her tail banged loudly against the floor several more times before going still.

      Cold air suddenly hit my dick, which remained hard even after cumming. I leaned back until I was sitting up, then craned my neck around, looking at Lin as she lay there in a daze as I sat on her stomach. Her chest rose and fell. However, her eyes were sightless and there was drool leaking from between her lips as her long tongue hung out of her mouth.

      I turned around and lay against Lin’s side. She shuddered as I closed my mouth around one of her nipples, then clenched her teeth and groaned as I cupped her warm cunt and began rubbing it again. Her scales were so soft they easily parted for my finger. At the same time, her nipple hardened into a stiff point as I swirled my tongue around it. This allowed me to flick her nipple back and forth.

      “D-Darling… that’s… if you keep doing that… this princess is… she’s gonna… gonna…”

      “Cum?” I asked.

      “Yes!”

      “I don’t mind. Go ahead and cum.”

      “But this princess has already cum so muUUUCH!”

      Lin’s body jerked upward, her spine arching as she began grinding her pussy against my hand. I inserted one finger, then two. The feeling of her tight passage closing around my hand made me realize I wanted more.

      I removed my hand from her pussy.

      “W-why did you stop?” Lin asked, whining.

      “Because I’d rather have my dick inside of you than my fingers.”

      Saying this, I moved back up and straddled Lin until my cock rested on her pussy. The way her scales parted and allowed me to rest between them was an erotic sight. I rocked my hips back and forth, sawing my dick against her cunt and watching as more juices flowed from around it.

      “S-stop teasing this—ahn!—don’t tease this princess and put it… haaah… haaah… put it in already!”

      “As my princess commands,” I said.

      I grabbed Lin’s hips and lined myself up. Slowly inserting the tip, I watched as it disappeared between her nether lips, causing them to stretch obscenely as they attempted to accommodate my girth. Her hole was so small. Lin released a loud groan of discomfort as I pushed more of my dick inside of her. I needed to move slowly. She felt tighter than normal.

      “Haaah… ahn… it’s been… too long… this princess… she feels so stuffed… your dick is… haaah… your cock is filling her up…”

      After finally pushing my dick until it was buried to the hilt inside of Lin, I waited for several seconds. She was so tight. Her wet and squishy insides were wrapping around me like a snake coiling around its prey. It created such an intense friction that I was afraid I would cum prematurely if I moved too soon.

      “Darling?” Lin asked after a while. “Aren’t you going to move?”

      “Yes. I will right now. I hope you’re ready, Lin.”

      “This princess has been waiting. Of course, she’s reaDDDDYY! AHN! AHN! HYRK!”

      Perhaps it was because my mind was clouded over, but I didn’t start off slow and work my way up. I began hard and fast, pounding into Lin’s pussy with quick and strong thrusts. I had to grit my teeth against the sensation of her vice-like walls rubbing against me as I moved my hips. I really did want to cum. Her insides were closing around me, twitching and throbbing like she was experiencing mini-orgasms, or maybe I was the one twitching. I couldn’t tell anymore.

      “Darling! Hyk! So good! More! Keep! AHN! Keep going! Break me!”

      The sight of Lin as I pounded her pussy was almost more than I could handle. Her modest breasts bounced up and down on her chest. Her body was slick with sweat, glistening in the low light coming in through the window. Golden eyes glowed in the dark as Lin stared at me with a half-lidded gaze. The enraptured expression on her face was enough to make me lose control.

      I leaned down and kissed Lin, furiously working my tongue into her mouth. Lin wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close. Our slick bodies mingled together as sweat and other juices flowed from us. I continued working my hips, shoving my throbbing hot cock inside of her, pushing myself in as far as I could, then retracting, only to repeat the process. The sound of our hips smacking together echoed along the walls. A strange noise joined the lewd sounds of our lovemaking. At first, I thought it was Lin’s tail, but then I felt her long tail coiling around my body, while the very tip rubbed against the small of my back as if spurring me on.

      “Ngg! Hmph! Hn! Hn! Hn!”

      Muffled moans escaped from Lin’s mouth as I kissed her, playing with her long tongue. Our sloppy exchange caused saliva to escape her mouth, but neither of us cared. I brought my hands to her face. Cupping her cheeks, I stroked her skin and soon began massaging her long ears.

      “HHHNNN!!!!”

      Lin’s pussy suddenly clamped down around me and refused to let go. Her tail constricted as though she was trying to strangle me. It was a good thing my body was so durable, or my spine might have snapped in half. I couldn’t retract my hips anymore, so I pushed my dick inside of Lin as far as I could, knocking against something that felt like her womb. Only then did I release my seed inside of her.

      Seconds ticked by before Lin’s tail and arms slackened around my body. Her tail fell off the bed with a loud thump, while her arms fell to her side. I lay on top of her. My left cheek was pressed firmly against her chest. Her left breast visibly rose and fell in front of me. I could hear her erratically beating heart begin slowing down.

      “Mmmm… this princess… has been waiting for… this moment… zzzz…”

      Lin was so tired she fell asleep before finishing her sentence. I would have shaken my head, but I understand how she felt. Perhaps because it had been such a long time since I had sex, the act had left me feeling weak and in need of sleep.

      My exhaustion caught up with me soon after my orgasm, spreading through my body. I sighed. Unable to keep my eyes open any longer, I closed them and began drifting off.

      I had forgotten to talk to Lin about the jealousy she had displayed toward Siv.

      Oh, well. I could do that later.

      
        
        ~To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 12!

      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.
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      The story is moving along at a much faster pace now that we are past the halfway point for Act III. I find this story tends to follow a very basic progression for each arc. The first half is very slice of life. The second half is mostly action and plot.

      Before I discuss the story anymore, 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.

      As I mentioned before, this volume moves along much faster than volumes 9, 10, and 11. Eryk accompanies Herleif into the Demon Beast Mountain Range, where they discover a secret base filled with enemies. If you’ve been reading the past timeline, then you know who they are, so I won’t get into that. This chapter reveals more information on the Sekbeists but also more mystery.

      Namely, the human man leading them.

      You’ll learn more about him later, but for now, our mystery man shall remain a mystery.

      More importantly, I want to talk about the newest addition to Eryk’s harem.

      My harems are always formed very slowly over the course of many volumes, and they are often not big. I feel like when a harem gets too large, the characters who are a part of it become discarded in favor of the new additions. This new harem member will generally have some development before, ultimately, she too is replaced by the next girl who joins.

      That bothers me, which is why I don’t do it.

      Siv is the fourth girl in Eryk’s harem. There’s really no point in denying it, and I don’t think I’m spoiling anything since you have likely figured this out yourself. I had two thoughts when creating Siv.

      First, I wanted to create a character who is just as if not more powerful than Eryk.

      Second, I wanted her to be cute.

      At present, all the members of Eryk’s harem are decently, shall we say, stacked. Even Lin’s assets are quite impressive, though nowhere near Kari and Fay’s. I thought it would be nice to round out this group with a petite woman. It was while I was thinking about this that it hit me.

      I have spoken of the other races in this series, but outside of the Dwoergs and Lamia, I’ve not introduced any of them. Once I thought about it like that, I looked at the races in my world, and realized I have dragon girls that haven’t been added yet.

      Tis my greatest shame and one I needed to rectify immediately.

      Thus, Siv was born, a petite dragon girl with enough power to demolish a city. It’s probably a good thing she’s so shy and not prone to acts of violence. Eryk would have a lot of trouble on his hands if she were.

      In either event, I do hope you like Siv. I think she’s downright adorable myself.

      As we’re nearing the end of this afterword, I would like to give some last minute thanks to all the people who helped make this volume possible.

      Thank you, Crystal and Abby. You both really helped me clean up this manuscript. I appreciate all of your edits. They make my writing much cleaner.

      Thank you, Mykel. Your artwork continues to stun me. I really like what you did with Siv. She’s the cutest dragon I’ve seen in a long time. I loved seeing all the artwork featuring her.

      And finally, thank you, readers. As the backbone of all my endeavors, you make it possible for me to write these stories. I cannot express my thanks enough for your support.

      Act III only has two more volumes left. I hope you’ll join me in the next volume, which will have the epic battle between Nevaria and the massive army arrayed against them!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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