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      She was dying. I knew it would happen eventually. It was inevitable. For the past several months, I had watched her grow weaker, watched the episodes where she collapsed grow more frequent and last longer. There was simply no other explanation for what was happening.

      Her body was finally giving out.

      I wasn’t sure how many years I had spent with this woman now, learning from her, listening to her, being saved by her, but I knew it must have been several. She taught me everything she could. I learned alchemy, how to get in touch with my Spiritual Power, and how to become more intimate with my element. Thanks to her, I had a far clearer understanding of my strengths and weaknesses than I ever had before.

      It was all thanks to her.

      I suppose that was what made this situation all the more unbearable for me.

      “Why are you crying?” she asked. I thought I sensed a wry note in her dry voice, but it was so weak that I couldn’t tell.

      “Because… you’ve given me… so much, and I… I can’t… do… a single thing for you…”

      She was lying on the bed, her hood draped over her face, casting what little I could see in shadows. I sat on the old chair she often sat on when eating, though recently she had been spending more and more time in bed. In fact, it had been about a month since she left the bed. Back when she had first been forced to remain in bed, she had been able to at least sit up, but now she couldn’t even do that much.

      “Is that how you see this?” she asked, and this time I wasn’t mistaken when I sensed the smile in her voice. “Because if so, you and I see things very differently.” There was a prolonged pause as the woman sighed. “After the Demon Beast Invasion—no, even before that, when I was searching for a way to cure my Spiritual Poisoning, I had nothing to live for. I was alive, but I wasn’t living. For several decades now, I have just been existing, like a wraith, a ghost. That changed when you returned to Nevaria and I discovered you, unconscious in the remains of our former home. Knowing that I wasn’t alone filled me with so much joy, and being able to spend time with you has given my life meaning. I now believe that the reason I didn’t die back then was so I could meet and help you now. Never forget, you gave me a reason to remain alive after all the years I had struggled just to survive another day without a purpose. So thank you.”

      You shouldn’t thank me, I thought with sorrow. I didn’t say anything because I knew she would get upset if she knew what I was thinking, but I couldn’t stop these self-recriminating thoughts. I did not want this woman to die.

      But I was powerless to stop it.

      I could no more keep a person from dying than I could stop the sun from setting.

      Death came to all eventually.

      I gritted my teeth against the onslaught of emotions welling up inside of me, but tears continued to fall from my eyes, spilling over my cheeks and dripping onto my clothes.

      Ever since Kari and Kayli had been killed, I’d been without emotions. No, it would be more accurate to say the only emotion I had left was hatred. That was what I believed for the longest time, but I’d begun to realize after meeting this woman that my previous thoughts weren’t true at all. My emotions had simply been buried so deep that I could no longer feel them… until now.

      I didn’t think it would ever be possible to feel pain like this again.

      “Even so… why can’t I? Why can’t I ever save the people who matter to me?” My own helplessness at the situation came crashing down upon me. “I couldn’t save my wife and daughter. I let them get killed by that blasted man! I was too weak to protect them. And now you’re lying here, dying from the same disease you cured me from, but I can’t do the same for you. How is that fair?”

      I hated this. I hated all of this.

      I used to think I was strong, but my own weaknesses kept getting thrown in my face over and over again. It was like the world itself was trying to tell me that no matter how strong I became, or how much power I gained, none of it would amount to anything. This feeling welled up inside of me and took hold of my heart with its icy fist.

      “I don’t think ‘fairness’ has anything to do with life,” the woman said with a strained chuckle as I was feeling sorry for myself. Her breathing was growing labored. “Life is not about fairness. It is about chance. Some people are dealt a bad hand at birth. Some people are blessed from the moment they are born. Some people are able to turn their misfortune into fortune through opportunities they received by chance, while others will never be able to raise themselves up no matter how much they fight against fate.”

      She paused here to catch her breath. I could hear the raspy gasps from beneath her hood. Her breathing grew ever more labored like her lungs were collapsing on themselves.

      “I was dealt a bad hand. Life was never fair to me. Chance determined that my life would never be what I wished it to be, and thus, I would always have to struggle just so I could survive. But life is also what we make of it. I struggled for years, wondering what I even had to live for before you came along. You were my chance. My life has not been fair, but because of that, I had the chance to meet you, and I feel incredibly blessed for it.”

      I didn’t want to hear this, but I forced myself to listen. She was on death’s door, but here she was, telling me that I had given her a purpose, that I had done something good. I didn’t want to believe it. After everything that had happened, after failing to protect the people who mattered to me, I simply couldn’t believe that I had ever done anything good in my life.

      But I listened to this woman, who was strong, who had survived countless hardships that I could not fathom, and who was telling me that she was grateful to have met me. If nothing else, I would choose to believe what she was saying.

      “Th-thank you,” I said through a choked sob. “I also… feel blessed to have met you. You saved me, not just physically, but emotionally too. I was on the verge of becoming a monster, and you stopped me.”

      The hood shifted. I think the woman had turned her head toward me, but I couldn’t tell.

      “If you’re really grateful, then I have a few requests. Will you listen to them?”

      “Of course.”

      “My first request is to never take off my hood. The face underneath this hood is one that I have grown to despise. It is not the face I was born with, so I’d prefer you never see it.” I nodded to show that I would do as requested. “Second, I want you to bury me in Nevaria—specifically, I would appreciate it if you buried me beneath the mountain where the Imperial Royal Palace sat.” I nodded again. “My final request is that you get rid of the Demon Beasts infesting Nevaria. It doesn’t have to be now, and it doesn’t have to be all at once, but I would like it if you could eradicate them. I do not want them infesting our old home.” I nodded one final time. “Thank you. You are a very kind man.”

      The woman raised a hand that was shaking like crazy, fingers and arm trembling and twitching. Her body was already at its limit. She shouldn’t have even been able to move. The fact that she could lift this hand was a testament to her strength of will.

      How could I do anything but reach out to grab it?

      Her hand was brittle and weak. It felt like the slightest grip would cause it to break, but I held on anyway, enclosing my fingers around hers with both hands.
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“I think the only regret I have is that I did not meet you when I was younger,” the woman said. “Perhaps if I had, things would have been different.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t think her life would have been different even if she had met me when we were younger. It wasn’t like I had been able to cure Spiritual Poisoning back then. What’s more, I had been with Kari. While I felt like I could honestly admit that I loved this woman, I still loved Kari more. If a choice came down to choosing between one or the other… well, I felt awful for thinking it, but I would have chosen Kari.

      Silence reigned after her last words. Her breathing had become so labored that she could no longer speak, and I didn’t say anything—more like I couldn’t say anything. All I could do was hold her hand as her breathing grew slower and slower, until eventually, it stopped altogether. I waited for a few seconds, then placed her hand on the bed. Reaching out, I put my hand over her chest (I didn’t want to accidentally remove her hood by placing my fingers against her neck) and felt for her heartbeat.

      There was none.

      The woman who had saved my life and kept me from turning into a monster was dead.

      And with her death, the tears I had been desperately doing my best to contain flowed ever more freely down my face.
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      I stood inside Feinrea’s office, carefully watching the woman as she read from a sheet of parchment with furrowed brows. The woman with orange-tinted red hair nibbled on her lower lip. Creases appeared on her face, specifically around her eyes.

      No one could mistake the expression on her face for anything other than worry.

      It had been quite a while since I found myself in this office. I hadn’t delivered any new alchemy pills to Feinrea in a long time, as I had been incredibly busy running the Nevarian Braves. The only time we spoke was through correspondence regarding matters like the delivery of Alchemy Pills to the sect for us to sell as a third party to our members at reduced prices.

      Feinrea’s office had not really changed in the time that I had been away, with nothing in the way of decorations. A few columns did line the wall, but that was about it. The only things this room had were bookshelves, Feinrea’s desk, and the small garden where she grew flora that was used in her alchemy. The desk normally had an advanced alchemy set sitting on top of it, but that had been stowed away at present, and instead, a stack of papers sat on the surface.

      The fact that her alchemy set had been stowed was a testament to the seriousness of their situation.

      The woman sitting behind the desk looked the same as always. Her hair had been tied into a slightly messy bun near the top of her head. Several strands stuck out and a few bangs framed her face. She was still wearing her alchemist robes, which had been heavily modified and showed off a good dose of cleavage. Brown eyes continued reading the contents of the page before she set the parchment down and looked at me.

      “This is quite the concoction you’ve invented,” she said at last. “Mixing Red Fire Grass with Giant Toad Oil and the crushed powder of a B-Rank monster core from a Demon Beast with a fire affinity is going to create quite the volatile mix.” She glanced down at the parchment again. “These other ingredients are… enhancers, if I’m not mistaken, yes?”

      The heady scent of plants filled the room. The last time I had been here, Feinrea had converted one side of this room into a small alchemy garden. A glance to my left revealed that the garden was coming along quite nicely. There were several plants that I recognized growing in the soft soil, including a patch of purple grass and a godama vine.

      “That’s right.” I nodded. “The Red Fire Grass, Giant Toad Oil, and monster core powder made from a B-Rank monster core with a fire affinity, when mixed together, create very intense flames that can harm any Demon Beast B-Rank and below. The army we’re going up against has A-Rank Demon Beasts among them. This mixture won’t be effective against those, but even if all we can do is get rid of the B-Rank Demon Beasts, it will be a huge help in the coming battle.”

      Feinrea cupped a hand to her chin and studied the parchment some more. She furrowed her brow ever so slightly and released a series of hmmming noises.

      “We certainly have the ingredients necessary to create this, but it will take a while to make this in the quantities you’re asking for.”

      “How long do you estimate it will take?”

      “I’d say… about six days.”

      “Six days should be fine.” I sighed in relief. “The army won’t arrive for another twenty at least, due to its size. We should have plenty of time to set these traps if you can get this to me in six days.”

      “In that case, I’ll have my alchemists get started on making this right away.”

      “Thank you.”

      “By the way… here is the latest report regarding your earnings from the Alchemist Association.” Feinrea grabbed a sheet of parchment from the desk and held it out to me. “I’ve been sending these to you through our correspondences, but since you’re here, I figured I’d deliver this one in person.”

      “Thank you.”

      The dried parchment crinkled under my hand as I took it from her, studying the contents in detail, which stated that my total earnings for this month were 654,560 valis and my total earnings for the year were 4,568,920 valis. That was a lot of money. Most of that money had been converted into jewels and was locked away inside a vault owned by the Eieran Family, where it was just kind of sitting there.

      To be honest, I wasn’t even sure what I would do with all this money.

      I spoke with Feinrea for several moments longer, but then I left the Alchemist Association and headed back to the Nevarian Braves headquarters. There was a lot of work that I needed to get done.

      Fay was outside in the back sparring with several Spiritualists when I returned. It looked like she was beating up on two younger recruits in a two-on-one battle. I watched her gracefully dodge several punches and kicks before delivering a series of punishing blows with her fist. The two Spiritualists grunted as they were hit, one in the chest and the other in the face, and went down. I watched her for a moment longer, then went up to our living quarters.

      I didn’t want to bother her since it looked like she was busy.

      Kari wasn’t present inside our living quarters when I arrived, but Lin and Siv were there. They were sitting on one of the two couches with a large, leather-bound book on the coffee table before them. An uncorked bottle of ink sat off to the side. Siv held onto a quill, though her manner of holding it was awkward, showing that she still wasn’t used to using it. The sound of the quill scratching against parchment echoed around the room.

      “I’m home,” I called out.

      “Darling, welcome back,” Lin greeted me when I entered.

      “Thank you.” I closed the door behind me as Siv stopped writing and looked up. Her eyes brightened as I wandered over to them and checked her work to see how she was progressing. “It looks like you’ve managed to learn more than half the letters of our alphabet. You’re progressing pretty quickly.”

      It hadn’t even been a day since Siv started living with us. I’d asked Lin this morning if she could help Siv learn our language. I think Lin was more receptive to helping because we had sex the night before. She had promised to teach Siv everything she knew, which was a far cry from how reluctant she had been to speak with this girl the previous day.

      I think she felt threatened about having another non-human living with us.

      “Siv is… I am doing my best. Learn… learning language… of humans,” Siv said, using more complete sentences than she had when we traversed through the forest. This was also probably a result of Lin’s tutelage. It looked like she was a very good teacher.

      “I’m glad you’re doing so well. Keep up the good work,” I said before leaning over the couch and placing a kiss on Lin’s cheek. “And Lin, please keep teaching her. I’d do it myself, but I’m not a very good teacher.”

      “You can count on this princess! She will teach Siv how to read and write in less than a week,” Lin said with enthusiasm.

      “I know I can.”

      Leaving the two girls to their studying, I went behind my desk and grabbed a blank sheet of parchment. There was a large stack of paperwork already waiting for me, but I had something else I needed to do first, which was writing down the details for a sect-assigned B-Rank quest. I opened a desk drawer and took out an unopened bottle of ink. After uncorking the lid, I dipped the tip of my quill inside and began writing out the details of the quest, which were as follows:

       

      Quest Rank: B

      Quest Details: To dig several trenches in the area highlighted on the map. Trenches must be a minimum of ten meters deep and five meters wide.

      Quest Payment: 3,000 valis per one day of labor. Payment will be made based on the number of days worked.

      Quest Completion Date: This quest will end on the seventeenth day of this month

      Requestor: Eryk Veiger

       

       

      Three thousand valis was more than most quests paid—even most B-Rank quests. That I was offering to pay this for every day someone worked should be enough to entice everyone in my sect to join me.

      Of course, I could have ordered them, but I felt like this was more appropriate… and I needed to spend all that valis sitting in my vault anyway.

      After writing down the quest details, I signed and stamped it with my seal of approval, then stood up and made my way back toward the door.

      “Where are you going now, Darling?” asked Lin as she and Siv looked at me.

      “I just need to speak with Felman and ask him to make several hundred copies of this quest,” I said. “I’ll be right back so just keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “Okay.”

      I left my living quarters and traveled back down to the lobby where sect members could take quests. The lobby was pretty crowded at present. All the benches were taken up by Spiritualists who looked like they were waiting for something or someone, perhaps members of their party. There were also people sitting or standing around tables and other people standing in front of the quest board or the desk. The two receptionists were quite busy logging down quests that had been accepted and delivering payments for completed quests.

      “Dagny, do you know where Felman is?” I asked the receptionist after she delivered a payment to one of the Spiritualists who had just finished a quest.

      “Oh, Master Eryk!” Dagny said in surprise before registering my words. “I think he’s in the storage room, checking on our supplies.”

      “Thank you.”

      I entered the door behind the receptionist's desk and traveled down a hallway before reaching the storage room. Just as they had said, Felman was there. He had a parchment in his hands and looked like he was studying the list and then checking the supplies to make sure everything was accounted for. I believe we just recently had a new shipment of food and alchemy pills delivered, which would explain his actions.

      “Felman,” I said in greeting.

      “Master Eryk.” Felman stopped working and straightened his back as he turned to me. “What can I do for you?”

      The storage room was pretty large and contained numerous boxes, crates, and bags filled with a variety of different items such as alchemy pills, preserved foods like dried pasta, and equipment such as whetstones. The air was a bit stale because the room wasn’t well-ventilated. Fortunately, nothing inside of this room smelled.

      “I need you to make several hundred copies of this quest and inform everyone in the sect about it.” I handed him the sheet of parchment containing the quest details. “This is a sect-assigned quest with a time limit and should be given the highest priority. I also want you to send out letters to all of our sect-mates informing them that in two days, I will have an announcement to make, and they should be present to hear it.”

      Felman read over the quest details, raising an eyebrow over something before he looked back at me.

      “It says here you’re paying three thousand valis for a single day of labor, and that the more days they work, the more they get paid. That’s a bit much for just digging trenches, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe it would be under normal circumstances, but something has come up recently that makes this task incredibly important. This needs to get done. The higher the pay, the more likely our Spiritualists are to accept it. Money is not an issue.”

      With several million valis to my name, even if I were to pay every Spiritualist in our guild for ten days’ worth of labor, it would still not even be a drop in the bucket.

      “Well, all right.” Felman accepted my words easily enough. “I’ll get started on making copies of this quest now. I’ll write out the letters after I finish.”

      “Thank you,” I said before heading back to my office.

      That paperwork wasn’t going to do itself.
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      During the two days that passed, I managed to get the majority of my paperwork done, though more was always coming in. Paperwork was a never-ending battle. Fortunately, during this time, Empress Hilda had placed Nevaria in a state of emergency, so no new quests were being delivered to me at present. With no new quests, my own paperwork slowed down.

      Lin continued teaching Siv how to read, write, and speak the human language. Of course, it hadn’t been that long since she began learning, so Siv still spoke in a halting voice and often corrected herself for every little mistake she made, but she was improving at a remarkable pace. Kari and Fay also helped Siv a lot. Kari had begun teaching Siv etiquette, while Fay merely spent time with her. I think she believed the Dragon girl deserved a break from all of the studying.

      I did what I could to help out, but I was also busy working. The only time I could even spend with the girls was during dinner, when we took a bath, and at night.

      Siv had been watching me a lot. I’d catch her staring at me whenever I was present, but she would look away when she realized I had noticed her. I thought maybe she wanted me to pay more attention to her. It made me feel bad that I had been so busy.

      Perhaps because of how shy she was, Siv had yet to leave our living quarters. I didn’t want to push her, so I didn’t say anything, and it had only been three days since she arrived in Nevaria. She’d eventually have to get used to being outside and around people. For now, however, it was fine if she stayed inside like this.

      After breakfast on my third day back in Nevaria, I found myself standing on a podium outside with Lin, Kari, Fay, Catalyna, Geirolf, Earland, Mykkel, Ingrid, and Bjark all lined up behind me. They were the current highest-ranking members of the Nevarian Braves. There were a few other B-Rank Spiritualists among the group, but these nine—Catalyna, Geirolf, Earland, Mykkel, Ingrid, and Bjark in particular—were also among the top-ranked in terms of the number of quests completed and their authority.

      In front of me were all the Spiritualists who had joined the Nevarian Braves. They filled almost every nook and cranny of the training ground out back, a literal sea of faces and hair. Most of the people had blond or auburn hair. Those were the two most common hair colors on our continent. Their outfits varied far more greatly. The Nevarian Braves were made from a combination of nobles and mercenaries, and you could generally tell which was which based on how they dressed.

      Today was the day I informed them about what was happening.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I said in a voice that carried even to the very back. “I have a grave announcement to make, so be sure to listen well to what I’m about to say.”

      Several people had been talking, speculating about what I had called everyone here for, no doubt, but they stopped the moment I began speaking.

      I looked at the people up front. They jolted as I made eye contact with each of them. A shiver ran down their spines. Perhaps they sensed how serious I was. I wasn’t sure what face I was making, but I could imagine how scary it looked right now.

      “I’m sure you’ve all noticed that no new quests are coming in. There is a reason for that. At present, a large army of Demon Beasts and intelligent humanoid creatures known as Sekbeists are heading toward Nevaria,” I announced. “Their intentions toward us are anything but benevolent. The Sekbeists are a violent race who murder and pillage everywhere they go, and they have somehow learned how to control Demon Beasts and have merged them into their army. We’ve estimated that they will arrive near our city within the next eighteen days.”

      A nervous tension suddenly filled the air. People turned to each other and began talking, discussing what I had just said and wondering why they were only now hearing about it. My announcement was indeed not a pleasant one.

      I waited for them to calm down before continuing.

      “At this moment, Empress Hilda is creating a plan of action to deal with this threat. She has requested the help of the Nevarian Braves, and we will help her.” I paused again, but not for long. “Our current task is a sect-assigned quest made by me. We’ll be digging trenches along key traveling routes of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. This is a B-Rank quest and the pay will be three thousand valis per day worked.”

      The nervous tension suddenly gave way to excitement. Three thousand valis was more money than most commoners made in a year. The average yearly living expenses for a commoner were less than a thousand valis. Even most quests accepted by our sect only paid, at most, four to five hundred valis, and those were the quests that involved several days of travel through the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      I was willing to pay so much for this quest because I wanted everyone to get on board with it, because the more people who worked on this, the faster it would get done and the better off we would be. If we could get this done within a few days, I could create another quest to have them fill these trenches with the special oil that I was having the Alchemist Association prepare.

      “The quest will be handed out by my captains here.” I gestured to Kari, Lin, Fay, Bjark, Catalyna, Geirolf, Earland, Ingrid, and Mykkel. Each one of them was holding a stack of parchment. “If you wish to take part in this quest, go see them and ask for the quest details. That is all I have to say for now. Thank you for listening to me.”

      I stepped down from the podium with my “captains,” who had basically been appointed due to their contributions to the sect and their overall abilities. The nine followed me as I walked.

      Meanwhile, the Spiritualists who had joined us were directed to line up in front of a long table that had been set up beforehand for this moment. Anyone who wanted to take part in this quest could grab the parchment detailing the quest from one of the nine people, then take the parchment to Dagny or Eira in the lobby and have the quest logged in their name.

      It looked like everyone had lined up. That was to be expected. They were going to make a lot of valis for very little work. It was basically easy money. As I stood there and watched, Felman came up to me.

      “It looks like your plan worked,” he said. “Everyone is excited to work on this quest. I suspect it might even be finished within five days instead of ten with this many people working on it. What will you do now?”

      “I have to write another quest to enact the next stage of our plan for dealing with the Sekbeist threat to Nevaria,” I answered as I watched people receive the quest details. “After that, I plan to visit Empress Hilda and ask her what role she would like us to play in defending Nevaria against the incoming army.”

      Felman nodded as if he had already been expecting my answer. “In that case, I think I’m going to help Dagny and Eira deal with logging in these quests. If you’ll excuse me.”

      With a polite bow of his head, Felman headed inside the Nevarian Braves headquarters. I watched him for a moment before turning to look at the people as they accepted the quest and traveled inside to have it logged in our quest book. Everyone looked enthusiastic about this quest. They were all smiling despite the dangerous threat looming over our heads.

      A sigh escaped my lips. I had hoped no one in Nevaria would ever have to deal with the threat of the Sekbeists, but it seemed this hope was going to be dashed within less than half a month.
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            Lin’s Consternation

          

        

      

    

    
      I finished that woman’s second request. It took several days to slip into Nevaria undetected while carrying her body through the streets. Since my goal wasn’t to get into a confrontation, and I didn’t want to run the risk of her body being torn apart by Demon Beasts, I had to carefully sneak through the city using the Flash Step until I reached the base of the mountain upon which the Imperial Royal Palace once sat.

      The Imperial Royal Palace was technically still there, but it had long since fallen into ruins. Many of the walls were missing, having crumbled into dust, and the roof had gaping holes that even I could see during my journey through the streets. It was hard not to notice the damage done to it, given that it sat on the tallest place within the city. The dereliction of what had once been Kari’s home caused an ache to spear me through the chest.

      After reaching the base of the mountain, I began digging a grave for the woman, whose body I had wrapped in everlasting leaves. They were a fairly abundant leaf despite their pretentious name. They weren’t used in alchemy, but they did have a well-known usage, which was keeping items wrapped inside of them fresh. I didn’t want the woman’s body rotting before I could bury her.

      Each leaf was about half a meter in length. I’d been able to wrap her body in them without removing her clothes, thus ensuring I kept her first request.

      Digging a grave took longer than I thought it would. I had no shovel with which to use, so I was left to dig the hole with my own hands. It didn’t hurt. I felt nothing, in fact. My skin—my entire body—had been refined with alchemy pills now. However, the process was laborious. Sweat covered my body by the time I was done digging what I believed was a deep enough hole.

      I probably could have used the water element to carve out a hole. That would have been more efficient. But I wanted to do this by hand.

      The evening sun was setting as I lifted the woman’s body and gently set her inside of the grave. I didn’t bother removing the everlasting leaves that covered her body and clothes and instead moved the dirt back into place, covering her. My heart felt strangely placid as I worked. Part of me wondered if I had simply become numb to loss, but it didn’t feel quite like that. My emotions still felt like they were intact. I could still feel.

      How strange.

      After finally packing the dirt as densely as I could over the woman’s body, I stood back and tried to compose my thoughts as best I could.

      “You might have been content at the end of your life, but I am sorry that I couldn’t do anything to help cure you. No matter what you might have said to me, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for not being able to save you… but I also know you wouldn’t want me dwelling on the past.” I paused for a moment, only to chuckle when I realized something. “I just realized this, but you never once told me your name, did you? Did you know you would die and decide not to tell me so I wouldn’t get too attached?”

      I was spouting meaningless theories now. This was a question that would never be answered.

      With a final sigh, I turned around and used the Flash Step to make my way out of Nevaria, making liberal use of Spiritual Perception to avoid the areas that were heavily populated with Demon Beasts, allowing me to slip outside unnoticed. I soon began my trek back to the cavern the woman and I had been living in.

      It was still the same as it always had been. Nothing had changed. The table with the alchemy set remained in the center, the cookware was off to the side, a bed was situated on the other side, and a bookshelf filled with ancient tomes remained resting against the far wall. I glanced around at this place for a moment, feeling equally warm and cold. This place could almost be considered my home now. However, that home felt empty.

      I didn’t let these feelings dwell within me for long.

      I made my way to the bookshelf.

      It took a moment to find the book I was looking for. Running my fingers over the dusty and worn leather spine, I recalled a time so very long ago when the feeling of my fingers caressing a book’s spine was something I enjoyed. How long ago was that? It felt like a lifetime now.

      Finding the book I wanted didn’t take long, even though it didn’t have a title on the spine, and I was soon bringing it over to the chair. I sat down, set the book on my lap, and began flipping through the pages, which contained alchemy recipes. I was looking for one recipe in particular. It took me a while before I found what I wanted.

      The Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill.

      This pill gathered the natural Spiritual Power permeating the world around the one who consumed it, allowing them to take that Spiritual Power in, refine it, and make it their own. This was a necessary step to reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism. However, the pill itself required very specific ingredients, and those ingredients could differ depending on what elemental affinity the Spiritualist had.

      A good example would be if I wanted to gain the Spiritual Power derived from lighting. To correctly refine a pill that would allow me to draw upon the Spiritual Power within the lightning element, I would first need to get the core of an S-Rank Demon Beast with a lightning affinity. That was the key ingredient needed to refine the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill with the lightning element.

      There were not many S-Rank Demon Beasts in this world, to begin with. They were rare and near-legendary existences, with powers akin to those of a god and intelligence that wouldn’t lose out to a human. I had read a story that once claimed S-Rank Demon Beasts could talk. I didn’t know if that was true or not, but it wasn’t like anyone I knew had ever seen an S-Rank Demon Beast before.

      Before I gathered the key ingredient, however, I should gather up the rest of the ingredients necessary: lif flowers, death knell klunger, spirit bone milk, lysende moss, drage stem, spirit essence, naturally purified water from a one-thousand-year-old spring, Lightning Chimera scales, essence blood of a Thunder Leopard… the more I read the list, the harder I realized it would be to find all these ingredients. There were over three hundred ingredients, and while some of them were common, more than half of them were incredibly rare—to the point where some people had questioned their existence. Not even the Alchemist Association in the Northern Plains had these ingredients on hand.

      Closing the book, I stood up and walked over to the bookshelf. A small sheet of parchment sat on the second shelf. I grabbed it and went to the table, unfolding the parchment and spreading it across the free space available. What the parchment detailed was actually an incredibly accurate but very old map. Several sections of the map were circled. Some of the rarer ingredients could be found in these spots.

      This map had been made by the woman I buried.

      I think she made it for me.

      I checked the map well into the night, plotting the route I would take. It might take a long time to accomplish my goals, and I still had to complete that woman’s last request, but I felt a small fire igniting inside of me. It burned quietly within my chest. I would become stronger, complete the woman’s last request, and then…

      I would kill the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.
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      The days passed by more quickly than I could have imagined, but I chalked that up to how busy I was. Between constantly attending meetings with the empress, working on the various tasks I was assigned to complete our war preparations, and making several trips to the Alchemist Association, I was pretty swamped with work.

      Breaks had become nonexistent.

      Even sleep only happened when my body shut down.

      I wasn’t the only one hard at work either; Kari, Lin, and Fay were also doing their parts to help me out. Kari had taken to directing our forces outside of Nevaria. She was helping create the traps we planned on using to weaken the enemy forces before they arrived at Nevaria. On the other hand, Lin and Fay were doing their part by helping around the Nevarian Braves headquarters. They would go through our supplies, correspond with several noble families regarding our defenses, and help train our Spiritualists to keep their skills sharp.

      Siv was the only one not working. This wasn’t her fault, however. She had asked me if I had anything she could do, but she didn’t know how anything in Nevaria worked. That said, when she had come up and stared at me with those big green eyes of hers, asking in her stilted speech if there was anything she could do to help, I decided to have her fly reconnaissance. I asked her to find out where the enemy army coming to Nevaria was currently located and report back to me.

      “They are… in grassland… place with high grass,” she said after returning home from one such mission.

      She wore a very simple sleeveless tunic that I had prepared for her. This tunic had been modified to accommodate for her wings, currently stretched out behind her back so they didn’t get squashed between her and the couch. Her legs were completely bare and she wasn’t wearing any footwear, but she seemed to prefer that. In all the time I had known her, she hadn’t worn any boots or even sandals.

      Because any clothes Siv wore would rip when she transformed, I had her transform away from prying eyes so she could remove her clothes, then had her transform back in the same spot. I kept these clothes on me so I could give them to her whenever she changed back into her human form.

      Her bare feet pressed against the couch as she sat with her knees against her chest. She wiggled her toes, causing the small scales to glisten as they reflected the light from the chandelier overhead. She was only wearing the tunic and nothing else. I wondered if she realized I could see the soft lips of her vagina. Well, even if she did know that, I somehow didn’t think she would be bothered. Shy as the girl was, she didn’t understand nudity taboos very well.

      “The grasslands, huh?” I assumed she meant the grassy plains several dozen kilometers away from the Pteranodon Valley. Leaning back against the couch with my arms crossed, I took a second to contemplate this information. “That means they’ve almost reached the first ambush point. I need to inform Empress Hilda so we can initiate the next plan.”

      “Meet empress? Kari’s… moth… mom?” Siv tilted her head.

      “Yes. She’s the one in charge, so I need to let her know what you’ve discovered.”

      “Help. I… I’ll help too.”

      “You can come with me if you want.” I stood up and prepared to leave, but then paused when Siv also stood up. “However, we need to put more clothes on you. It would not be a good idea for you to walk around outside like that.”

      Siv tilted her head like she couldn’t understand what was wrong with her current attire, but I was not going to let this girl expose herself to anyone but me. She might not get embarrassed because she didn’t understand. However, the idea of some man gazing at her hairless mound with lust bothered me.

      Intensely.

      I helped her put on some basic string underwear that tied at the sides, then had her wear shorts. They were fairly short. The shorts didn’t even cover her entire butt, stopping just a little before the folds of her butt cheeks. Her small and shapely rear end was still easily discernible underneath her clothes. I’d have liked to outfit her in something different, but she didn’t enjoy the pants I originally suggested.

      Most of my forces were currently out. The headquarters was very empty as we walked down to the first floor. Only the chefs, maids, butlers, and receptionists were present.

      We soon left, quickly traveling through the air instead of the streets. I used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step, while she simply flapped her wings and followed behind me. The amazing thing was that she could easily keep pace with me. While the Jump Step didn’t gift me with the incredible speed the regular Flash Step did, I still moved a lot faster than a normal person ever could.

      The Spiritualists guarding the gate let us through the moment we landed, and we traveled up to the mansion, where we were greeted by Garrett. Siv grabbed my sleeve as she eyed the man warily. Even though she was no longer confined to our living space, she still didn’t talk to anyone but me, Kari, Fay, and Lin.

      “I take it you are here to see Empress Hilda?” he said with a slight bow. “Please, follow me. She is currently having lunch in her study.”

      “Thanks,” I said as we walked past the guards at the front door and traveled inside.

      Siv kept close to me as we wandered through hall after hall, her wings now folded behind her. She looked at everything, turning her head this way and that as if this were her first time coming here. To be fair, I didn’t think she’d been paying that much attention when we came here last time. She had been far too nervous with all the people surrounding us to study the decor.

      Empress Hilda looked busy when we entered the study. She sat behind her desk, discussing plans with several Spiritualists dressed in the armor of Nevarian Spiritualist captains and commanders of the Imperial Royal Guard. Her half-eaten lunch rested on a plate before her. It looked like she was going over the plans for when the army of Sekbeists and Demon Beasts arrived.

      “While the greatest assault will most definitely come from the north, we cannot dismiss the possibility that the Sekbeists will use flying Demon Beasts like Pteranodons to attack us from the south, east, and west. Make sure you station several men at the ballistae towers at all times, one to fire the ballistae, one to reload, and five to protect them while they work. Should a surprise attack come from these directions, we will be relying on them to protect our people.”

      “Ma’am!” The Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards all snapped off a salute.

      As she looked up from something on her desk—a map, I realized—her eyes locked with mine and a smile lit her face, though it left seconds later when she seemed to sense that this wasn’t a social visit. I could only assume my expression gave me away.

      “Eryk,” she called me by my first name. Siv pressed herself closer to me, which made me sigh. If she was going to get this nervous around Kari’s mom, she shouldn’t have come. “If you’re here, I’m guessing you have new information for me.”

      “I do,” I said, walking past the Imperial Royal Guards and Nevarian Spiritualists, who stepped away so I could stand in front of the desk. I noticed some of them looked dissatisfied with my presence. However, they all knew better than to say anything. “Siv here just did some reconnaissance for us. It looks like the Sekbeist army is currently in the grasslands several dozen kilometers outside of the Pteranodon Valley. Given how long it took them to arrive at this point, we can assume they will begin marching into the Pteranodon Valley within two days.”

      Nodding at my words, the empress didn’t even take a moment to ponder them before making her decision.

      “In that case, we will begin the first phase of our plan.” She drew her back straight. The dress she wore revealed more cleavage than usual, but I realized it was because she hadn’t put on an underdress like she normally did. That, more than anything, told me how little time she had to herself. “Take your Nevarian Braves to the Pteranodon Valley and begin the initial assault. Whittle away at their forces and do your best to stall them. The more time we have to shore up our defenses, the better off we’ll be. In the meantime, I’ll have the Nevarian Spiritualists and Imperial Royal Guards move out to their predetermined locations.”

      Offering her a compulsory bow, I quickly left with Siv in tow. My response might have been a little rude, but there was nothing I could do about that.

      Time was of the essence.
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      After picking up Fay and Lin, we arrived at the main camp where the Nevarian Braves were stationed just outside of the Pteranodon Valley. This was the same place we made camp during our expedition with Catalyna. It consisted mostly of large tents spread across the entrance. I counted about one hundred and twenty in total, which was huge for an operation inside of the Demon Beast Mountain Range. Spread across the camp were several fire pits where people were cooking.

      “Siv, please set down just outside of the camp,” I instructed the girl.

      Myself, Fay, and Lin were sitting on Siv’s back as she flew in her Dragon form. Having a total length of about twenty meters, she was big enough that even Lin could sit on her without a problem.

      Siv didn’t respond to me with words, but she did travel over the campsite, which caused quite the commotion down below. People were pointing at us—or rather, they were pointing at Siv—and shouting something that was lost to the wind.

      She set down several meters outside of the camp. After Fay, Lin, and I got off, Siv transformed back into her human form. I summoned her clothing from the storage ring and helped her get dressed before anyone could come up to us. Lin and Fay were kind enough to act as our guards and block any potential viewer’s sight.

      As Siv finished donning her outfit, I noticed that Lin was glaring angrily at Siv for reasons that only Lin knew. I wondered what that was about. However, I didn’t have time to discuss this with her. Kari, Catalyna, Geirolf, Mykkel, Ingrid, Earland, and Bjark were coming toward us at a quick trot.

      “Hey, you four!” Catalyna shouted a greeting. “What are you all doing here? I figured you’d be busy coordinating with the empress, Commander.”

      “I was, but the situation has changed,” I said. “Please tell everyone to gather in the middle of the camp. I have an announcement to make.”

      Catalyna laughed. “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.” 

      “I saw Siv flying over the Pteranodon Valley just a few hours ago,” Geirolf said as he and the others joined us in walking toward the camp. “I’m guessing she gained some info on that army you spoke of?”

      “That’s right,” I said with a nod. “And it’s pretty big news.”

      “If that is the case, then we had better move quickly,” Mykkel muttered.

      While Catalyna, Geirolf, Ingrid, Mykkel, Earland, and Bjark split off to begin informing everyone to head to the middle of the camp for an announcement, myself, Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv went toward the camp’s center and waited. During this time, Kari asked Lin and Fay a question.

      “How was it flying on Siv’s back? Was it fun?”

      The blonde girl looked really inquisitive and excited, eyes sparkling like gemstones as she gazed at her two friends. I had put her in charge of the preparations for phase one of our plan to stall the incoming army. She had been stuck here for the past several days.

      “It was certainly a unique experience,” Fay admitted with a slow nod.

      “Th-this princess did not think it was that fun.” Lin crossed her arms and huffed.

      “You not… like riding on my back?” asked Siv, whose dragon wings actually slumped as though expressing her abject depression.

      “I-it’s not that this princess didn’t like it,” Lin panicked and backtracked. “She just… didn’t think it was all that fun. She prefers remaining on the ground. Lamia are a race born of the earth, and so… it’s like… we prefer being on the ground instead of in the air. W-when we Lamia are in the air, we cannot feel the earth beneath our scales, which makes us feel a sense of loss… or something, and so this princess can’t get comfortable on your back. It’s like that.”

      Siv didn’t quite seem to understand, and the depressed expression she wore only caused Lin to panic more as she tried to explain herself, but that just resulted in the Lamia digging herself into an even deeper grave. It was amusing to watch. Lin seemed to have something against Siv, but she was such a nice person that she couldn’t bear to see someone sad.

      I ignored them for now and instead focused on the people entering the clearing. They appeared from within the tents, walked around from further outside, and a few even appeared to have come from the Pteranodon Valley itself. The scent of fire and food filled the air, along with that of several hundred unwashed bodies. I guessed these people probably hadn’t had many chances to bathe. Even Kari was smelling a little rank, though I would never tell her this.

      Once everyone had gathered, I began speaking.

      “We’re short on time, so I won’t beat around the bush. The army traveling towards Nevaria has reached the grasslands. We suspect they will arrive in the Pteranodon Valley within two days, which means it is now time for us to begin phase one of our plan.”

      The Spiritualists listening attentively to me shifted on the balls of their feet, creating a cacophony of rustling noises that permeated the campsite. Several people began muttering. It was too low for me to understand what they were saying. However, if I were to judge based on their nervous reactions and gestures, I could pretty much guess what they were talking about.

      I waited for a few moments to give them time to settle down, then raised my hand for silence.

      Everyone went still.

      “Empress Hilda has tasked the Nevarian Braves with whittling down the enemy forces before they reach Demon Beast Pass. Those traps you set up all along the Pteranodon Valley are a part of that war effort. Our plan is to activate the traps from a distance using crossbows with rune-inscribed arrows that will activate the explosive mixture you all dumped into those ditches. The crossbows are on their way here and should arrive sometime tomorrow.”

      I paused for a moment to catch my breath. Speaking so much like this was not something I was used to anymore, though I had been finding myself making speeches a lot more often as of late.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kari watching me with a smile on her face. She didn’t appear worried about the army. I hoped the reason for that was because she had confidence in me.

      Shifting to put more weight on my left leg than my right, I gazed back at the sea of faces, at the people staring at me as they waited for my orders.

      I took a deep breath. It was time to end this.

      “Empress Hilda has made this an official quest for our sect. Due to the importance of this quest, it is being considered an A-Rank quest. The payment for the successful completion of this quest will result in each person here being paid a total of ten thousand valis, so make sure you do your best.”

      At those words, the large group of Spiritualists broke out in deafening cheers.

      At least, I didn’t need to get them motivated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Day turned to night. As the sun went down and the stars came out, Lin found herself sitting by one of the many campfires dotting the campsite. The heat from the fire kept her from freezing, though her back still felt kind of cold.

      Darling was busy speaking with all the captains of the Nevarian Braves, creating battle plans and contingency strategies. Lin was not well-versed in tactics. She couldn’t really help him out, so she had opted to simply sit down and sulk. Staring at the blazing fire, the image of Siv suddenly appeared in her mind and caused her to violently shake her head.

      “So this is where you wandered off to,” a voice said behind her.

      “Big Sister…”

      Lin turned her head to gaze at Big Sister as the blonde woman sat down beside her. Big Sister was wearing simple pants and a tunic with boots. Her armor and ranseur were nowhere to be seen. They were probably inside her tent.

      “I’ve noticed this for a while now, but you’ve been sulking quite a bit,” Big Sister said. “Is it because Eryk hasn’t been able to spend much time with you? You do realize that he hasn’t been able to spend much time with any of us, right?”

      “Everyone except Siv, you mean,” Lin said with a small huff.

      Big Sister tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear as she studied Lin. The look caused Lin to turn her head.

      “Do you not like Siv?” Big Sister asked carefully.

      “It is not that this princess does not like her,” Lin interjected with a sulky sigh. “She just feels threatened.” Lin continued to stare into the fire as she let her thoughts wander. “There is an old legend passed down among this princess’s people. It says that the Lamia were born from a Drakvarian who had committed a sin so great that she was stripped of her wings, had her arms and legs torn off, and was forced to live on the ground instead of in the skies. We worship the Drakvar as gods. They are what we Lamia wish to become, even though we know it can never happen.”

      “I had no idea there was a story like that among your people,” Big Sister said.

      Lin shrugged. “It’s just a story. This princess does not know if it’s true, but it has been passed down among the Lamia for as long as she can remember. Her mother would tell it to her almost every night.”

      Big Sister nodded and gazed silently at the fire for several moments. Lin didn’t interrupt her thinking. She just curled her tail around herself.

      “So, basically, you’re jealous,” Big Sister said after another moment had passed.

      “Wha—that isn’t it at all!” Lin suddenly exploded. “This princess has no reason to be jealous! She’s just—”

      “Jealous of the fact that Siv is a Drakvarian and seems to be getting more attention from Eryk at the moment than you,” Big Sister said with a grin.

      “That’s not it at all! You are not listening to this princess!” Lin huffed and crossed her arms, feeling something red and boiling rage beneath the surface of her skin. Irritation. “This princess just doesn’t like how a Drakvar, a race known for their incredible strength and power, is being so… so dependent on Darling for protection. She’s constantly hovering around him, clinging to his clothes like a lost little girl! Isn’t she a Drakvar?! She’s supposed to be a creature that we Lamia have revered since ancient times as the origins of our race, so why does she act like such a simpering and scared child?!”

      Lin huffed and gasped for breath as she finished screaming, her shoulders shaking from the emotions boiling inside of her. This had been something she had been keeping in for so long. Now that Big Sister had forced these simmering emotions to the surface, she could no longer contain her irritation.

      Several people turned to look in their direction. However, after a few moments, they looked away from Lin and renewed their own conversations.

      Big Sister sighed after Lin finished her rant.

      “So that’s what is bothering you?”

      “Wouldn’t that bother you?” asked Lin, feeling more than a little cross. “If you spent your entire life hearing your mother tell you about the Drakvar, about how they are the ultimate power, and that we Lamia are a race who had been born from one of those powerful beings, would you not be disappointed if the first Drakvarian you met was a scared little girl who hides behind your husband?”

      “Maybe, but I think you should also look at things from her perspective,” Big Sister said.

      Lin furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, your race may hold the Drakvar up as this great power that should be revered, but did you ever think that maybe the Drakvar do not feel that way about themselves?” asked Big Sister, which caused Lin to freeze. “Also, you haven’t taken Siv’s past into account. Her father was killed by Sekbeists, and she has spent who knows how many years being treated as their slave. She also seems to be quite young. She can’t be much older than you and me, and I doubt she was very old when the Sekbeists enslaved her. Probably in her early to mid-teens. You are putting a lot of expectations on a girl who suffered horribly until Eryk rescued her just because of her race. Don’t you think that’s a little unfair?”

      “Well… maybe,” Lin reluctantly admitted. “This princess didn’t think of it like that, but she just… this princess can’t help it. She was so excited to finally meet a real Drakvarian. She was so happy, but the Drakvar turned out to be this timid little girl who cannot even stand up for herself. This princess cannot help but feel disappointed.”

      “I understand how you feel. I do. But you shouldn’t take your frustration and disappointment out on Siv. She’s already suffered more than enough.” Big Sister looked up and turned her head to gaze at something, then spoke in a soft voice. “Besides, it is quite possible that girl will become your younger sister in the near future. It would be better for everyone if you two could get along.”

      “It’s not like this princess treats her poorly,” Lin muttered.

      She thumped her tail against the dirt. The soft ground gave way underneath her strong tail, forming a tiny indent. Dirt shifted underneath her scales as she moved her tail back and forth.

      “Perhaps not, but you haven’t called Siv by her name even once since she arrived, and you’ve been glaring at her a lot. Eryk might be too busy to say anything, but I’m sure he’s noticed.”

      Lin felt like shrinking in on herself as she listened to Big Sister talk. Had she really been that bad? She thought she had been doing a rather good job at keeping a lid on her emotions. Even after the disappointment she felt at Siv’s timid personality set in, she still continued to teach the Drakvarian how to speak, read, and write the humans’ language. Surely that proved she was doing her best, didn’t it?

      Apparently, Big Sister didn’t think so.

      “Anyway, I’m going to grab a meal. Do you want anything?”

      “This princess is fine. She will eat later.”

      “All right then. Be sure to think about what I said.”

      Lin watched as Big Sister turned around and walked toward one of the campfires where someone was cooking. Then she turned her head away and gazed at the rest of the camp. As she did, she caught sight of Eryk. He was standing beside Catalyna and Geirolf, talking and making wide hand gestures to emphasize whatever points he was trying to make. Standing close behind him was Siv.

      Is this princess being too hard on her?

      Doubt filled Lin’s mind as she continued to study Siv, who seemed to sense her gaze and began looking around. She also scooted a little closer to Eryk, interrupting his conversation with the two Spiritualists.

      Lin huffed and looked away.

      This princess will try to be a little nicer to her starting tomorrow.

      Making this promise to herself, Lin soon stood up and slithered over to where Big Sister and Fay were eating. Being angry had caused her to work up an appetite.
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      It had taken a long time to collect ingredients. I scoured the Demon Beast Mountain Range for Overlords-only-knows how long, but at long last, I had almost every ingredient required.

      I only needed one last ingredient to create the Yin-Yang Spiritual Enhancement Pill—the monster core of an S-Rank Demon Beast with a lightning element affinity.

      It had taken me months to discover where I could find such an S-Rank Demon Beast. I had searched the entire land looking for one, traveling to some of the most dangerous places I could think of, and nearly getting myself killed by running afoul of several hordes of A-Rank Demon Beasts. To be honest, I had only discovered the S-Rank that I was going after by chance.

      And that was how I found myself climbing Mount Himmellyn.

      I gnashed my teeth together as I climbed up the near-vertical ledge, placing one hand above the other and using the strength in my arms to pull myself up. I wasn’t using any climbing gear. I didn’t even have a rope. If I were to let go or slip, I would fall however many thousands of meters down it took to reach the ground.

      The cold wind bit into my skin like thousands of icy needles. Biting and fierce, it threatened to knock me off the cliff so many times I lost count, but I tenaciously clung to the wall of this mountain.

      There were no handholds or crevices for me to grab, so I used my strength to make them. I dug my fingers into the rock wall, puncturing the surface and digging out hand and footholds that I could use, then slowly ascended the mountain at what felt like the pace of a slug. Despite how long it felt like this was taking, I continued to climb up, up, and up.

      “Hng!”

      My eyes widened when one of the footholds I had dug out cracked. The sediment fell away and my foot slipped, causing me to lose my balance. One of my hands also slipped out of the handhold I had been using. Teetering back and forth, with only one hand keeping me from falling to a very painful death, I gritted my teeth, refusing to look down, and swung my arm so I could re-grab the handhold.

      I found purchase in the smooth rock once more, which honestly didn’t feel very safe. My fingers kept slipping, causing me to dig into the rock more and more, making me fear the handhold would break. It didn’t, however, and so I continued my journey upward.

      Day turned to night. Night to day. I had no idea how much time had passed as I climbed this mountain. Worrying about such things seemed meaningless now. What mattered was not how much time had passed but accomplishing my goals.

      At one point, I found myself climbing through a section of the mountain surrounded by clouds. The moisture in the air caused the rocks to become slippery and wet. That made it a lot harder to climb. I had to not only continue carving out hand and footholds with my fingers, but I also had to use my water affinity to remove the moisture clinging to the rocks. The mental strain it put on me left me exhausted.

      As the climb continued, I found that the area was getting less completely vertical. There were ledges and overhangs. I ended up climbing onto one of these ledges and using the water element to erode the wall of the cliff, creating a small cave that I slept in. It wasn’t a comfortable sleep by any means. The ground was cold, the air was thin, and I didn’t even have so much as a blanket to keep warm. I spent the entire night shivering.

      However, after days of this, I finally managed to reach the summit.

      The air was incredibly clear at the top of this mountain. It was far above the clouds, and so I had a perfect view of the vast blue sky. The sun shone brightly above my head, illuminating the massive mountain top, which was covered in rocky outcroppings and what appeared to be a giant nest.

      Because of how high up I was, the air had become incredibly thin, to the point where breathing had become difficult. Each inhale was a labored action. Each exhale felt like my life was slipping from me. My breath came out in ragged puffs.

      There was nothing here at the moment. Not a soul in sight. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, exactly, but an empty nest wasn’t it.

      I walked further onto the mountain top, away from the cliff edge, and continued peering at the giant nest. It was probably around forty to fifty meters in diameter. Unlike most nests, which were made from twigs, this one looked like it was made from whole trees. I reached out and touched one of the “twigs,” feeling out the rough texture of the bark.

      A loud screech made me retract my hand. I looked up to see a silhouette descending from the sky. Panic spread through me as I realized this must be the Demon Beast I had been looking for, and I quickly looked around before rushing behind a series of rocky outcroppings.

      Seconds after I disappeared, a massive crash shook the mountain. I peered out from behind the rocks to see the creature that made such a fantastic crash landing.

      It was absolutely monstrous.

      I couldn’t even begin to guess at how large this creature was, but it towered over me so much that I felt like an ant. Bronze feathers covered most of its body. However, its plumage was an electric blue, as were its striped tail feathers. The four talons on its feet were gigantic, each one easily as large as I was tall and covered in golden scales. A beak made from the same gold color jutted from its mouth, at least two or three times larger than me, and a pair of horns emerged from its head. The smaller horn in front sat on its beak, but the larger one protruded from its forehead. Both were the same gold as the beak and scales.

      I held my breath.

      This was the Demon Beast I had been searching for.

      The S-Rank Giant Horned Lightning Eagle.

      My heart was thudding in my chest as I stared at this creature, which twisted its head this way and that as if searching for something. If my breathing hadn’t already been labored, it would have been at the sight of this Demon Beast, so much larger than I was. Even though I hadn’t engaged it in combat yet, I knew it was incredibly strong, probably even stronger than me.

      This battle was not going to be an easy one.

      It was very possible that I would die.

      Sitting with my back against the rock, I reached into my pouch and began pulling out my supplies. I already knew what I had, but I wanted to check them again… to calm myself down.

      I had one hundred blue pills that glowed with a gentle light. These were Spiritual Recovery Pills, which could recover Spiritual Power. They were the only pills I had brought with me. Since I had an affinity for water, I didn’t need to carry any healing pills.

      Taking one more breath to calm myself down, I stowed the pills in my pouch, stood up, and walked out from behind the rock. The Demon Beast noticed me immediately. It screeched, a loud sound that nearly blew out my eardrums, and flapped its massive wings to generate turbulent winds so powerful I thought I might be blown off the mountain.

      It was obviously angry at the human who dared to invade its territory.

      I steeled myself before charging forward.

      My hardest battle yet was about to begin.
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      I stood in the brisk morning air, staring at the entrance to the Pteranodon Valley. Behind me, the sounds of people working reached my ears.

      I was dressed in my usual outfit. The chestplate fit snugly over my shirt, partially hidden by my vest. My gloves creaked as I clenched my hands. The Dragon’s Tail Ruler, my weapon of choice, sat embedded into the ground before me.

      “Eryk?”

      At the sound of her voice, I turned around to face Fay. Like me, she was dressed in her normal outfit, which looked like a female version of my own clothes. That made sense as she was the one who chose this outfit for me. She also had a chestplate protecting her like I did. However, unlike me, she also wore greaves and gauntlets. Her fiery hair was tied into a ponytail. Several bangs framed her porcelain face, highlighting her seductively narrowed emerald eyes.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “The crossbows and bolts have arrived,” she said.

      “Oh. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Care to inspect the equipment with me?”

      “I would like that.”

      Walking with Fay back into the camp, I soon found several wagons that had not been present the night before. They were typical carts with no tarp covering them. Several large boxes sat on each one. I assumed the crossbows and bolts were located inside.

      “There you are,” a familiar man with silver hair said. It was Dante, dressed in his silver Nevarian Spiritualist Captain armor. “We got the weapons you wanted. Figured I’d come to deliver it personally to see how you and Kari were doing.”

      It didn’t surprise me that Dante was the one coming here. The only thing I didn’t know was whether he had decided on this under his own initiative or if Valence had tried to subtly put him up to it. Not that it mattered either way. I was grateful to see him.

      “We’re doing fine,” I said. “Kari is currently directing our reconnaissance forces. She’s over there if you want to talk to her.”

      I pointed out Kari, who stood beside Lin and Catalyna. She was talking to Bjark about something, making wide hand gestures, to which the much larger man nodded several times before wandering off. Next, she began speaking with Catalyna, who nodded at whatever was being said. I didn’t know what they were talking about, but considering our task here, I imagined it was in regard to our plan.

      “Naw. Seeing her doing so well is enough for me,” Dante said. “Anyway, why don’t you inspect the cargo here? I want to make sure everything is as you want it.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said.

      Several of the Nevarian Spiritualists who arrived with Dante tried to remove the crates, but Fay and I stopped them and did it ourselves. It took less time since we were physically stronger than them. It took several of them to do what one of us could do by ourselves, which caused a few of the Nevarian Spiritualists to flush red with shame.

      I pried one crate open after that and looked inside. Sitting inside the crate were several dozen crossbows. They featured a curved stock to improve the comfort of the design, making it easier to use even with one hand. The bow was crafted from steel with pieces of leather on each end, which connected to the hemp bowstring. Several runes were carved into the surface. Raidho. Uruz. Thurisaz. Hagalaz. This rune array was one of my own designs.

      I picked one up and held the stock against my shoulder, noting how easy it felt to hold and aim. The front, back sight, and stirrup were all made from burnished metal. I glanced at the pulling mechanism next.

      “These look good.” I placed the crossbow back in the box.

      “I’ve never seen a crossbow before. How are you supposed to use one of these?” asked Fay as she picked one up.

      “Let me show you.”

      I went behind Fay and moved in close, until I could feel the warmth of her body against my chest. The scent of her hair pervaded my nose. She smelled good. It was a relaxing, calming scent.

      Not quite trying to ignore the sensation of Fay pressed against me, but also not letting myself be overcome by it, I grabbed her hands and helped her get into the correct firing position. I directed her right hand toward the trigger and had her use her left hand to keep the crossbow steady. Fay’s ears were red as I whispered into them.

      “Spread your legs a little and bend them… just like that. Good. This will give you more stability when firing. Your left hand is used to stabilize the crossbow. A lot of people tend to jerk their crossbows at the last moment for some reason. This will keep your bolts from going askew when you fire. Now that you are in position, what you need to do is look down the crosshairs—that’s the metal circlet right on top. You line up whatever you are targeting into that circlet with the nail sticking out of the wood, and then you just pull the trigger.”

      “It… it’s a bit easier to use than I expected,” Fay muttered, her breathing a little heavy.

      I smiled. “Crossbows are popular because they are so easy to use. However, just because they are easy to use doesn’t mean they are easy to aim.”

      I reluctantly backed away from Fay after showing her how to use the crossbow, wandering over to a crate that three Nevarian Spiritualists had set down. One of them had pried open the top. Hundreds, maybe even thousands, of bolts were sitting inside, all of them lined up and stacked on top of each other in neat rows.

      I took one out. It was very well-made. The grains were smooth, covered in runes, and the tip was encased in metal—exactly as I had asked.

      “It looks like everything is in order,” I said, setting the bolt back down.

      “In that case, we’ll begin unloading everything,” Dante said. “After that, we have to head out and get to our post. We’ll be counting on you to help cull the enemy numbers a little. Good luck.”

      “I’ll certainly do my best,” I said.

      “Father!” a voice suddenly shouted seconds before Kari ran up to Dante.

      “Hey, Kari.” Dante gave his daughter that lazy grin he was so well known for as she hugged him. “You look like you’re doing well despite the circumstances. I see you’ve become quite the leader.”

      Kari beamed at Dante. “Are you surprised?”

      “Naw. I always knew you had it in you.” Dante laughed.

      Leaving Kari to speak with her father, Fay and I began directing people to unload the crates and inspected the cargo. We had to make sure none of the crossbows were broken. It was also important to check the bolts. If one of them had a chip or if the runes were incorrectly written, the bolt would be useless.

      Best case, it wouldn’t work. Worst case, it would explode in your face. I wanted to avoid that.

      There were only a few bolts that wouldn’t work. Either they were chipped or the runes had been smudged or there was a line in them that had been incorrectly drawn. We discarded those and put the rest in quivers.

      The total number of crossbows we had were 728, and we had around 9,450 bolts to use, which meant each quiver only came with about thirteen bolts. That didn’t sound like a lot. However, we were not fighting a battle that was meant to last long, nor did we intend to use these weapons for a true long-range battle. These weapons had a very specific purpose. I judged thirteen bolts to be enough for each person. Technically, they only needed one to get the job done, but that was only if they were a perfect shot.

      Lin arrived at some point to begin helping us. Like myself, Kari, and Fay, she was wearing her chestplate and vambraces. Her skin was still notoriously bare. Her flat stomach, slender shoulders, and the small of her back were visible since the chestplate covered her chest and nothing else. Her exotic looks and lack of clothing distracted some of the men—until I decided they weren’t busy and needed to “spar” with me to keep their skills sharp.

      They stopped staring after that.

      Dante said goodbye to us and left after the crossbows and bolts were unloaded. Then I began the process of teaching people how to use these weapons.

      Crossbows were not weapons that most people used. Spiritualists never saw the need to since they could just rely on their Spiritual Power, which granted them long-range elemental attacks. Generally speaking, the only people who used crossbows were non-Spiritualist hunters.

      We were fortunate that the crossbow was such an easy weapon to learn; it only took about one hour to teach everyone how to load, aim, and fire.

      As I walked through the camp, I listened to the myriad of discussions taking place. Most people were talking about the incoming army and our role in it. While some seemed calm, a few looked like they were just barely keeping their sanity intact, while others seemed like a mix of the two.

      You could tell how most of these people were feeling by what they were doing. Those who had courage were calmly going about their daily routines, while those who were nervous either bragged about what they would accomplish during the fight or sat by one of the campfires and tried not to shiver in fear.

      Kari, Fay, and Lin stuck with me. I was very grateful for their presence. They didn’t just help me keep calm; they also made everything easier for me by performing some of the tasks I had set for myself like helping settle disputes between Spiritualists. Sadly, even in a situation like this—no, especially in a situation like this where tension was running high—arguments were bound to break out.

      Of course, their way of solving the situation was to meet violence with violence.

      “What’s going on here?” asked Kari with a frown as she stepped between a scuffle that had been about to break out.

      The two people fighting were a man and a woman respectively. The man had the standard blond hair of most Nevarian people, but the woman’s hair was more brunette. It was clear from his armor that the man was of high standing. His custom-made breastplate gleamed silver in the light. Meanwhile, the woman’s chestplate, greaves, and gauntlets were dinged and scratched, clearly far older and not made to fit her exact body measurements. She was probably a former mercenary.

      “This asshole tried to cut in line for food!” the woman shouted.

      “This bitch thinks she can go before me!” the man shouted as well. “Do you not realize who I am?! I am the heir to the prestigious Adevelt Family! Our noble lineage goes back several generations!”

      “Why the hell would I care about something like that?! What, you think being a noble makes you better than me? The only thing that matters here is strength! And I’m far stronger than you!”

      “How dare you! A sow like you has no right to speak back to me like that! You are courting death!”

      As the two began arguing again, Kari sighed and glanced at Fay, who nodded in response to the look. Lin and I stood back as the two stepped forward. Before the man and woman even had time to utter another word, the pair were sent flying from a powerful punch to their respective faces. They became sprawled on the ground, blinking several times, then slowly sat up and gawked at Kari and Fay.

      “I know everyone is feeling tense right now, but I’m gonna have to ask that you cease your pointless squabbling,” Kari said with a smile so brilliant it made the faces of the man and woman on the ground pale. She pointed at the man. “You might be from a noble family, but that does not give you the right to cut in line for food. Everyone is equal in our sect. And you—” she pointed at the woman “—need to relax. Yes, he cut in line, but was it really that big of a deal? There is plenty of food to go around. You are making Demon Beasts out of rodents. Do this again, and I will dole out a punishment so harsh that death would be preferable. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Y-yes… Lady Kari. We’ll stop,” the man and woman said at the same time. They couldn’t even look Kari and Fay in the face. I wondered if it was because of shame or fear.

      “Good,” Kari said with a pleased smile and a nod.

      “Big Sister is scary when she’s settling disputes,” Lin said.

      I could do nothing but nod.

      Sometime after the argument was settled, Siv came flying down from the sky. She landed next to me. Her face was a little pale, though it didn’t look like she had exerted herself much. I suspected something else had caused the blood to drain from it.

      Fear.

      “The army… entering is—is entering the valley,” Siv said.

      “Right now?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Right now.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing we got that shipment in this morning.” I sighed, reached out, and tugged on my long bangs. “What do their forces look like? Were there any flying Demon Beasts?”

      “Flying ones… left already. They… split up?” Siv paused, tilted her head, then nodded. “They split up from the main force. I saw them. They travel… west.”

      “Which means they are probably going around the mountain range to attack Nevaria from the west or southwest,” I determined with a hand cupped to my chin before making a decision. “Siv, please travel west of here and locate Dante’s battalion. They should be stationed several kilometers away. Let him know what you just told me and ask them to hide, then head into Nevaria and tell Rainer to prepare the ballista to intercept flying enemies.”

      “I do that—no, I will do that,” Siv said with a nod before taking off.

      I felt a little bad for making her work so hard, especially since I knew she didn’t do well around people, but I also couldn’t do anything else. She was the fastest person here thanks to her wings and wind affinity. She was not only the most suited for this task but had also offered to help.

      “Everyone! The enemy is coming! Grab your weapons and prepare to move out!” I shouted so loudly no one could have not heard me. “Join up with your squad leader and head to your designated locations. Do not, I repeat, do not engage the enemy under any circumstances! We are only here to whittle away at their forces! Not fight a prolonged battle!”

      My words caused everyone to quickly move out. Spiritualists grabbed the crossbows we had set up, a quiver full of bolts, and met up with their squad leaders.

      I had divided everyone into squadrons led by one of the B-Rank Spiritualists—Catalyna, Kari, Fay, Lin, Bjark, Geirolf, Marko, Mykkel, Earland, Hansel, and Ingrid. Each B-Rank Spiritualist was in charge of sixty-six people.

      Under the directions of the B-Rank Spiritualists and myself, our squads of sixty-six each spread out. Kari, Fay, Catalyna, and Hansel went left, climbing up a mountainside and hiding behind a series of massive boulders. Bjark, Geirolf, Marko, and Earland went in the opposite direction, traveling into a line of trees on the side furthest from the valley entrance. The remainder of us—myself, Ingrid, Mykkel, and Lin—remained at the Pteranodon Valley’s entrance. Our forces were spread several meters apart from each other. Once everyone was in position, we did the only thing we could do.

      We waited and prayed.
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      Deep within the Drage Family’s mansion, a thick door made of stone suddenly shifted. Loud groaning echoed through the room as the door opened, first a crack, and then even further. This door, which weighed several tons, finally opened fully, allowing a person to step through them. A pair of guards who stood on either side of the door suddenly knelt on the ground and bowed their heads in reverence.

      “Princess, it is good to finally see you come out of seclusion,” they said in unison.

      The one they called princess looked at them, snorted, then said, “Inform the elders that I have emerged from my secluded training and request an audience with them.”

      “At once, Princess.”

      One of the guards hurriedly stood up and dashed toward a set of stairs. She watched him disappear, crossing her arms and tapping her left index finger against her elbow.

      The wait wasn’t long, but it felt like hours. She spent most of her time watching the other guard, who appeared to have broken out into a cold sweat, much to her amusement. Seeing weaklings act so nervously around her was always entertaining. By the time the other guard arrived, the one left with her had buckets of sweat pouring down his face.

      “The elders said they would see you now. They are waiting in the council chamber,” the guard said.

      She didn’t spend any more time on these guards, instead walking up the stairs, leaving the basement behind.

      Wandering the mansion, she looked at everything to see if any changes had been made while she had been in seclusion. It didn’t look like it. Everything seemed exactly the same as it always had.

      After passing through a pair of double doors that two nervous guards held open for her, she entered the council chamber, lit only by several monster core lamps, and knelt before the elders. The stale air in this place made her wish she could wrinkle her nose. She could smell the ancient scent of the people she was greeting, which reminded her of old parchment mixed with something acidic.

      It was not a pleasant smell.

      “I have returned from my secluded training, Lord Elders,” she said. Her voice remained respectful. She might not like these elders, but they were powerful, and she respected power above all else.

      “It is good that you have returned to us, Sigrid,” one of the elders said. “I see you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Congratulations.”

      “Your keen insight is astounding as always,” she answered.

      “Very good,” another said.

      “We are pleased by your newfound strength,” said one more.

      “With this, you are now on par with your brother—no, perhaps I should say you have even more potential than him. It took him twice as long to reach this level of strength,” stated another.

      She had no idea what method these elders used to divine that she had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Of course, she would not have come out of seclusion unless she had reached it, but the way they spoke made it sound like they could actually sense that she had reached it rather than making a mere educated guess.

      “Much has happened since you went into seclusion,” another elder said, a woman. “Several problems have arisen that will require your attention.”

      “Please tell me about these problems,” she requested.

      The elders soon began speaking of a man known as Eryk Veiger—a person of unknown origins who had appeared within Nevaria and rocked the entire city with his awe-inspiring performance during the Spiritualist Grand Tournament.

      She found herself intrigued as she continued to listen. She became especially interested in him when she heard that he had a dual-natured affinity for lightning and water, and that he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism with both of them. He sounded like the kind of man a woman like her could grow enamored with.

      “At present, an army of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists are coming to Nevaria, so we cannot afford to move against Empress Hilda and her family right now,” the head elder said. “We will have to wait until after the threat of this army has passed. For now, the Drage Family will provide support in the defense of Nevaria.”

      “I understand,” Sigrid said.

      Her family might want to rule Nevaria themselves, but they understood that one could not rule what did not exist. The incoming threat was greater than what they could face alone. Thus, until the threat had passed, they would play nice with the others.

      “Go and get some rest. I am sure you are tired after training in seclusion for an entire year.”

      “Yes, Head Elder.”

      Sigrid stood up, left the room, and wandered down the hall until she flagged down a passing maidservant.

      “Prepare a bath for me,” she ordered.

      “At once, Princess,” the maidservant said with a shiver.

      The maidservant led Sigrid to her bedroom, which was large and relatively empty. It only had a few basic necessities like a bed, a desk, a dresser, and a large copper tub.

      The maidservant was quick to prepare a bath, gathering water into the copper tub and using a C-Rank monster core with a fire affinity to heat it up. She bowed to Sigrid before offering to help her take off her clothes. As her body was bared, goosebumps broke out on her skin and her nipples grew stiff from the cool air. That changed when she stepped into the hot water and leaned back to relax. A sigh escaped her lips as the warm water washed away the grease and sweat that she had accumulated while inside the isolation chamber.

      “Eryk Veiger, huh?” she murmured as she lifted one leg and massaged her thigh. The smile on her face grew wider as she wiggled each of her toes individually. “He sounds intriguing. I am very interested in seeing what kind of man he is.”
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      “There’s movement in the distance,” Ingrid said suddenly, snapping everyone into the present.

      Her words made me look up from the ground, which I had been silently staring at in contemplation, to see that, indeed, something was moving in the distance. It was still far out. One might have mistaken it for a mirage, but I did not.

      Something was coming.

      Several somethings.

      Several big somethings.

      The Pteranodon Valley was large. According to the map, it spanned about fifty kilometers in length and .65 kilometers in width. It was much longer than it was wide.

      Narrowing my eyes, I channeled lightning into them so I could enhance my vision. Everything snapped into sharp focus. The world around me became crystal clear. My vision was so good that I could even see objects far in the distance with extreme clarity, which included the army of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists.

      Just like I had seen last time, the army was being led by a human with blond hair, who I now realized possessed the same blood-red eyes as the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. Not only were they a deep crimson, but the irises were completely surrounded by blackness. Furthermore, and maybe it was just me, but it looked like the man had seen our three groups already. He looked at the mountain where Kari, Fay, Catalyna, and Hansel lay in wait, then cast his gaze at the other side where Bjark, Geirolf, Marko, and Earland had hidden.

      Finally, he looked at me. Our eyes met. Even from this distance, he had somehow managed to spot me.

      I shivered.

      “Ready the crossbows,” I ordered everyone.

      The sound of people loading bolts into crossbows, of the twang from strings being pulled back, echoed in the air. I grabbed a bolt of my own. Placing it on my crossbow, I drew the bowstring back, locked the bolt in place, and prepared to fire.

      “Take aim,” I gave the command.

      Lin, Ingrid, Mykkel, and I aimed our crossbows. We weren’t the only ones. Everyone had taken aim. They were all primed and ready.

      “Do not fire until I give the signal,” I instructed.

      The army was coming closer to us now, but they were still further out. Just as Siv had told me, their flying units had already been dispatched. I didn’t know if they were planning to attack from a different route, if they had attacked one of the battalions stationed outside of Nevaria, or if they had another plan that I hadn’t anticipated, but all that mattered right now was dealing as much damage to this enemy as we could.

      Their marching formation was a standard one. The Grunts were being led by Elites riding on Saber-Toothed Tigers, which stood at the front of the army, and in the back were the Greater Behemoths and Greater Tarantella. Now that they were out in the open like this, I counted three Greater Behemoths and four Greater Tarantella.

      We had to kill at least a few of those here and now.

      We could not let them bring beasts like that to Demon Beast Pass.

      I raised my left hand, eyes narrowed as I continued observing the marching army.

      Thick tension filled the air. It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Even back when I was a member of Brave Vesperia and fighting against the Sekbeists alongside Erica and Tungsten, I had not felt this incredible sense of tension. I felt like a string being drawn so taut I was liable to snap. Even so, I kept my breathing calm and composed as I waited until the first of the Greater Behemoths had stepped into our trap.

      The first ones to fire were not my group, which was located further away from the enemy army, but the groups belonging to Kari and Earland respectively. They were located on either side of the valley. Bolts fired from above landed on the ground. Each bolt was glowing vibrantly as the rune array on their surfaces activated, granting them not only increased speed and power, but providing the spark needed to ignite the oils underneath the invading army’s feet.

      The arrows struck the ground. Numerous powerful explosions tore through the earth in the middle of the army, disrupting their formation and creating a cacophony of noise. Plumes of fire and smoke rose into the sky like a Phoenix rising from the ashes. Bodies and limbs flew through the air. The shrieks of pain were drowned out by the incredibly loud roar of multiple detonations.

      The army continued on. They did not stop even as their forces were destroyed. I waited and watched and waited some more. Just a little closer. Just a little closer.

      “FIRE!”

      I chopped my arm down. That was the signal. All at once, several loud twangs rang out around me as everyone fired their crossbows. The bolts were released, sailing forward far more quickly than any bow and arrow could achieve without the aid of runes, reaching the incredible distance between us and our target—not the Demon Beasts or the Sekbeists—but the ground beneath their feet.

      Several of the bolts did not hit their target, with some striking the Demon Beasts or Sekbeists, while others just missed entirely. However, mine and a few others landed on their marks.

      It was enough.

      Explosion after explosion suddenly ripped through the air. Each blast sent plumes of fire, smoke, and bodies into the sky. Several of the explosions happened just as one of the Greater Behemoths was stepping on the ground. The fire struck the Demon Beast’s left leg with enough force that a large chunk of flesh was gouged out. The Greater Behemoth unleashed a pained roar as it stumbled, then tripped. It fell to the ground. I listened to the massive rumble as the Greater Behemoth landed on several hundred Grunts, crushing them flat. The Sekbeists that had been standing on the gondola situated on top of the Greater Behemoth were also thrown off.

      “Fire again! Fire at will!” I commanded.

      More arrows flew from crossbows as my group fired without relent. Sometimes we missed. Sometimes we hit. Each target struck brought about a new explosion that killed dozens of Grunts, Elites, and Demon Beasts. A few of our attacks even injured some of the more powerful Demon Beasts.

      One of the Greater Tarantella was above a trap when it lit up with a massive plume of flames, lifting the creature off the ground and tearing into its body, burning away even that tough fur it was so proud of. The Demon Beast thrashed in pain from the attack. This attack was not enough to kill it—nowhere near enough—but it was so shocked and angry that it went out of control and began attacking everything near it. It flailed its legs, sweeping several Grunts off their feet, killing dozens more. Many Elites were impaled upon its legs. It became such an unruly force of destruction that the Sekbeists were forced to kill it.

      “I think that is enough for now,” I said to myself, then turned my head to bark orders at the others. “Everyone, begin to withdraw! We’re moving out!”

      “Darling!” Lin suddenly interrupted me. “Something is happening over where Big Sister and Fay are!”

      “How can you tell?” I asked.

      “This princess can feel it in the earth,” Lin tried to explain. “It’s hard to explain, but this princess can feel the changes in the earth. Right now, there is a lot of frantic movement happening where Big Sister and Fay are.”

      “Damn it.” I took a short breath and quickly issued new orders. “I’ll go and support the teams with Kari, Fay, Hansel, and Catalyna. The rest of you, begin retreating back to Nevaria. Do not stop for any reason.”

      Lin looked like she wanted to argue with me, but I think she understood that there was nothing she could do. Kari and Fay’s position was too far for her to traverse in any short amount of time. If something was happening, then she would arrive too late to help.

      “This princess is expecting all three of you to come back home,” Lin said. “You hear this princess? Come back home with Big Sister and Fay.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure nothing happens to any of us,” I said to Lin before turning my attention to the place on the cliffs where Kari and Fay were. I couldn’t quite see them because they were hidden behind a rocky outcropping. However, through the gaps in the rocks, I could make out what appeared to be several Sekbeists dancing through the shadows.

      With my eyes narrowed, I disappeared within a Flash Step.
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      Kari was firing her crossbow with the others when the screams first echoed behind her. Whirling around, she found several of her sect-mates lying dead in puddles of blood, their heads cleanly removed from their shoulders. Fay, who stood beside her and had reacted even more swiftly than she did, gasped in shock.

      “What the—how did they die?!” she asked.

      Kari would have answered Fay, but she didn’t need to. Seconds after the woman screamed, a creature emerged from the shadows. Puke green skin. Two slits for a nose. No eyebrows but an incredibly thick brow ridge. It was a Sekbeist.

      This particular Sekbeist was one of the so-called Shamans. He emerged from the shadows, wielding a pair of scimitars, which he swung with expert precision. Every swing cut through a neck. Blood flowed like an endless river. Most of the attacks were so swift and clean that the Spiritualists died before they even knew what hit them, but there were a few unfortunate victims who weren’t lucky enough to get a painless death.

      One Spiritualist had reacted to the Sekbeist’s presence, leaping back to avoid the attack, but he wasn’t fast enough and the scimitar carved into his artery instead. A gurgled rasp of pain escaped the man’s mouth. He dropped his crossbow and held a hand to his neck, stumbling backward for several unsteady steps before falling onto his backside and then going limp.

      It wasn’t just one Shaman attacking them. There were several—over a dozen. They moved from shadow to shadow at a speed greater than what most of the Spiritualists could keep up with. Only a few had even managed to activate their Spiritual Auras in time, but those auras could do nothing in the face of the Sekbeist’s blades, covered in the darkness element. The swords cut through Spiritual Auras like they were parchment. Arcs of blood flew through the air and splattered against the ground.

      Once Kari saw what they were up against, she didn’t hesitate. Unleashing her Spiritual Aura, she created a massive blaze of powerful light that illuminated their surroundings and burned away the shadows.

      The Shamans screeched at the unexpected light attack. During this time, Fay recovered from her shock and used the Flash Step. She appeared in front of one Shaman who had covered his eyes. Her fist was tucked into her torso, but then she thrust it forward, adding a spin to her attack, and punched the Sekbeist in the chest. A gout of flame erupted from her fist and pulverized the Sekbeist’s body. The creature was lifted into the air and crashed onto the ground.

      It didn’t get up.

      Kari kept up her Spiritual Aura, pouring out all of the Spiritual Power she could to negate the Sekbeist’s Shadow Walking ability. Fay used this to her advantage.

      Her next opponent had managed to recover from being blinded. He swung a long sword at Fay, but she merely caught the weapon on the gauntlet of her left hand, pushed it aside, and slammed her other fist into the Sekbeist’s face. A loud crunch echoed around the battlefield, followed by an explosion as Fay activated the runes on her gauntlet.

      The Sekbeist’s head exploded, turning to ash and dust that scattered in the breeze.

      Hansel and Catalyna had also recovered from their shock by this point. Catalyna swung her bladed weapon around like it was a feather. The jagged edges tore into a Sekbeist, lightning sparking along the blade as the enemy’s torso was removed from his legs. The two separate halves flew apart and hit the ground with meaty thuds.

      Meanwhile, the brunet, Hansel, leaped onto a Sekbeist’s shoulder, driving a pair of dirks into its neck. An agonized and enraged roar rang out as blood spurted from the wounds. The Sekbeist dropped his weapon and tried to grab Hansel, but he proved to be slippery when he swung his body around the creature’s front, then stabbed his enemy in the chest. The Shaman died with a shudder, falling back and striking the ground.

      This was the point where Eryk appeared before them. He looked like he was ready for a fight, but when he saw the Sekbeist corpses littering the ground, his body relaxed.

      “Are you all okay?” he asked.

      “We lost several people,” Catalyna said as Kari walked over to Eryk alongside Fay. “It looks like over two dozen of us died. However, we also took out the Sekbeists who attacked, so…”

      Eryk grimaced when he heard about the deaths, but he quickly moved on. She understood. He knew better than anyone that they couldn’t afford to dwell on those who had died right now.

      “We’re retreating back to Nevaria. It’s time to initiate the next phase of our plan. I want everybody to beat a hasty retreat,” he ordered.

      “We’re on it,” Catalyna said before turning to everyone. “You heard the commander! Let’s move it, people!”

      With Eryk in the lead, everyone began to quickly trot toward the Pteranodon Valley entrance. Eryk wore a grim expression as they moved. Kari didn’t know exactly what he was thinking, but she could take several guesses. He was probably blaming himself for not foreseeing something like this happening. She wanted to say something reassuring, but she knew, like him, that now was not the time.

      As they reached the entrance, Kari looked back at the Pteranodon Valley, which was littered with corpses. However, the corpses were but a small portion of what covered the ground. The army they had set those traps for continued marching inexorably onward.

      The man leading the army looked as unperturbed now as he had before this small skirmish began.

      Kari could not help but shiver.
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      Siv flapped her wings as she flew swiftly toward a section of the forest that had been cleared out. She stared at the ground, looking for the telltale signs of human life. The air whistled around her ears, and the wind pushed against her face, but her eyes didn’t water like a human’s would have. She had an extra eyelid that she could close to protect them from the wind. Siv could also manipulate the wind to move around her.

      She soon discovered where the humans had set up their base, which looked similar to the one Eryk had been using, with tents and campfires spread across the flat ground. Humans were milling about like they didn’t have a care in the world. Some were chatting around the campfire while they ate, but others looked like they were sleeping on the grass.

      As she set down, many people pointed and stared at her. Siv froze. Those stares felt like they were penetrating her very soul. She wanted to move. She had something she needed to do, and yet, the moment these people began staring, any and all thoughts except fear fled her mind.

      Siv had never been good with people. She was very young when her home was attacked by Sekbeists and she was captured. The only people she had ever known were her mother, father, and the few guards who protected them. Being around so many unfamiliar faces made her nervous.

      Just as her body was about to begin uncontrollably shaking, someone stepped in front of her—the silver-haired man who Eryk called Dante. His gleaming silver armor clicked together as he walked up to her. She found herself staring at his eyes, which gazed right back with an amused and lazy demeanor.

      “Siv, right?” Dante asked. Siv, whose tongue was still tied, could only nod. “Man, seeing you fly like this is pretty in-freaking-credible. It kinda makes me wish I had wings, but I imagine having those makes it harder to sleep at night, so I guess that’s a no-go.”

      Siv didn’t say anything.

      “Was there something you needed?” asked Dante. “You’re here because you had an important message to deliver to me, right?”

      An important message? Did she have a message to give this man? Siv restarted her brain and tried to get past her fear of anyone who wasn’t Eryk, Kari, Fay, or Lin so she could remember what she had come all this way for.

      “Flying Demon Beasts. Traveling west,” Siv said at last.

      Her words were stilted still, but Dante seemed to understand what she was saying. He narrowed his eyes, and while it didn’t look like he was glaring at her, she still wanted to run and hide behind Eryk. She wished he was with her just then. Being with Eryk made her feel safe in ways she hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      Eryk in some ways reminded her of her father. The way he protected her, the warmth of his calloused hands, and the charismatic presence he possessed were things her father had also had. She thought that was why she had grown so attached to him within such a short amount of time.

      “I see. So they traveled west, yet we didn’t see them come this way, which means they probably headed for Nevaria.” Dante didn’t pause after coming to this conclusion, the same one Eryk had, and he turned around to address the many Spiritualists. “Everyone! It seems a flying unit of Demon Beasts has decided to invade Nevaria ahead of their brethren! Gather your weapons! Leave the tents here! We’re heading back to Nevaria!”

      Everyone began rushing around in chaotic order. It seemed so hectic as people ran into tents, smothered fires, and began putting on their armor.

      Unlike the many different armors worn by Eryk’s group, these people all had the same armor, leather armor made from Demon Beast hide. Only a few had different armor. There was a woman with a square jaw and mannish face, and another man with messy blond hair who both wore silver armor similar to but slightly less decorative than Dante’s. Siv wondered why these people’s armor was so uniform while those of Eryk’s people weren’t.

      Those thoughts fled when something massive burst out of the trees. Screams of shock and panic rose into the air, but several of them were cut off when the giant object that had appeared crushed them beneath it. Siv’s eyes widened as she realized that what had appeared wasn’t an object.

      It was a giant snake.

      Covered in black scales that glistened in the light, the Demon Beast was even longer than Siv when she transformed into a Dragon. The gigantic head at the front of the snake hissed. A row of razor-sharp teeth about half the size of an adult human revealed themselves as it opened its mouth and chomped down on someone unfortunate enough to be in its way. Its long, sinuous body tore through the camp, slamming into people with its tail.

      Several humans went flying, their armor and bodies broken before they even hit the ground. The rest of the humans tried to quickly put some distance between them. This turned out to be a mistake when the creature turned its head and looked at them with sickly green eyes. The Spiritualists who caught its stare fell over and didn’t get back up. Siv couldn’t understand what just happened, but she knew they were dead.

      “Shit!” Dante swore. “It’s a Basilisk!”

      Siv didn’t know what a Basilisk was, but she knew this Demon Beast was frighteningly powerful and just plain scary. Her body was frozen solid as the gigantic snake moved around the campsite, crushing people, knocking others away, and killing even more with nothing but its gaze. However, even though she was afraid, Siv was still able to notice the person standing on top of the creature’s head. It was one of those Sekbeist. He was laughing.

      “Gya ha ha ha! Kill them, my pet! Eat them! Have your fill of human flesh!”

      Dante raced away from her side to charge at the creature. She gazed at him in shock. What was he doing?! Why was he charging forward so recklessly?! Did he want to die?!

      “Everyone! Be sure not to look into the Basilisk’s eyes! Activate your Spiritual Auras, then close the distance and attack it from behind!”

      His words brought order back to the Spiritualists, who all quickly activated their Spiritual Auras. Red, blue, yellow, and green flames erupted from their bodies as they quickly raced behind the Basilisk and began peppering it with Spiritual Techniques. Jets of brilliant red flame crashed against hard black scales. Blades of water tried to slice through the Basilisk’s thick hide. Lightning shot from their hands and slammed into the Basilisk’s body. But no matter how many attacks struck it, none of them did a single thing.

      “You humans are such a pathetic race!” The Sekbeist’s loud cackling resounded across the campsite turned battlefield. He was holding onto one of the large horns that jutted out from the Basilisk’s neck like a mane. “I don’t know why we haven’t done anything to you until now! If you’re this weak, we could have killed you all centuries ago!”

      No one said anything to the Sekbeist’s words but instead continued to fight on in grim silence. However, it was clear even to Siv that their morale had taken a hit. They weren’t as enthusiastic about fighting anymore, and the longer they attacked without even damaging the Basilisk, the less heart they seemed to have.

      Siv’s heart was slamming in her chest as she became racked with indecision. What should she do? She needed to do something, but she couldn’t figure out what. She didn’t want to fight—no, she couldn’t fight. Fighting was scary. It was painful.

      Even now, Siv could remember what fighting felt like when she had been controlled by that collar, the feeling of blood on her hands wouldn’t go away, and the looks in people’s eyes when they died filled her with dread. She didn’t want to fight. She couldn’t fight. But she also didn’t want Kari’s dad to die.

      E-Eryk… I have to find him. He’ll know what to do.

      With a flap of her wings, Siv shot into the sky like a bolt of lightning and took off, leaving behind the terrified screams of dying humans.
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      Stelys Valstine had chosen to participate in the defense of Nevaria like many other nobles. He was part of the group being led by Catherina Kriger, the head of the Kriger Family and a powerful Spiritualist who was supposedly very close to reaching the Third State of Spiritualism.

      Empress Hilda had ordered the nobles to spread out and join the main defense force, the Nevarian Spiritualists under Rainer’s command, giving them key locations to defend in the event of an unprecedented attack from the sky. The group under Catherina’s command was stationed around the western rampart.

      Stelys stood beside the massive watchtower, upon which a ballista sat. The intimidating weapon really was something else. He could not help but admire the device.

      There were several such towers close by. If he looked up at them, he could vaguely make out the shapes of people standing at the ready.

      These ballistae had been Eryk’s idea, from what he had heard, and while he hadn’t seen them in action, the sight of these massive towers with what amounted to a giant crossbow sitting on them certainly looked impressive. He didn’t know how well they would do in battle; however, if they really were Eryk’s idea, he imagined they would be useful.

      That boy was always full of surprises.

      “It looks like everything is still quiet,” a voice suddenly said from his left.

      Stelys turned to find Catherina standing right next to him. Her long, blonde hair was styled in ringlets that bounced with a strange flamboyancy as she moved. Her pale skin and ice blue eyes lent her a noble and cold demeanor, but her warm smile softened it. She seemed surprisingly approachable.

      She wasn’t wearing much armor. Her silver breastplate, lined with golden designs, only covered her chest but left her stomach and most of her back bare. It also seemed as though she hadn’t put on a shirt. Her flat stomach was completely exposed, as was her back. The smoothness of her pale skin would have made most people go dry at the mouth. Even Stelys admitted that she was a tempting woman. Silver greaves and gauntlets with the same runic scheme as her chestplate covered her arms and legs.

      “It certainly seems that way.” Stelys glanced at the Demon Beast Mountain Range surrounding their city. “I wonder if Fay and the others have made contact with the enemy army yet.”

      “Are you worried?” asked Catherina.

      “What father wouldn’t worry for his little girl’s safety?”

      “Ha! That is true. Even I am a little concerned for Marko and Catalyna. They are at the frontlines right now.”

      The Kriger Family was a martial family made up entirely of powerful Spiritualists. It was often said that they were the strongest family, though Stelys himself wasn’t sure of that. In either event, he couldn’t tell if Catherina was being serious or not, but he still imagined that, as a mother, she probably was genuinely worried for her children.

      A moment of silence passed between them. Stelys honestly wasn’t sure what to say. Had this been even as far back as four months ago, he would have never been able to hold a casual conversation with such a prominent figure. His family was on the lowest ladder of the nobility. Meanwhile, Catherina’s Kriger Family was one of the Heavenly Families—the top of the food chain immediately below the Empress.

      However, speaking soon became unnecessary when the loud ringing of a bell filled the air. It was the Demon Beast alarm. The sound was coming from the tower right next to them, but soon another one further out began ringing too, and was then joined by another and another, until it seemed as if the entire city-state was filled with ringing bells.

      “It looks like we have company,” Catherina said, gazing at something above their heads.

      Stelys looked up and paled as several hundred or maybe even several thousand flying Demon Beasts flew over the Demon Beast Mountain Range and swooped down toward Nevaria. He couldn’t figure out how many there were. There were so many they blotted out his view of the sky for at least a hundred meters.

      A bolt suddenly flew from the ballista situated on the tower nearest them, glowing a brilliant red that made it look like a trail of fire. It flew into the horde and exploded. The detonation could be heard even over the Demon Beast alarm. Stelys’s eyes widened as several dozen Pteranodons suddenly disappeared. However, even though quite a few had been killed, the gap left in the Demon Beasts’ flying formation was soon filled by more enemies.

      “It seems those ballistae really are impressive weapons,” Catherina said as she uncrossed her arms and reached out to her sides, fingers closing around the handles of her weapons. A hiss of steel resounded as she pulled her two broadswords free from their sheathes. “However, even if they are impressive, I somehow don’t think they will be enough to push back such an overwhelmingly large force.”

      “Neither do I,” Stelys agreed as he readied his battle axe.

      “Spiritualists of Nevaria!” Catherina shouted, her voice echoing across the rampart where all of her forces were currently situated. “Our enemy draws near! Now is the time to prove your mettle! Prepare yourselves for battle and defend our home with your lives!”

      A loud roar went up among the Spiritualists on the wall and those on the ground below, easily heard even over the alarm bells and the sound of explosions. The ballistae on this side of the wall had not ceased firing. They would shoot off a bolt, which exploded against the horde of Demon Beasts and wiped out several dozen, then reload a new bolt and fire again. Stelys didn’t even think they needed to aim. There were so many enemies that they could hit something just by firing in the Demon Beasts’ general direction.

      However, it was not long before the flying Demon Beasts finally made it to the wall and swooped down to attack. Several went after the ballistae, but there were also a number that came down toward the rampart. As they did, Stelys realized it wasn’t just Demon Beasts they would be dealing with. Several creatures with green skin leaped off the backs of their Demon Beast mounts and began attacking Nevaria’s forces.

      These must be the Sekbeists. They match the description Empress Hilda gave us.

      “Come, Stelys!” Catherina commanded as she waved her swords. “Let us join the battle!”

      Stelys did not speak, but he did raise his battle axe and charge at the nearest enemy that landed on the rampart.

      The second battle for Nevaria had begun.
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      We reached Demon Beast Pass with time to spare. The large cliff faces on either side loomed over us at an impressive height. They were so steep that it was almost impossible to climb.

      It was these very cliffs that had kept Nevaria safe all these years. Flying Demon Beasts like Pteranodons didn’t normally bother flying over them; they were territorial creatures who normally never bothered traveling outside of their territories, while Demon Beasts that didn’t possess wings couldn’t climb up them. The only way to reach Nevaria from the Demon Beast Mountain Range was through this pass.

      “Everyone, move toward the gate!” I commanded.

      We began walking through Demon Beast Pass, making our way toward the gate, which was marked by two towers standing on either side of the rampart. I walked beside Kari, Fay, Lin, Catalyna, and Geirolf. We took up the rear.

      “It looks like they weren’t able to catch up to us,” Kari said as she looked behind her, at the entrance to the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “I would be surprised if they could,” I said. “An army that large is slow. They can’t move very fast because there are so many of them and they need to keep in formation. What’s more, they will be traveling through the forest, which will further slow down the larger Demon Beasts like those Greater Behemoths.”

      I was sure the Greater Behemoths were trampling the trees underfoot as they made their way forward, but they still had to be careful not to crush the foot soldiers. Felling trees left and right would also break up their formation.

      “Couldn’t they just abandon the Greater Behemoths and make their way here faster?” asked Fay.

      “They could, but they won’t.” I shook my head and explained my reasoning. “Those Greater Behemoths are incredibly powerful Demon Beasts and probably provide about forty percent of their total power. Compared to them, everyone else in that army is worth absolutely nothing.”

      I didn’t mention their leader, who I was sure might be even more powerful than the Greater Behemoths. That man was someone only myself or maybe Empress Hilda would be able to deal with. Actually, I got a really bad feeling from him. I was almost certain he might have reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. If that was the case, then he would be even more powerful than I was.

      If he was at the Fourth State of Spiritualism, it would spell a lot of trouble for us. I wasn’t sure we could defeat him even if me, Empress Hilda, and Herleif fought him together.

      There was such a vast difference in power between the third and fourth states. It was like heaven and earth.

      Upon reaching the gate, we were met with two familiar figures surrounded by members of the Imperial Royal Guard.

      “Mother?! Father?!” Kari gawked at her parents. “What are you two doing here?!”

      Empress Hilda was dressed in her battle gown. Her dazzling silver armor lent her a noble and refined yet powerful presence. Gleaming steel shone brightly in the sunlight. The armor was inlaid with golden designs that I recognized as runes. Her carapace-shaped chestplate protected her chest and upper back but left her lower back and stomach exposed. Pauldrons made of overlapping steel, elbow armor, and gauntlets protected her shoulders and arms. Two leaf-shaped metal plates sat on either side of her hips, while silver greaves protected her shins. She held a curved saber in her right hand with numerous runes etched on the blade’s surface.

      Valence’s armor was nowhere near as impressive, but the golden armor looked like it was made from hardened scales. The scale mail did not possess any runes. However, I recognized that it was made from a strong A-Rank Demon Beast, a Lightning Drake, which was a dragonesque creature with a strong affinity for lightning. A battle axe was gripped firmly in his right hand.

      “Considering the situation, I felt it was best that I fight on the frontlines instead of standing in the back,” Empress Hilda said. “I also wished to inform you of the current situation.” She paused to clear her throat, then continued. “At present, a horde of Pteranodons numbering in the thousands has laid siege to Nevaria. Thanks to those ballistae and watchtowers of yours, Eryk, we have managed to fend them off with minimal damage to the city. That said, to avoid casualties, all of the civilians have been evacuated into sections of the sewers that we have cleaned out for this purpose.”

      While the others paled at Empress Hilda’s words, I nodded as though I had been expecting this, which I had. The moment Siv informed me that the flying Demon Beasts the Sekbeists had brought with them were gone, I knew they had gone on ahead to attack Nevaria. Their job was likely to harass and weaken our forces to make it easier for the main force to ransack the citystate.

      The Sekbeists’ tactics were impressive.

      I wondered if the man leading them had come up with this plan.

      “Is there anything else?” I asked.

      “Only that it appears the Pteranodons are also carrying Sekbeist on them,” Empress Hilda informed me. “The Sekbeists are posing a slight problem, but most of them are simple Grunts. There are only a few Elites, and of them, only a handful appear to be Shamans. That said, those Shamans are creating problems for our Spiritualists. No one has any experience dealing with enemies who can travel through shadows.”

      Shamans were the Spiritualists among the Sekbeists. After Empress Hilda informed me of this, I realized that the difference between a Beast and a Warlord was actually in their ability to use Spiritual Techniques. Warlords were Shamans. Beasts were just normal Sekbeists. I wasn’t sure about how this worked or what it meant, but my guess was that most Sekbeists could not use Spiritual Techniques. Those that could held a special place among their ranks.

      Something like that.

      “There’s nothing we can do about the enemies in the city,” I said at last. “We’ll leave the Pteranodons to the Imperial Royal Guards and other forces already inside the city. Our main focus needs to be on holding off the incoming army here, until Dante can bring his forces around and attack them from behind. Fay, I’ll be relying on you to send up the signal flare once the enemy begins their attack.”

      “Understood. Please leave that matter to me,” Fay said.

      “This plan of yours is quite bold,” Empress Hilda stated with a smile. “You lure them into this pass and fight them to a standstill. Battling them here limits their ability to bring the full might of their army to bear. You will only have to face a small portion of their forces at a time, negating the advantages of a larger force.”

      I nodded in acknowledgment of her knowledge. “This plan was inspired by a story I once read about a man known as Leonidas who, with only a small force of three hundred men, was able to hold off a much larger enemy army of over a hundred thousand strong for seven days by fighting in a pass very similar to this one. A larger force's greatest strength is its ability to overwhelm its enemy with sheer numbers. If we limit the number of people they can bring to bear, then we can successfully hold this line for several days by fighting in groups and rotating our forces when one group grows tired.”

      “I know which story you speak of,” Empress Hilda admitted. “It’s one I read before when I was a little girl. It’s quite the tale. But I have to ask: Are you sure this will work? It is one thing to hear about these sorts of feats in stories. Real life never pans out the way it does in fiction.”

      “I had several people take some preliminary measurements of this pass,” I said to her. “The pass is roughly twenty-five meters wide and one kilometer long. It’s large enough for a task force of thirty Spiritualists standing shoulder to shoulder to battle without getting in each other’s way. The Nevarian Braves consists of seven hundred Spiritualists, meaning we can rotate people twenty-four times. Assuming each group fights for one hour, that will give each group a full day of rest. We can continue to fight refreshed so long as the enemy doesn’t do anything unexpected.”

      This was the general gist of my plan. I understood the plan wouldn’t allow them to fight indefinitely, but they shouldn’t need to. They should be able to hold out for several days even if the unexpected happened.

      “I’m impressed with how thoroughly you’ve thought things through,” Empress Hilda said. “It is almost as if you have experience with war.”

      I shrugged but didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to lie, but I wasn’t about to tell her that I did have experience in fighting a war. The only people who knew that were Kari, Lin, and Fay.

      “In either event, myself, Valence, and the other Spiritualists with me are here to provide you with support,” Empress Hilda announced.

      “And they aren’t the only ones,” another voice said.

      Everyone turned as the Demon Beast Gate opened to admit two more figures.

      I recognized Herleif easily enough, though he looked a lot different now that he was dressed in armor. The breastplate, pauldrons, greaves, and vambraces were made of a blue material that gleamed in the sunlight. Runes were carved onto their surface. Much like his granddaughter, Herleif carried a ranseur instead of a standard sword or spear.

      Next to him was none other than Grimm Kriger. Even though he and Herleif were actually the same age, he looked much older, with thin and graying hair and wrinkles lining his face. That said, he was still in great physical shape. His muscular body was clad in dark red armor that seemed the opposite of Herleif’s lighter armor. The armor was segmented and I could see thick padding underneath it. Strapped across his back was a massive longsword, angled so he could draw it at a moment’s notice, while he carried a shield in his right hand.

      “Herleif and Grimm,” Empress Hilda said in a voice that let me know she wasn’t surprised to see them. “This is quite the sight. I take it you two have decided to join the frontlines as well?”

      “Of course, we have,” Herleif said. “I might not be the emperor anymore, but Nevaria is still my home, and these are my people. Besides, I can still show these brats a thing or two about combat.”

      “My daughter is more than capable of fending off some measly Pteranodons and their pathetic Sekbeist handlers,” Grimm added. “I need to stretch out my legs and display my newly acquired power.”

      “Oh?” Empress Hilda finally raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Does that mean you have reached the Third State of Spiritualism?”

      Everyone sucked in a breath as Grimm smiled and shrugged. “I won’t deny the possibility.”

      I could only assume his words to mean he had. This was great. Really great. No, this was better than I could have hoped for.

      With the addition of Empress Hilda, Herleif, and Grimm, we now had four people who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism. That gave us a lot more firepower to work with. I found myself immensely grateful.

      The four of us would be taking most of the burden during this battle. As the strongest Spiritualists present, we had a duty to fight the longest and the hardest of everyone else. Had it been just me, then I would have been forced to fight ten or even fifteen times longer than anyone else, but now we could split the burden four ways.

      It also gave me hope that we could defeat the Sekbeists’ leader even if he was at the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      “In that case, I am glad to have you both,” I said. “The four of us will be split among our forces. I plan on having us fight alongside the other Spiritualists in three-hour shifts. You will fight for three hours, then rotate yourself out with one of us to recover your strength using these Spiritual Recovery Pills, Four Method Healing Pills, and Energy Booster Pills.”

      After speaking, I summoned a chest from the storage ring on my finger. Enjoying the surprised squawk from Grimm Kriger and the shocked expressions of Empress Hilda and Valence, I opened the crate to reveal a multi-tiered interior. There were three tiers. The first tier had glowing blue pearl-like alchemy pills—the Spiritual Recovery Pills—while the second tier had bright pills the color of blood—Four Method Healing Pills. The third tier had green pills. These were the Energy Booster Pills.

      “There are ten thousand of each pill,” I said. “That’s more than enough to keep us going for several days.”

      “You are very well prepared,” said Grimm with a small smile.

      “Given how dire our situation is, I wanted to make sure we had enough alchemy pills to be ready for any occurrence, including the worst case scenario,” I stated.

      Grimm could do nothing but nod in agreement with my words. However, Empress Hilda was more focused on the storage ring.

      “That ring you summoned these items from,” she began, “if I’m not mistaken, that is the storage ring you told me about before, yes?”

      “It is,” I confirmed.

      “Such a fascinating item,” she muttered.

      “I don’t suppose you could get me one of those?” Grimm joked.

      “You’d have to ask Kari.” I shrugged. “She is the one who made it.”

      Everyone turned their shocked gazes to Kari, who blushed a deep red at suddenly being the center of attention. She scooted a little closer to me, as though to use me as a shield, and tried not to squirm under the intense stares from everyone.

      It had been a while since I’d seen her get embarrassed. I thought this was a nice change of pace.

      Kari was quite cute when she blushed.

      “Um… I’m still working on the rings,” she admitted. “What Eryk and I have are just prototypes, so they aren’t ready to be sold on the market or anything…”

      “Well, that’s disappointing,” Grimm muttered with a sigh.

      As we stood around and talked, I could not help but feel odd holding such a light-hearted conversation when an army of more than thirty thousand was mere hours from arriving on our doorstep. It seemed weird. However, I also understood the purpose. Herleif, Empress Hilda, and Grimm were veterans when it came to combat and had proven themselves time and time again in the Demon Beast Mountain Range. They understood that it was important to remain relaxed and calm during even the most stressful of circumstances. Only by being able to calmly analyze the situation could we hope to escape from the edge of disaster relatively unscathed.

      In other words, they were doing this to keep the other Spiritualists from growing tense and becoming overwhelmed by the situation.

      However, just as Lin, Fay, Catalyna, Geirolf, and Marko joined in the conversation, someone swooped down from above. She hit the ground hard right next to me. This startled Empress Hilda, Herleif, and Grimm. The three shifted quickly into a combat stance, but I did not, as I recognized the person who landed beside me.

      “E-Eryk! Bad news!” It was Siv, out of breath, sweat running down her body, and all the blood drained from her face. “D-Dante… attack! Under attack! Giant snake!”

      Siv spoke in fragments at the best of times, but in her panicked state, she was even more difficult to understand. However, I got the gist of it. Dante and his forces had been attacked by a snake-type Demon Beast.

      There were only a handful of snake-type Demon Beasts, and of them, only a few could pose a real threat to an army of twenty thousand Spiritualists. Siv’s panic meant that whatever was attacking them was strong. I believed it was an S-Rank Demon Beast.

      A memory from several months ago appeared in my mind.

      A young Basilisk under the control of a Shaman.

      I was almost certain that the same Shaman was attacking Dante’s force with a fully matured Basilisk.

      “Easy, Siv. Take a deep breath and tell me what it looks like,” I said.

      Siv took several heaving breaths, gulping in air. “It’s big… and black. It has black scales and green eyes. Um. People died. Looked at them. They died.”

      Spiritualists died when it looked at them? That could only mean one thing. It seemed my hunch was correct, much as I wished otherwise.

      “It’s a Basilisk and not an immature one like the Basilisk I fought in Bucharest. It’s a fully grown one.”

      That was not good.

      “Is Father going to be okay?” asked Kari.

      Geirolf, who was also standing beside us, paled significantly. Dante was his father by blood.

      Siv bit her lip. “Dante was… alive. Now? I don’t know.”

      “No…” Kari placed a hand to her mouth as her knees shook. The blood drained from her face.

      “I… can’t believe it,” Empress Hilda muttered. Her face was pale like her children's.

      I didn’t know how long ago the Basilisk had attacked, but there was a good chance Dante was already dead by now. Only someone who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism would stand a chance against a Demon Beast of this caliber.

      Dante had only reached the Second State.

      However, even if there was a chance that he had died, I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. Not only did I not want Dante to die, but our entire plan hinged on his forces attacking the incoming army from the rear. We would be fighting a losing battle if Dante’s forces were wiped out.

      “Kari! Fay! Lin! I’m leaving you in command of things here! If the army arrives before I return, do what you can to hold them off until I return!”

      “Eryk…?” Kari looked at me with wide eyes.

      “I’m going to save your father,” I said to her.

      “Thank you.” Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, but she held them back. “Please… save Father. Save Dante.”

      I didn’t make any promises like “I’ll definitely save him” or something like that. We both knew that I might already be too late, that he might already be dead, or that he could die even after I arrived to help, but I would do everything in my power to keep that from happening. If there was even a slim chance of saving Dante, then I would take it.

      Of course, there was more than just Dante’s life at stake here; the Spiritualists under his command were an integral part of our plan, which was to trap the incoming army in a pincer maneuver and crush them once they had fully entered Demon Beast Pass. If the Nevarian Spiritualists were wiped out, then our plan was doomed.

      I had to save them.

      No matter the cost.
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      Dante’s breathing had grown labored as he struggled to maneuver himself around the Basilisk, constantly keeping out of its eyesight and attacking from its blind spots. All around him, the others were trying to do the same. However, many of them could not keep up, and when the Basilisk locked eyes with them, they dropped dead.

      Hundreds of corpses littered the clearing already. They lay sprawled in various states across the ground; some looked like they had simply dropped dead, but others had twisted limbs and spines as if they had broken every bone in their bodies before dying, and a few dozen had even been crushed flat, their squished bodies leaking more than just blood. There was no way for him to know how many had been killed.

      “Kya ha ha ha ha!” The Sekbeist riding on top of the Basilisk’s head cackled as he looked down at them. “What’s wrong? Is a mere Demon Beast too much for you pathetic humans to handle?! If that is the case, then why don’t you all hurry up and die?!”

      Gritting his teeth, Dante spun around on the balls of his feet, swinging his sword in intricate patterns that left streaks of lightning in its wake. He raised the sparking blade high, then brought it down. A violent shriek like metal scraping against metal echoed around the clearing. Dante’s muscles bulged and several veins popped out on his arms and neck as he put everything he had into this attack.

      He was not the only one who attacked. A group of Spiritualists led by Hellen Brynhild launched their own Spiritual Techniques. Fire struck the Basilisk in the face. The wind slammed into its body. Yet no matter how many of them attacked, or how many of them combined their attacks, none of them could even scratch this creature. Its skin was harder than mythril.

      “Kya ha ha ha ha! Your weak Spiritual Techniques won’t work against my pet! Give up!”

      The Basilisk swung its massive tail at them. While Dante was able to avoid it by leaping out of the way in time, many of the attacking Spiritualists were not so lucky. Screams of pain resounded across the clearing as these people were struck. The force of the blow was immense. Everyone hit was lifted off their feet and thrown backward. Several of them crashed into trees. Loud cracking sounds caused Dante to flinch as the trees snapped in half and the people tossed through the air struck the ground so hard the forest floor dented beneath them.

      Hellen was one of the luckier ones, having been smart enough to drop onto her stomach. The tail had passed over her. She had rolled across the grass, scrambled to her feet, picked up her broadsword, and sliced at the creature with a blade that had been enhanced with swirling water blades to increase its cutting power. Yet for however enhanced the sword was, it didn’t put so much as a scratch on the Basilisk, and she was forced to leap away when the creature quickly swiveled its head, opened its jaws, and lunged at her.

      Like Dante, Hellen was careful to avoid looking into its eyes. She was using the shadows dancing across the ground to determine when it would attack and avoiding its jaws that way.

      While she was dodging its attacks, Dante decided to try a different approach, running up and leaping onto the creature’s body. He ran up the massive snake’s wide back and rushed toward the Sekbeist controlling it. If he could just kill its handler, maybe the Basilisk would stop attacking and leave. Even if it didn’t, he at least wanted to slaughter the person controlling it.

      Sparks leaped from his feet as Dante used the movement of his run to channel lightning to his soles. The world around him became a blur as he traveled the distance between him and the Shaman in less time than it took to blink. When he arrived, Dante had already raised his sword and was swinging it down as fast as he could.

      It was blocked. The Sekbeist held a strange staff aloft. It looked like it was made of wood, but it easily held off Dante’s sword. Maybe it was made from bone. The staff was very smooth as though it had been sanded down and polished. At one end was a sharp point like the tip of a spear, while the other end had a weighted cudgel.

      “Kya ha ha ha ha! So you finally decided to go for me, did you?! That was a good try! You had a bright idea, but you should know that even if you did kill me, this Basilisk will not just disappear!” The Shaman paused to laugh some more. “Not that you even can kill me! Kya ha ha ha ha!”

      Dante gnashed his teeth together, retracted his blade, and prepared to swing again. Something powerful slammed into his back seconds before he could. Was it the Basilisk’s tail? His body, enhanced by the Second State of Spiritualism and numerous alchemy pills, was able to withstand the impact without breaking.

      But that didn’t stop the pain.

      And the pain was immense.

      An agonized yelp escaped his mouth as Dante was thrown off the Basilisk. The air swished around him before he struck the hard ground, the pain jolting his body. Even though he had taken Body Forging Pills to increase his durability and physical strength, the shock of the impact was enough to leave him stunned.

      Dante groaned as he picked himself up and found his sword. The Shaman dropped from the Basilisk’s head and walked toward him with a casual air. The arrogance he emitted was something that grated on Dante’s nerves. The almost friendly smile on this ugly creature’s face caused him to see red. This Sekbeist was definitely looking down on him.

      Behind the Shaman, the Basilisk continued to attack. It gazed into the eyes of several Spiritualists, killing them instantly, and swung its powerful tail, crushing some people and sending others flying.

      Hellen was doing her best to coordinate their forces. She barked out orders for everyone to remain calm and keep from gazing at its eyes, but so many of the Spiritualists were panicking and screaming that her words were drowned out and lost to the wind. Only a few of the people near her heeded the woman’s orders.

      “Everyone with an earth affinity, try to trap this Demon Beast by creating a pit! The rest of us will keep it distracted!”

      Hellen and a group of six Spiritualists did their best to distract the Basilisk, rushing in and attacking it from the front. They avoided its gaze by staring at the ground. However, this also meant they couldn’t see it, and only a skilled individual like Hellen could avoid its attacks simply by looking at the movement of its shadow.

      The Basilisk lunged and clamped its mouth down around the upper body of a young man. Blood drenched the ground as the Demon Beast reared back its head. The man was still alive, legs kicking as he screamed from inside the mouth, but his movements ceased after a while. A gruesome crunching sound echoed around the clearing as bones snapped like brittle twigs.

      Then the Basilisk swallowed him whole.

      While the sight was gruesome, the remaining Spiritualists fought in grim silence, rushing around its body and attacking its flanks. Only a few Spiritualists attacked at a time. They had learned from previous experience that when too many attacked at once, it hindered their movement instead of the Basilisk’s. While this was going on, thirty or so Spiritualists with an earth affinity stomped their feet on the ground in a synchronized dance before they knelt and slammed their hands against the forest floor.

      The ground underneath the Basilisk collapsed. A giant pit appeared beneath it. However, while the pit was big, it was not enough to keep the Basilisk still. With an enraged hiss, the Demon Beast surged out of the pit with ease and attacked the group of earth affinity Spiritualists with its gaze. While several had dared not look up, a few of the more curious ones had raised their heads to see if their combination technique worked.

      Those people died seconds later.

      “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” The Shaman asked, his tone breathless as though experiencing ecstasy. “You don’t know how many years I spent researching Basilisks so I could control them. Among all the Demon Beasts under my command, only the Greater Behemoths have the same power. Of course, the Basilisk is my favorite. Its ability to kill people with just its gaze is amazing.”

      “You monsters would think that,” Dante said as he raised his blade.

      “You disagree?”

      “Of course, I do!”

      The Shaman shrugged. “I guess you would, being the one whose forces are getting butchered, but really, that’s your own fault. Kya ha ha ha! If you people weren’t so weak, you wouldn’t be getting slaughtered like this.”

      “Enough talking!”

      Dante roared as he raced forward and tried to attack the Shaman, but his initial swing was met by a raised staff, which easily blocked his blow and sent a jolt through his arms. Grinning, the Shaman twisted his staff around and knocked the sword away. Dante didn’t let himself lose his balance. He spun around on the balls of his feet, used the resulting movement to channel lightning into his sword, and attacked his enemy from another angle.

      It was blocked again.

      Eyes widening, Dante stared at the staff that blocked his attack. Covered in a powerful darkness that looked like a black flame, the staff was emitting a vile and repulsive feeling. A shiver ran down his spine.

      “Did you know that we Sekbeist can control the void?” asked the Shaman. “Those of the slave caste like myself cannot do much with it, I am afraid, but it’s more than enough to put our powers above a normal human. The void is a powerful concept that allows us to negate other concepts. I heard tales that certain members of the Lord Caste are so good at controlling the void they can negate even concepts like time and space… though I’ve never seen it myself.”

      “What? Concepts? Lords? What in the nine realms are you blathering about?” Dante furrowed his brow.

      “I guess you wouldn’t know what a concept is.” Shrugging, the Shaman’s grin grew wider to reveal his sharp canines. “Why don’t I show you what I mean?”

      Before Dante could figure out what was happening, the dark flames encasing the staff suddenly spread to encompass his sword. His eyes bulged from their sockets as the lightning he had been coating his sword with suddenly vanished. However, that wasn’t all that happened. The blade of his sword also vanished.

      Dante’s shock was so prominent that he completely missed the Sekbeist’s next attack. A powerful blow slammed into his chest, shattering his breastplate as his body was lifted off the ground and tossed back. The air around him whistled, but then it was abruptly halted and all the air was expelled from his lungs when he crashed into something hard. It wasn’t a tree. Rock fragments danced in the air around him as he slid down the surface of a boulder and hit the forest floor with a thump.

      Black spots appeared in his vision as he looked up. The Shaman was walking toward him, while behind him, the Basilisk continued to run amok.

      “Kya ha ha ha! Well, you tried your best to defeat me, but it’s clear that your best was nowhere near good enough.” The Sekbeist’s grin was so wide now that it threatened to split his face in half. It was a gruesome sight, one Dante could have done without. “I would pray that you have better luck in your next life, but I’ll unfortunately be snuffing you from existence now. There will be no next life for the likes of you.”

      Darkness gathered around the Shaman. It was as if all the shadows in the area had suddenly been drawn toward him. They danced and writhed like living creatures, but this was a dance of agony instead of joy, pain instead of pleasure. The shadows gathered along the Shaman’s staff, turning the weapon into a meterlong scythe made of flames the color of darkness.

      “Time for you to die,” he said.

      Even though he was going to die, Dante refused to back down and look like a coward. He glared at the Shaman who was seconds away from killing him. If this was going to be his end, then he would do so staring death in the face.

      But death never came for him.

      “Urk!”

      Dante blinked several times as blood suddenly splattered against his face and torso. He stared at the Shaman, who was not looking at him anymore but at the lightning-covered fist that had punched a hole straight through his chest and was even now holding onto his still-beating heart.

      “Sorry, but the person who is going to die today is not him. It’s you,” said Eryk, who had appeared behind the Shaman before anyone realized it.
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      I had been worried that I wouldn’t make it in time. Having rushed straight here using the Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step, I had propelled myself through the forest like a flash of lightning and arrived to find the clearing where the Nevarian Spiritualists were stationed in chaos.

      It was utter pandemonium.

      The first thing that hit me was actually the smell, an acidic scent derived from the incredibly toxic poison of the Basilisk, which reminded me vaguely of sulfur. After the smell came sounds. Screams and cries of pain and rage filled the clearing, along with the clash of weapons and the roar of Spiritual Techniques. Finally, my vision was filled with scenes of death.

      There were so many corpses already littering the clearing that I didn’t know how many had died, though it was technically a relatively small number. There were far more alive than there were dead. Small or not, corpses lay strewn all over the battlefield. Some were crushed, some were mangled, and some were just dead, sightless eyes staring at nothing, dull and without a hint of life’s vicissitudes. There were no wounds on their bodies. It looked like they had just keeled over.

      Two battles were happening simultaneously when I arrived. The largest one was between the Basilisk and the Nevarian Spiritualists. They were being led by Hellen Brynhild, who was doing her utmost to keep the giant snake distracted, but while she could draw its attention and avoid its attacks, there was nothing she could do about that tail.

      Every sweep of the thing’s tail sent someone flying, their bodies breaking against the ground. Sometimes, they would land on their head. Loud cracking was barely heard over the roar of combat as their necks broke. Other times, they would simply tumble across the forest floor. A few were even thrown so far that they smashed through a tree.

      Few if any of these unfortunate souls stood back up.

      Six Nevarian Spiritualists with a fire affinity performed a synchronized dance, swinging their swords as they swayed and spun to an unheard beat—only to roar and unleash crescent waves of fire from their swords. The six crescent waves slammed into each other, increasing the size and potency of the flames. Even I could feel the heat from where I stood.

      The crescent blade scorched the earth as it traversed the distance between it and the Basilisk, slamming into the Demon Beast with a powerful detonation. Heat and wind blasted every which way and then all of that wind was suddenly sucked back. A suction force pulled on me, though it wasn’t so bad that I had to be wary of it. The others weren’t so lucky and many Spiritualists were forced to dig in their heels. It was a powerful attack. Even a B-Rank Demon Beast would have been done in by that.

      The Basilisk was barely even singed.

      Basilisks were classified as S-Rank Demon Beasts. They weren’t the most powerful among the S-Ranks, and in fact, they were considered weak compared to some. I would have put them on the lowest rung of the S-Rank totem pole. The reason for their S-Rank was actually because of their death stare. Simply by looking into someone’s eyes, a Basilisk could kill a person just like that, and there were only a few ways to defend against it.

      But although Basilisks were weak compared to many S-Rank Demon Beasts, that did not mean they were weak. Strength was relative. S-Rank was still S-Rank. And in the face of such a powerful threat, any human below the Third State of Spiritualism was just fodder.

      While the battle with the Basilisk continued, another battle was taking place between Dante and a Shaman. I was almost positive this Shaman was the same one I had fought in Bucharest. He had the same disgusting laugh at least. I watched as the Shaman shoved his staff in Dante’s chest, shattering his armor and sending the man flying into a boulder. Then the Shaman walked toward Kari’s third father with a languid and arrogant strut. He said something and raised his weapon.

      That was when I acted.

      Not even a second passed between the time I appeared behind the Shaman and the moment I thrust my lightning-covered hand through his chest. My hand wrapped around his heart, still beating, which now appeared outside of his ribcage. Blood dripped from my hand and fluids covered my arm, but they were burnt away by my lightning.

      “Sorry, but the person who is going to die today is not him. It’s you,” I said before yanking my hand—and the heart I was holding—out of my enemy’s back.

      The Shaman was already dead, but he didn’t seem to realize it right away. He stood there for several seconds. Then he began teetering before finally falling onto his side. The two gaping holes, one in his chest and the other in his back, leaked so much blood that a puddle expanded underneath him.

      “You okay, Dante?” I asked.

      “I’m… yeah, I’m fine,” Dante said.

      “Good. Hold there a moment. I’m going to take care of the Basilisk now.”

      “Uh…”

      Dante looked rather stupefied, but I didn’t have time to deal with him right now.

      Channeling water into my eyes, I created a very thin layer and then hardened and condensed that layer. The water would distort the Basilisk’s gaze if it looked at me. This would, in effect, protect me from being killed by the creature’s gaze.

      “EVERYONE, GET BACK!!!”

      I shouted so loudly my voice echoed across the clearing. While some people didn’t seem to understand where the shout had come from, Hellen quickly leaped away from the Basilisk and ordered the Nevarian Spiritualists to do the same.

      The Nevarian Spiritualists weren’t the only ones who reacted to my voice, and I soon found the Basilisk turning in my direction, which consequently gave the people fighting it more time to get away. Either way, this could only be a good thing for me.

      “Close your eyes, Dante,” I said without turning around to look at the man behind me.

      Kneeling against the ground, I pressed my hands onto the forest floor, fingers splayed, and channeled so much Spiritual Power into the earth that it felt like something was sucking out my energy. I gritted my teeth and reached out to the earth element. Using the element, I molded the ground to my will, creating a massive hand that emerged from the ground.

      It was a couple of meters tall, and its palm was the same size as the Basilisk’s head. Willing the hand to grab the Basilisk, I made it close around the creature’s head and squeezed. It was not strong enough to break the snake’s skull. That said, it had a firm grip on the now thrashing creature. Once more willing my Spiritual Power into shaping the earth, I forced the hand to retract, taking the head with it and trapping it inside of the earth. Now only its body was sticking out.

      The first step was done.

      I quickly popped a Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth, sighing in relief as the rejuvenating fluids rushed down my throat and filled me with Spiritual Power.

      Without wasting another moment, I released my Spiritual Aura, which exploded from my body, then took it back in, causing my skin to glow a light bluish-yellow. Further condensing my Spiritual Power, I manipulated my lightning affinity and increased the output of Spiritual Power I was releasing. The ground beneath me became singed as my body suddenly transformed into lightning.

      I didn’t stand on ceremony.

      Once I transformed into the lightning element, I disappeared.

      In an instant, I was hovering above the Basilisk’s still thrashing body. The ground around its head had cracked, showing me that it was close to breaking free, but I had no intention of letting it do so. As the ground bulged, I created a sword made of lightning, raised it above my head, and swung it down.

      My blade passed through the Basilisk. The head was severed from the body, which began thrashing even more viciously, but then I landed on the ground and created several threads of lightning that wrapped around it to keep the body from crashing into the Nevarian Spiritualists. I waited until the thrashing subsided before releasing my transformation and sighing.

      The battle was over in an instant, barely enough time to blink an eye, but I had used so much Spiritual Power that I felt like I’d been fighting for years without rest. I summoned another Spiritual Recovery Pill from my storage ring and popped it into my mouth. Then summoned an Energy Booster Pill and consumed that for good measure.

      “W-what the hell just happened?” one of the Spiritualists suddenly asked, a young man who gawked like he couldn’t understand what he’d just witnessed.

      “Did he… just beat that thing? On his own?” asked a slightly older woman wearing the same armor.

      “He did! It was so fast I barely even saw what happened!”

      “Holy shit! I can’t believe he killed an S-Rank Demon Beast so easily!”

      As the Nevarian Spiritualists began talking amongst themselves, I turned to Hellen Brynhild, who straightened her back the moment my eyes landed on her. She didn’t look like she had been injured, which was good. I held her gaze for a moment… and then gave out orders even though I had no real authority.

      “I’d like you to begin administering first aid to everyone who needs it,” I said, channeling my experience as a sect leader into my voice. “Also, order your men to begin separating the bodies and laying them out. We need to know how many people lost their lives to this Demon Beast. Once you’ve counted them up, please give them a Nevarian Funeral Service.”

      A Nevarian Funeral Service was done in times of war when they couldn’t afford to give people a proper burial. Their bodies were laid out in a ditch and then burned to avoid spreading disease. This was all we could do for them now.

      Hellen knew, like me, that I had no real authority over her. She could have refused. Instead, she snapped off a smart salute.

      “At once, Lord Eryk!”

      I nodded at her again before turning on my heel and walking toward Dante. The silver-haired man was already standing up, but he was forced to lean against the boulder with a pained grimace. I wouldn’t have been surprised if one or more of his ribs were broken.

      “Don’t move too much,” I said as I stopped beside him. “At least, wait until I heal you.”

      “Gaaa… th-thanks.” Dante panted as I placed a hand on his ribs and began channeling the water element through my palm and into his body. I manipulated the water to heal him and felt his ribs snapping back into place and his burst blood vessels fixing themselves as if time had reversed. As I healed him, Dante continued speaking. “You really saved us back there. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “You are welcome,” I said as I removed my hand.

      “Also…”

      “Also?”

      “You’re hella strong.”

      I snorted. “You’re just now realizing that?”

      “I guess so.” Dante rubbed the back of his neck as he stared at me, then looked past me. “I knew you were powerful from everything I’d seen before, but you just defeated an S-Rank Demon Beast, and you did it so easily. Not even my dear wife can claim to have accomplished such a feat. In fact, I don’t think there’s a single living person who has done what you just did.”

      “Easily, huh? Yeah, I guess it would look easy since it was over so quickly,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Shaking my head, I decided we needed to get back on track. “After we get a tally of our casualties and give those who died in the line of duty a funeral, we’ll need to begin marching toward Demon Beast Pass.”

      Dante didn’t disagree with my proposal. While we still needed to wait for the signal flare that Fay would shoot up, I wanted to be closer so we could respond to her signal more quickly.

      Just as I had asked, Hellen and the Nevarian Spiritualists with a water affinity went around healing all the people who had been injured. Meanwhile, another group separated the corpses and laid them out side by side. Several people were grieving as they realized someone they were close to had died. However, no one shed any tears. Perhaps it was the result of their training, or maybe they had already accepted that they were walking beside death, but even those who grieved did so in stoic silence.

      “Lord Dante. Lord Eryk.” A young man wearing dinged and scratched leather armor saluted us. “We’ve counted the number of dead and discovered that two thousand Nevarian Spiritualists lost their lives to the Basilisk.”

      So many dead. Damn it.

      The sound of leather creaking filled the air as I clenched my hand into a fist. Two thousand was a lot. There had only been twenty thousand Nevarian Spiritualists, to begin with, and we had already lost two thousand of them before the actual battle had even begun. That was a terrible loss to suffer.

      Dante closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I understand. Thank you for letting me know. It’s okay if you can’t, but, if possible, I’d like you to create a list of all those who were killed here. Don’t do it now. Just do it once this battle is over.”

      “Sir!”

      “Too many people died during this attack. The real battle hasn’t even begun and we’re already on the back foot,” Dante muttered as he ran a hand down his face.

      I watched the young man walk off before turning to him. “Do you think you can still fight?”

      “Of course, I can.” Dante snorted. “I have even more of a reason to fight now. I’ve got to avenge the people who were killed here.”

      I acknowledged his words with a nod, but then grew silent. This silence extended as we watched the others work. They dug out graves, piled the bodies inside, and then several Spiritualists gathered around the graves and began dancing. Their swords ignited as they danced. They swung their blades, unleashing a torrent of fire, which quickly consumed the bodies until naught but ash remained.

      Turning my eyes away from the sight, I looked up at the sky just in time to see a brilliant ball of fire appear above the Demon Beast Mountain Range.

      “That’s the signal,” I said.

      Dante saw what I was looking at, nodded, and turned to his forces.

      “Everyone! I know we’re all hurting, but Nevaria is still in danger! We’ve just received the signal that our enemies are now inside of Demon Beast Pass! Let’s head over there and avenge our comrades who died! Let’s show these monsters why you shouldn’t underestimate humanity!”

      A loud roar went up. This sound was followed by the stomping of feet as everyone began marching toward Demon Beast Pass. I joined Dante at the front. Our job was to lead these brave men and women into battle. I looked back up at the dying flames in the sky and hardened myself for the bloodshed to come.

      The images of Kari, Lin, Fay, and Siv appeared within my mind.

      I prayed for their safety.
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      In the wake of Eryk’s disappearance, the mood turned somber. Members of the Nevarian Braves glanced at each other as if wondering what they should do now. A few looked at Kari, Lin, and Fay, but no one actually had the courage to say anything to them, especially to Kari, who stared into the distance with a glassy look in her eyes.

      Her father was the one in danger.

      “I am certain Eryk will make it in time to save Dante,” Empress Hilda said. Her positive outlook was a bit odd for a woman of her status, especially since she tended to have a more realistic outlook than most, but Kari was grateful for the words.

      Even Valence nodded along with them. “Dante might act lazy and unmotivated, but among the three of us, he is the best when it comes to surviving unprecedented situations.”

      Valence rarely ever spoke; he was so quiet that some people had even assumed he was mute, but that was also why everyone paid attention to him when he did speak. His words held weight specifically because he rarely spoke.

      However, even with their assurance, Kari could not help but worry. Dante was not her father by blood. Even so, he probably had the biggest hand in raising her. Valence was a very hands-off parent, Rainer was always training her brothers, and her mom was constantly busy ruling a nation. Dante was the only one who had taken time out of his day to just be a father to her.

      “Yes… I’m sure you are right.” Kari tried to give them all a reassuring smile, but it felt stiff even to her.

      Lin saw this and turned a glare on Siv, who had been standing next to Fay. When the Dragon girl saw this, she froze on the spot and tried to hide behind the redhead, but it was no use as Lin slithered over and pointed at her.

      “It is your fault that Big Sister is so worried,” she hissed.

      “Lin,” Fay said with a tone of warning.

      Lin ignored her. “You turned tail and fled the moment the Basilisk appeared, didn’t you? Aren’t you supposed to be a Drakvarian?! This princess has always heard stories of the legendary Drakvar and how powerful they are! You should be strong enough to save Big Sister’s dad! You have more than enough power! So why didn’t you save him?! Why did you run away?!”

      With each word Lin spoke, Siv flinched and hid further behind Fay, whose expression suddenly turned angry.

      “That’s enough, Lin!” Fay barked.

      Lin reared back as if struck. “But she ran away! She fled with her tail tucked between her legs! What if Dante dies because of her?!”

      Fay looked like she wanted to say something to defend Siv, but with the potential of Dante’s death thrown in her face, finding the words to defend someone was difficult. However, it was at this point that Kari had enough.

      “Lin, please stop it. It isn’t her fault.”

      “But Big Sister!”

      Kari smiled and placed a hand on the Lamia’s shoulder. Her hand was much warmer than Lin’s skin. While Kari didn’t feel like smiling much because of how worried she was, this time, a natural and warm smile made its way onto her face.

      “Thank you for worrying about me, Lin.”

      “O-of course! This princess will always worry on Big Sister’s behalf!”

      “That makes me happy to hear, but you know, we can’t blame Siv for what happened. She made the best choice possible given the circumstances.”

      Lin bit her lip like she wanted to protest, but Kari shook her head. Removing her hand, she turned to Siv, who eyed her warily like a rabbit staring at a Dire Wolf. However, her eyes widened when Kari bowed to her.

      “I am very sorry for Lin’s words. They were not said with malicious intent. She is just worried on my behalf. Please forgive her.”

      By this point, their actions had drawn a huge crowd. Members of the Nevarian Braves were surrounding them and muttering about what was happening. Much of the commentary was completely unnecessary like, “Whoa, is a catfight about to break out?!” and even, “Think we’ll get to see these girls ripping each other’s clothes off?” While Siv seemed nervous about being surrounded so suddenly like this, Kari, Lin, and Fay ignored it.

      While Kari glanced up from her bowed position, Siv looked between Kari and Lin, and Lin crossed her arms, looked away, and huffed as if Siv wasn’t even worth the snake girl’s time. After looking back and forth for several seconds, Siv nodded.

      “It is… okay.”

      Kari smiled and stood up from her bow. “Thank you.”

      “This princess doesn’t know what you are thanking her for,” Lin muttered in bitter consternation.

      Since it looked like Lin was not a fan of Siv for whatever reason, Kari decided to draw her away from the Drakvarian girl. While she was leading Lin off, a hand placed on the small of the Lamia’s back, she glanced over at Fay, who correctly interpreted the look and sighed.

      “You know…” she began to Siv as the Drakvarian girl continued to hide behind her back. “Lin isn’t really angry at you for running away like that. I’m sure she understands that you’re not really a fighter, and she realizes that you’ve suffered greatly at the hands of the Sekbeists.” She paused. Without being able to see Siv’s face, she couldn’t tell if the girl was even listening. “Lin… has always admired the Drakvar. She grew up hearing stories about how strong, powerful, and wise your race is, which is why she’s so disappointed that you left when Dante and the others were in trouble. I think… she was hoping you’d be able to display your prowess as a Drakvar.”

      “… I not know about… talk? What she is saying,” Siv admitted. “I do not know… know? I do not know much about Drakvar. I only knew… them. Mom and Dad. They… raised? Mm. They raised me.”

      “I see.” Fay pondered that for a moment. “I guess if you don’t know much about other Drakvarians except for your mom and dad, you wouldn’t really know how they act. Then again, none of us have ever seen a Drakvar aside from you. All we have to go on are the stories we grew up with.”

      “Even you?” asked Siv.

      “Well… I do not know anything about the Drakvar, but there are plenty of stories about Dragons. Eryk says that Dragons are an offshoot of the Drakvar, so yes, even me.”

      Siv did not say anything, and Fay was loath to interrupt the girl when it looked like she was thinking. However, the silence was soon disrupted when a loud cry came from the front. At first, Fay thought someone was screaming something, but then she realized that what she heard had not been the shouts of a human.

      It was the roar of a Demon Beast.

      “Saber-Toothed Tigers! Incoming!” someone standing on the rampart shouted. A horn resounded across the pass seconds later.

      With the signal still echoing around them, everyone soon became worked up and looked to be on the verge of panicking. Siv squealed in terror and tried to hide behind Fay. However, Fay needed to get up to the front.

      “Siv, move near the back of our forces! You’ll be safe there!”

      Siv’s eyes widened and she held out her hand as if to grab Fay, but all Fay did was smile before pushing her way to the front. Right now, she was the person closest to the rear formation, which meant it was her job to lead their Spiritualists. She didn’t hesitate to activate her Spiritual Aura, though she quickly sucked all that Spiritual Power back in, activating the Second State in a matter of moments.

      “Everyone near the front! Form a defensive line! Do not let a single Demon Beast through!”

      The men and women beside Fay heeded her words, lining up just as the first batch of Demon Beasts arrived. They were monstrous beasts that strode forward on four powerful legs. Their bodies were covered in lustrous orange and black striped fur, but underneath that were rippling muscles that flexed as they raced across the ground. Four large, tusk-like fangs jutted from their upper and lower lips.

      Fay felt her heart pounding in her chest as adrenaline pumped through her body. The sounds of ragged breathing reached her ears, and the scent of sweat filled her nose. A haze appeared within her mind as her vision zeroed in on the approaching enemies.

      I need to shoot the signal.

      Gathering her Spiritual Power, Fay moved her hands in concentric circles that caused the area in front of her to light up. Flames soon gathered, forming a large sphere, which she maneuvered over her head and fired into the air. The fireball flew up high—well past the mountains on either side, then exploded in a brilliant flare of sparks like fireworks.

      The signal was sent.

      All she could do now was defend this position until Eryk returned with the Nevarian Spiritualists.

      Fay refocused on the charging Demon Beasts.

      At that very moment, two large bolts fired from the ballistae on the two watchtowers suddenly struck the ground in front of the charging Saber-Toothed Tigers and exploded in gouts of fire. Several of the incoming Demon Beasts roared in agony. Their bodies were struck with flames as they were tossed through the air. The more unfortunate ones lost their legs. However, the rest kept running. They dodged the bolts with their superior speed. That said, there were so many Saber-Toothed Tigers that it was impossible to fire and not hit at least several.

      Also…

      “They have Sekbeist riders!”

      Indeed, riding on top of the Saber-Toothed Tigers were Sekbeists. Their longer, leaner limbs and powerful muscles told Fay they were the Elites that Eryk had mentioned to her.

      The Saber-Toothed Tigers and their Sekbeist riders soon reached the defensive formation. However, before the members of the Nevarian Braves could launch an attack, a massive wall of wind rose into the air between the two forces. The Saber-Toothed Tigers were traveling too fast to stop. They slammed into this wall of wind head-on and were torn apart.

      Fay wrinkled her nose as the sight of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists being cut into bloody chunks filled her vision, but she didn’t have time to complain, not even in her mind. The wall of wind disappeared and more Saber-Toothed Tigers were racing forward.

      As the next batch of enemies ran across the ground, Herleif suddenly appeared as though he had teleported there. He swung his ranseur, which unleashed a torrential storm of incredibly fierce winds that enveloped the Saber-Toothed Tigers. The winds were so powerful that Fay was pushed back even though she wasn’t even close to the attack. Meanwhile, the Saber-Toothed Tigers and their riders were shredded into tiny chunks of meat.

      “Ho ho!” Herleif chuckled as another wave came forward, only to be similarly ripped to shreds. “So these are the B-Rank Saber-Toothed Tigers, huh? They aren’t much, are they?”

      Fay could only shake her head in dismay. Only a Spiritualist who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism could say such a thing.

      While Herleif had done an excellent job of decimating the first two batches, it wasn’t like he could keep up this pace. More Demon Beasts and riders were charging in. Several swiftly moved past him and slammed into the first line of defense, where they met with heavy resistance.

      All of the Spiritualists under Fay’s command had a fire or wind affinity. Eryk had done this on purpose, so they could use their affinities in conjunction to create combination attacks. Hands were waved, weapons were swung, and the Spiritualists channeled Spiritualist Power into their attacks by moving in dance-like patterns.

      Several fireballs flew from the hands of the defenders, which were combined with bursts of wind that quickly caused the fires to increase in size and go from orange to white. The flames were fanned and swept over a group of Saber-Toothed Tigers. Demon Beast and Sekbeist alike howled in agony as they were burned beyond recognition, skin blistering and crackling. Their charred corpses quickly fell and skidded across the ground.

      More waves of Saber-Toothed Tigers continued to appear. Fay roared as she slammed her gauntlets into the nose of one, her arms shaking from the blunt force. She skidded across the ground, grunted under the strain of keeping this Demon Beast in one place, and channeled Spiritual Power through the runes on her gauntlets, unleashing a torrent of fire that incinerated the creature and its rider. The dying roars of the Saber-Toothed Tiger mixed with those of the Sekbeist.

      Two more Saber-Toothed Tigers came at her, the Sekbeists on their back leaping off and attacking from above. Fay raised her gauntlets and fended off their attacks. The downward slashes of their swords caused sparks to erupt against her gauntlets, but Fay held strong underneath their combined assault and threw them off. As they landed on the ground, their mounts attacked her next.

      Swiftly creating a circle in the ground with her left foot, Fay stomped on the dirt, tucked her fists into her torso, then thrust them both out toward her sides.

      Two beams of fire erupted from her fists and slammed into the Saber-Toothed Tigers, striking them in the face and melting right through their flesh and skulls. The beams erupted from the other side of their heads. Both Demon Beasts tumbled to the ground, skidding across the dirt, until they came to a stop at Fay’s feet.
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Fay didn’t look at them as she used the Flash Step to appear in front of the two Sekbeists. Neither Sekbeist could react fast enough to avoid her attacks, a pair of powerful punches that shattered their ribs and killed them in an instant. A sigh escaped her lips as the dead enemies flew through the air after she struck them and landed on the ground several meters away.

      The battle continued. For an entire hour, Fay and her Spiritualists fended off the encroaching horde, but they soon began to grow tired. They had been firing Spiritual Techniques nonstop. They were running dry. Fay’s arms and legs felt weighed down as though leaden weights were attached to them.

      When this happened, Lin appeared before Fay with a whip in each hand. She swung her whips, precisely striking the numerous Saber-Toothed Tigers across the face. Her whips were harder than they looked. Each attack gouged out chunks of Demon Beast flesh. Many of her attacks were so powerful they even cracked open the skulls of those they struck, instantly killing them.

      Alongside Lin were numerous other Spiritualists.

      Because the Nevarian Braves were not a military organization like the Nevarian Spiritualists, they did not have a uniform or use the same weapons. Different styles of armor and clothing were present everywhere, and everyone used a different weapon, from dirks being wielded with each hand to spears and swords. These Spiritualists attacked en masse, their Spiritual Auras flaring to life. Most of them possessed fire affinities like hers.

      “Get some rest and leave everything to this princess!” Lin said.

      Fay took a deep breath and wiped the sweat from her brow. “Right. I will. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome!”

      With her words spoken, Lin fully committed herself to the battle. Not only did she use her whips to great effect, but she slammed her tail against the ground and caused the earth to rumble. Several cracks suddenly appeared. From these cracks, dark purple snakes shot out and latched onto Demon Beast and Sekbeist alike. Howls of agony echoed everywhere as the ethereal snakes sank their poison into the enemy.

      Fay quickly moved back to the rear, where many of the Spiritualists under her command were already resting. Most of them had popped Spiritual Recovery Pills and Energy Booster Pills into their mouths and were trying to regain their strength. Fay followed their example. Meanwhile, Kari and Siv came up to her.

      “Good work.” Kari handed her a bottle of water and a towel to wipe off the accumulation of sweat from her body. She gratefully accepted both.

      “Thank you.”

      It felt a little odd to Fay that they could be so calm while a battle was being waged just a few dozen meters in front of them, but when Fay turned to look, she saw that the defensive line was holding perfectly.

      Lin was like a rock refusing to budge. No, it was more than that. Fay didn’t know when or even how, but it looked like Lin had learned to somehow channel the earth element. The Lamia slammed her hands into the ground and the earth turned into a thick, sludge-like mud that trapped many of the Saber-Toothed Tigers within it. Then the Spiritualists fighting alongside her danced across the ground and swung their blades. Fire spread from the weapons and struck the mud, which ignited as though it was covered in oil. Anguished howls rose into the air as the Demon Beasts and Sekbeists were burned alive.

      “Lin has gotten even stronger,” Kari said, also watching.

      “When did she learn to use the earth element?” asked Fay.

      “I think it was just recently,” Kari admitted. “Lamia have a dual-affinity for earth and darkness. Their poison is a combination of those two affinities. I don’t know when or how, but Lin somehow learned how to use each affinity separately. I think it has something to do with her nature as a Lamia… maybe. She mentioned before that they grow stronger just by living longer.”

      “I’m so jealous,” Fay admitted. “I wish I could get stronger simply by living.”

      While Kari and Fay talked, Siv turned her head and watched Lin as she ferociously defended the front line, biting her lower lip.
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      After an hour had passed, Lin rotated herself out with Kari, while Herleif was rotated out with Hilda Astralia.

      “This is actually a good opportunity.” Kari looked at her mother as the woman spoke those words. In response to her daughter’s confused stare, she gestured toward the incoming horde. “I want you to watch me closely. Learn how to use your own element more efficiently by seeing how I attack.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      As the other Spiritualists continued to hold the line, the empress stepped forward on light, small feet. She wrapped her fingers around the hilt of her blade and slid it out of its sheathe. Now holding the blade at her side, Kari’s mother allowed the tip to trail along the ground as she confronted a Silverback that had broken through to the front lines.

      This Silverback was large, easily two or three times the size of an adult human. It towered over her mother even as it stood hunched over. Massive hands big enough to crush a person flat slammed into the ground, while it waddled forward on stubby legs. Crimson eyes glared out from a face covered in thick silver fur. The Silverback opened its mouth to release a roar before it charged at the empress.

      Her mother didn’t panic. The empress held her sword aloft and gathered Spiritual Power into it, causing the sword to glow a bright golden color. So vibrant was it that many of the people standing behind her had to look away.

      Taking the now glowing sword, she tucked it close to her chest and slid her feet along the ground, then thrust the blade forward. A beam of condensed light extended from the sword too quickly for Kari to follow. It pierced the Silverback through the chest, then withdrew, revealing a gaping hole going all the way through the Demon Beast’s body.

      Kari could actually see through to the other side.

      The Silverback was unable to stop its forward momentum as it fell face-first against the ground, slamming into the dirt hard and tumbling for several meters before sliding to a stop in front of her mother. The empress watched this happen with an impassive gaze before she turned to Kari.

      “This technique is called Light Javelin,” she said. “It creates a blade of light that extends from your weapon and can pierce any substance, be it metal or flesh or bone. To use it without having reached the Third State of Spiritualism, you must first thrust your weapon into the air to channel your Spiritual Power into it, and then you bring the weapon back down toward your torso in preparation to thrust it. This action is what will allow you to extend the range of your attack.”

      As Kari’s mother spoke, several Saber-Toothed Tigers raced in to attack, but the empress neatly sidestepped each one and swung her blade, still covered in golden light. The sword easily sliced through the Demon Beasts like they were wheat before a scythe. One of them was split in half, another had its head severed from its shoulders, and the last was carved open like a turkey dinner.

      The Elites that had been riding on these Demon Beasts fell to the ground, but they quickly scrambled to their feet. Each one raised their weapons and prepared to charge, but before they could attack her mother, Kari used the Flash Step to appear in front of them.

      Her first attack was a thrust, which impaled a Sekbeist through the chest. As the creature died on her ranseur, she spun on the balls of her feet and swung the weapon into another Sekbeist. The first one was still impaled on her blade. Its body smacked the second like a cudgel and they both flew through the air. They landed on the ground, one atop the other.

      The third Elite tried to attack Kari from behind. It charged toward her, but she could hear its movements even over the din of battle. She used the Flash Step Version 3: Illusion Step. The Elite charged straight through her body as though she were a ghost. When it stopped and looked around in confusion, she appeared behind it and thrust her weapon through its back.

      “Grk!”

      Kari twisted her blade to further wound the Elite, then pulled her ranseur out and swung it in a wide arc to remove the blood. The Elite collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.

      Her mother nodded at her approvingly. “As I was saying before, when you thrust your weapon into the air, the Spiritual Power gathers along the tip of the blade. Then you bring it back in to shape the blade and thrust it at your enemy to extend it. Doing this creates a javelin that extends from your blade and pierces your opponent. Light Javelin is listed as a B-Rank Spiritual Light Technique, but given its powerful nature, it can have the power of an A-Rank technique in the hands of someone who has reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      Nodding to show she understood the lesson, Kari said, “That was one of your signature techniques before you reached the Third State of Spiritualism, wasn’t it?”

      “It was indeed. I haven’t used it much these days since I can manipulate the light element however I please, but it’s still a good technique to use when you want more power.”

      Kari understood that her mother was showing her this technique so she could learn it after the battle was over. She couldn’t practice it in the middle of battle, but seeing it being used like this had given her a much clearer understanding of how the technique worked.

      There was no more time to talk after that. The Demon Beasts and Sekbeists began another push. This time, there were even more enemies than before as the Grunts arrived.

      Grunts were ugly little things—even more so than the Elites, which at least resembled humans to some degree. These bald creatures had pasty white skin that looked splotchy as if they were diseased. Unlike the Elites, they walked with a hunch. They didn’t seem very intelligent, but they could at least swing a sword.

      Kari found herself fending off several Grunts and even a few Elites. She set her feet firmly on the ground and spun her ranseur around in front of her, precisely deflecting the numerous slashing and stabbing swords coming her way. While doing this, she also channeled Spiritual Power into her weapon. The ranseur glowed a brilliant gold as she used one of her C-Rank Spiritual Light Techniques.

      Light Cutter.

      Once the Spiritual Light Technique was activated, she stepped forward and swung her ranseur several times in quick spinning patterns. A stroke to the left sliced through a Sekbeist’s arm. Another stroke horizontally removed one Sekbeist’s head. Several Sekbeist stumbled back when they found their swords had been cut off at the hilt. Kari pressed her attack before the surprised Sekbeists could recover, spinning her weapon and cutting through their bodies with the Light Cutter technique like they were humanoid-shaped blobs of butter.

      Just as Kari finished taking care of her enemies, a loud scream tore through the air. She spun around and sought out the source. One of her Spiritualists had been impaled from behind with a blade of darkness. The Elite standing behind the young woman wore a dark grin as he tore his sword out of her back, causing blood to spray everywhere as the woman pitched forward to the ground.

      Another Shaman.

      Kari was prepared to deal with this threat herself—when her mother suddenly appeared before the creature in a flash of golden light. She swung her glowing sword down, tearing the Shaman in half. The creature didn’t even have enough time to scream in pain before he died. His body had been cleanly separated into two parts.

      The battle continued. The stench of blood became thicker than ever before. It clogged Kari’s nose and made her wish she could retreat, though she did not budge an inch from her position on the front lines. Demon Beasts and Sekbeists slammed against their defensive formation and were beaten back. So many died that a wall of corpses had grown at some point, but even then, the Sekbeists and Demon Beasts just climbed over the wall or rammed straight through it.

      An hour passed like that before Kari switched out with Catalyna. She moved to the back and took one Energy Booster Pill and one Spiritual Recovery Pill. Fay and Lin had also given her some water to replenish what she’d lost while sweating and a wet rag to clean off her blood-soaked face and clothes.

      “How long do you think this battle will last?” asked Fay as she gazed at the front line where Catalyna and the empress were hard at work. Empress Hilda was dancing across the battlefield like a spark of light. It was almost like she was using the Flash Step, though Kari knew her mother’s technique was different.

      Meanwhile, Catalyna used her Spiritual Lightning Techniques to great effect. She twirled around like she was dancing, swinging her jagged sword in complex patterns. With every swing of her blade, a line of crackling Spiritual Power appeared in the air. One line became two, then four, then sixteen. They doubled with every swing until sixty-four lines had appeared.

      The lines of Spiritual Power soon burst forth like a tempest, a giant wave of pale lightning that quickly transformed into a pack of wolves. This was an A-Rank Spiritual Lightning Technique: Tempest Wolf Pack. The pack of wolves charged into the Demon Beast and Sekbeist army, tearing them asunder. Arcs of lightning filled the air and struck the ground, gouging out large chunks of blackened earth. Many of the enemies who were struck were outright torn apart, but even those who weren’t suffered as their insides were completely fried, to the point where smoke poured out of their ears, mouths, and noses.

      “I don’t know,” Kari answered as she turned away from the gruesome scene. “We’re holding out for now, but it isn’t like we’ve killed that many enemies. We’ve probably only killed a few thousand. Compared to the hundred and twenty thousand or so this army was estimated at, two or even five thousand is a minuscule amount.”

      “Then we should fight harder,” Lin said. “This princess will lead us into battle and destroy our enemies.”

      “We’re already fighting as hard as we can. It’s taking everything we have just to hold the line,” Fay said with a sigh.

      “Mrr. This princess could do much better…”

      Despite her words, it was clear that everyone was giving this battle their all. They continued fighting to hold the line. Members of the Nevarian Braves fought alongside Nevaria’s most powerful Spiritualists. Valence had taken to the front lines with Empress Hilda, silently fighting to protect the woman’s back while she mowed down enemy after enemy with her powers over the light element. It looked like they were doing a brilliant job.

      And yet.

      No matter how much they fought, their enemies didn’t waver, didn’t lose heart, and didn’t grow smaller. It was as if their enemies grew even more motivated to fight every time one of their own was killed. Not only that, but the enemies’ numbers seemed to swell the longer the fight went on. For every one enemy they defeated, three or four appeared to take their place, and they crashed into the Spiritualists like a tidal wave.

      Several of their Spiritualists lost their lives when they were literally buried under their enemies’ superior numbers.

      Unlike the enemy army, which was legion, they only had a few hundred Spiritualists to guard the pass with. They would lose eventually so long as nothing changed.

      Kari could no longer figure out how long the battle had been going on. She had fought several more times, but each time, she fought with just a little less strength, and her movements became just a little more sluggish. Her muscles were aching. Even if she used the Spiritual Recovery and Energy Booster Pills to replenish her Spiritual Power and energy, they could not restore her body to pristine condition.

      She wasn’t the only one who was slowing down either, as Lin, Fay, Catalyna, Marko, Geirolf, Earland, and Mykkel were also moving more sluggishly than before. Their attacks were growing weaker and less precise. Their Spiritual Techniques lacked the strength they had at the beginning of this fight.

      Kari was reminded of that time during the expedition led by Catalyna. A man named Skygge had used a young girl named Dyr in a ritual that summoned thousands of Demon Beasts to their location. She and the others had been forced to use alchemy pills to recover their Spiritual Power and energy as they ran day and night through the Demon Beast Mountain Range. By the time they had reached the ruins to hide out in, everyone had been exhausted enough to pass out on the spot.

      The same thing as back then was happening now, but unlike that time when they had been running, there was no escape for them this time. At their front was an army of over a hundred thousand. At their back was the home they were fighting to protect. They could only stay in this small mountain pass and continue fighting as hard as they could.

      Sweat poured down Kari’s face as she took several steps back. She sidestepped a swinging sword, parried the blade with her ranseur, then stepped forward again and thrust her weapon through a Sekbeist’s neck. Blood spurted from the dying enemy like a geyser as he fell backward.

      A loud roar on her left alerted her to danger, and she turned to find a Saber-Toothed Tiger pouncing at her. It was moving too fast for her to prepare an appropriate counterattack.

      “HAAA!”

      Just before it could crush her beneath its weight, a beam of fire lanced through the Demon Beast, so powerful that the creature was shoved off course and flew past her, crashing into the ground several meters on her right. Kari turned around to see Fay standing several meters to her left. Behind Fay, Lin slammed her tail on the ground, creating several earth spikes that pierced ten Grunts. However, Lin didn’t see the shadow beneath her feet writhing as something came out of it.

      “Watch it!” Kari shouted as she raced forward. Spiritual Power flowed through her ranseur as she thrust it out, launching a small beam of light that punctured a hole through the Shaman’s head before it could attack Lin.

      “Thanks, Big Sister!” Lin said as she used a combination of her whip and the darkness element to attack multiple Sekbeist and Demon Beasts at once.

      Because so many of their numbers had grown too exhausted to fight, the stronger Spiritualists were being forced to pick up the slack. Kari, Fay, and Lin, as the vice commanders of the Nevarian Braves, had opted to defend the front lines and give their subordinates a chance to recover.

      Further away from where they were battling, her mother fought alongside Herleif Astralia and Grimm Kriger.

      The empress had already entered the Third State of Spiritualism and was doing everything she could to decimate the forces arrayed against them. Enemies lost all manner of body parts as the woman moved through them, attacking so fast it looked like she was mowing down multiple enemies at once.

      Grimm and Herleif were fighting more conservatively. Herleif launched several blades of wind from his fists while Grimm waved his hand and created powerful bolts of lightning. Because wind and lightning were mutually opposed to each other (wind negated lightning), the two attacks did not mingle. They struck their enemies separately but at the same time. Howls of pain reverberated around Demon Beast Pass as their enemies were killed in droves, and yet even then, the forces arrayed against them refused to relent.

      Their plan to fight in shifts had already shattered. It was true what people said about how no plan survived first contact with the enemy.

      Kari was beginning to wonder if they hadn’t bitten off more than they could chew—and that was when she felt it, an intense heat so powerful that she could feel it beating down on her head. It wasn’t the sun. When she looked up, sweat burst on her skin as she eyed what appeared to be a falling star.

      The star slammed into the ground in the middle of the enemy army and exploded. A wave of fire and heat rushed out in all directions, unleashing a powerful shock wave that shook Demon Beast Pass and sent the enemies around it scattering. Even Kari could feel the heat singing her hair and eyelashes from where she stood. It wasn’t until the shock wave died down that she realized what had fallen to the ground wasn’t a star.

      It was a person.

      To be more precise, it was a mass of writhing flames shaped like a person.

      Kari couldn’t figure out who this person was, but the general outline of the bright blue flames signified that this person was a woman. Even though she was made of nothing but fire, Kari could see the womanly outline of her body, the large swells of her breasts and the roundness of her butt. No man could have a butt like that. Even Eryk, pretty as he was, did not have such an ass.

      The figure only remained there for a moment. Then she blasted off the ground and soared through the battlefield. Giant flames appeared in her wake. These flames were bright blue and turned into waves that swept over the enemy forces, reducing them to ash within an instant. The figure continued making their way inexorably closer to their defensive line, which caused the temperature to rise drastically, and then, just as they reached Kari and the others, the fire figure transformed into a woman.

      She was a young woman who couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than Kari herself, with blonde hair bordering on silver and ice blue eyes. Her skin was extremely pale as if her body had never been kissed by the sun before.

      As the flames disappeared from her body, clothing appeared in its place. It was a revealing outfit that looked more like strips of fabric held together by golden bands of intricate design and studded with red gems. Her breasts were almost fully exposed and her stomach was completely laid bare, as were her hips. Like the rest of her, the V of her crotch was covered only by a strip of fabric. Meanwhile, her legs and arms were clad in boots and vambraces with the same intricate designs as the bands holding her dress together.

      The battle seemed to have come to a standstill with the appearance of this woman. She looked around for a moment, wearing a viper’s smile, then walked over to Empress Hilda.

      “Your Majesty,” she said, still smiling. “My name is Sigrid Drage. I’ve come to help in the defense of Nevaria. I hope you’ll have me.”

      “Sigrid? I see. You are the daughter of Gudbrand Drage, then? I heard you went into secluded training last year and hadn’t come out.” The empress narrowed her eyes. “I see you’ve reached the Third State of Spiritualism. That’s quite impressive for someone your age to achieve.”

      Sigrid nodded. “I just reached it a few days ago. I came out of secluded training yesterday, but I wasn’t able to join the battle until now because I had exhausted my Spiritual Power attempting to reach the Third State of Spiritualism.” She waved her hand in an airy, dismissive gesture. “Anyway, I hope you don’t mind if I join this fight?”

      “I do not mind. We are more than happy to have you,” Empress Hilda said.

      “Great!” With a brilliant smile, Sigrid looked around the battlefield before, inexplicably, her brow furrowed. “Odd. I thought Eryk Veiger would be here, but I do not see anyone matching his description.”

      “Eryk Veiger is currently with Dante,” Empress Hilda explained. “They should arrive from the back with a large task force that will act as the hammer to crush our enemies.”

      Chances were good they had already arrived, but this army was so large it would take a long time for them to reach their group. They also needed to wait until the entire army had entered the pass to attack. If they did not, then it would be the Nevarian Spiritualists who were surrounded and crushed by superior numbers.

      “Ooooh! I like that idea! It’s a very good one!” Sigrid placed her hands on her hips and nodded. “Well, I guess I can wait to see him in action.”

      While Empress Hilda frowned, Kari stared at the woman named Sigrid with concern. She was a member of the Drage Family, which had given Fay and Eryk some trouble a while back when their heir, Gudmund, tried to make Eryk annul his marriage agreement with Fay. While nothing had come from it yet, she didn’t think Gudmund had given up. He was likely just waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

      However, it wasn’t like they could be picky about who fought alongside them, and so Sigrid joined the battle.

      She didn’t use the Third State of Spiritualism like she had during her grand entrance, but flames erupted from her hands and feet, a vibrant blue and so hot everyone could feel it, as she attacked with a series of punches and kicks. It looked like she was a martial artist. She wielded no weapon other than her limbs. Of course, it didn’t matter if she used nothing but her fists and feet to fight. The flames she wielded alongside her martial arts were more than enough to deal with anything that came her way.

      With this new player entering the battlefield, hope swelled within the breasts of everyone present. The many downtrodden and exhausted Spiritualists attacked with renewed energy.

      Kari found herself fighting alongside Fay and Lin. She and the other two worked as a team. Two of them would attack while the other would defend, and then they would switch places.

      Fay stepped forward, dragging her foot across the ground to generate sparks before stomping down. She moved her hands in a strange pattern before bringing them to her side, where orange flames ignited inside of her cupped hands. Releasing a ferocious battle cry, Fay threw her hands forward.

      A powerful jet of flames launched from her hands, racing forward with a roar like the enraged screams of a Dragon. The fire quickly changed shape as it flew. The ball shifted into the head of a Dragon with many spikes surrounding its face. Easily the same size as a person, the Dragon head flew forward and slammed into several Grunts, all of whom didn’t even have time to scream as they were incinerated.

      Her A-Rank Spiritual Fire Technique, Flame Dragon Fist, was powerful, but it also left her exposed. Two Silverbacks tried to attack her from the side. However, Kari and Lin quickly intercepted them.

      “Haaaaaaaa!”

      Kari swung her glowing ranseur in a wide arc. Several spheres of light appeared, which quickly transformed into tridents that flew forward and crashed into the Silverback. This attack was not strong enough to pierce the Silverback’s thick hide, but it did knock the creature back a few steps, allowing Kari to unleash her next Spiritual Technique.

      She danced along the ground with light movements, spinning her ranseur around her body to generate more power, which caused her weapon to glow more brightly with each passing second. When she had what she judged to be enough power, she took a firm stance with her feet spread apart and thrust her weapon forward.

      An intense beam of golden light shot from the ranseur’s tip. It was so large that more than half the Silverback was engulfed in light. When the light died down, it revealed that the entire torso of the Silverback was gone. Only a smoking stump remained.

      While Kari dealt with her foe, Lin swung her whip forward. The weapon wrapped around the Silverback’s neck, where it began emitting a loud hissing sound as it melted the fur around that area. The Demon Beast roared and tried to pry the thing off to little success. Lin used her incredible strength to pull the Silverback to the ground. At that moment, she slammed her tail into the earth and several purple snakes appeared from the ether and sprang forward.

      These several-meter-long snakes bit into the body of the Silverback and injected poison into it. The Silverback growled and struggled to break free, but the snakes quickly wrapped around its body. Blood emerged from the bite wounds. Soon, the poison took effect. The Silverback’s struggle grew weaker and weaker until it died.

      All around them, similar battles were taking place. Earland and Mykkel were fighting back-to-back, Geirolf, Catalyna, and Bjark were using a similar strategy to the one they were using, and Marko was fighting alongside Ingrid.

      The four most powerful Spiritualists among them, Sigrid, Empress Hilda, Grimm Kriger, and Herleif Astralia were fighting as well. Sigrid, Grimm, and Herleif fought by themselves against numerous enemies. Meanwhile, her mother was fighting alongside Valence to conserve Spiritual Power.

      It looked like they were doing fairly well. There were a lot of corpses littering the ground, but most of them were Demon Beasts and Sekbeists. She could only see a few human corpses amongst the many bodies. What’s more, despite being vastly outnumbered, they had not let a single Demon Beast get through. Siv, the only one among them not battling, stood near the gate, which was mercifully free of corpse and enemy alike.

      However, just as Kari was beginning to let her hopes climb up, a loud roar shook the mountain pass.

      She and everyone else turned their heads at the sound. Traveling toward them alongside the enemy forces were two massive creatures with muscular bodies that were covered in purple fur. They had gigantic fangs jutting from their mouths and crimson eyes that seeped with bloodlust. Their powerful legs rippled and every step they took caused the ground to shake.

      They were Greater Behemoths, an A-Rank variation of the B-Rank Behemoth.

      And standing at the head of this procession was the middle-aged human man, who stared at the gate and everyone defending it with a cold gleam in his eyes.
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      “Here, take this Blood Clotting Pill and rest. You need it to replenish your strength.”

      Feinrea placed a small red pill into the hand of a young woman decked out in the silver armor of a member of the Imperial Royal Guard, though her armor was dented and scratched. The young woman was sitting on the rampart wall, a large hole in her shoulder, which gushed blood like a fountain. Feinrea wanted to wrinkle her nose at the intense scent of blood, but she held back for the woman’s sake.

      “Th-thank you.”

      The woman popped the pill into her mouth, and Feinrea finally got to see firsthand how effective Eryk’s pills were. Barely a second had passed since the pill was consumed, but the blood flowing from the woman’s shoulder had already begun slowing down. It didn’t stop entirely. That said, it was little more than a trickle now.

      “That should keep you from bleeding to death,” Feinrea said as she stood up. “A water affinity specialist will be coming by soon to heal your injury. Just rest for now.”

      “I will. Thank you again, Lady Feinrea.”

      Feinrea gave the woman an awkward smile. She still wasn’t used to people adding “Lady” to her name.

      Glancing around the rampart, Feinrea couldn’t help but feel shocked as she stared at the hundreds of Demon Beast corpses that littered the ground. All of the Demon Beasts were Pteranodons. Mixed among the corpses were several humans and strange creatures with putrid green skin. Those must have been the Sekbeists they had learned about recently.

      The Nevarian Spiritualists were currently cleaning up the corpses. Many of them were working to separate the Demon Beasts and Sekbeists from the humans. The Sekbeists would likely be disposed of by burning. However, the Pteranodons had important parts that could be salvaged such as their skin, organs, and monster core. The humans who died would be given a Nevarian funeral service.

      Among the Imperial Royal Guards were members of her Alchemist Association, who were helping by delivering alchemy pills to those who needed them. There were a lot of injured and only a few water affinity Spiritualists. Alchemy pills couldn’t heal wounds completely unless they were extremely advanced (which she didn’t have on hand), but they could clot blood, numb pain, and recover Spiritual Power.

      It would help the injured until someone with a water affinity could heal them.

      While walking among the people, she looked at those who were injured. Some were just bleeding from head wounds, but there were a few that had far more serious injuries, like the young man lying on the ground, his arm missing as a Spiritualist healed the wound.

      Of course, a wound of that caliber could not be healed completely. All they did was close the skin and damaged arteries. He would have to live with having a stump for the rest of his life. There were also people missing legs, people with deep wounds traveling across their chest and flowing with blood, and some who were even missing an eye.

      It was a gruesome scene that Feinrea wished she could unsee.

      Fortunately, most of the people who had survived the battle would live thanks to the alchemy pills her association was providing.

      As Feinrea walked through the area where the battle had taken place, she found Catherina and Stelys speaking about something together. Seeing the redhead safe caused the small tightness in her chest to loosen. She hadn’t even realized it was there until this moment, when it disappeared and let her breathe more easily again.

      “Stelys!” Feinrea called out to the man as she walked over.

      “Feinrea?” Stelys blinked. “I did not realize you were here. Are you sure it’s safe for you to be on the battlefield like this?”

      “It’s fine. I’m not a powerful Spiritualist, but most of the battle has already ended. Anyway, I decided to come along with my people to help out where I could.” She frowned at the blood dripping down his forehead. “You’re injured.”

      At the mention of his injury, Stelys reached up and touched his forehead, retracting his finger to see that it had indeed come away slick with blood. The viscous fluid coating his hand was quickly wiped off when Feinrea used a handkerchief she had pulled from a small pouch at her waist.

      “I hadn’t realized I was injured,” Stelys muttered. “I guess the adrenaline hasn’t worn off yet.”

      “That, and your hair is already pretty red,” Catherina said with a smile. “You can’t really tell that you’re bleeding unless you look closely.”

      “I guess that’s true,” Stelys agreed.

      “Can you two please stop joking around like that,” Feinrea scolded them. “Honestly, even if you are saying that in jest, you shouldn’t be so callous about your own injuries.”

      Catherina shrugged. “Getting hurt is a part of being a Spiritualist, and he received this injury while in the line of duty, defending Nevaria against a vile threat. Rather than be worried for him, you should be honoring him.”

      “I’ll honor him by scolding him,” Feinrea snapped.

      “Oh, my.” Catherina raised a hand to her mouth and giggled. “Someone is worried, I see.”

      Feinrea couldn’t say anything against the other woman’s words, which caused her cheeks to heat up. She felt like this woman was calling her out for something. However, Feinrea didn’t want to give Catherina the satisfaction of seeing her blush, so she turned her head to look away. This didn’t have the effect she had hoped it would. Instead, it only seemed to make Catherina giggle more.

      In an effort to get her mind off the woman’s words and response, she asked, “Is the battle over?”

      “It’s over here, at least,” Catherina answered. As the commanding officer for this section of Nevaria’s wall, she knew more than Stelys and Feinrea. “The north and east have also been secured, though I hear there are still some Pteranodons and Sekbeists fighting in the south. That said, this task force was small. They couldn’t do anything more than harass us. I’m sure it will only be a matter of time before they are defeated everywhere else.”

      “I see,” Feinrea said for lack of anything better to say.

      “The real battle is happening beyond Demon Beast Gate.”

      As Catherina said this, she looked over toward where Demon Beast Gate was located. Feinrea also looked in that direction, even though she knew she wouldn’t be able to see it. Beyond that gate, Eryk Veiger and his women were locked in a fierce struggle with the true threat arrayed against their city. She shuddered just thinking about the army currently knocking on their gates.

      “I hope my daughter and the others are okay,” Stelys said at last.

      “Me too,” Catherina admitted.

      Feinrea didn’t say anything, but she also hoped everyone who was fighting right now would make it back home… even though she knew such thoughts were foolish and naïve.
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      Kari did not know why she felt so cold, but the moment the man leading the army of Sekbeists and Demon Beasts appeared, she felt as if her entire body had been dropped into a bath filled with ice. Her blood, her bones, her flesh, everything was filled with a frigid chill that froze her in place.

      And she wasn’t the only one.

      Lin and Fay, Marko and Catalyna, Earland and Geirolf and Mykkel… everyone had ceased fighting the moment this man appeared. It was like he radiated some kind of vile power that kept them all from moving. Even as she continued to stare into his bloody eyes, Kari thought she could see black miasma flowing off his body.

      The only ones who weren’t frozen solid were the four Spiritualists who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism: Herleif, Grimm, Sigrid, and her mother. They alone stood before this monster in human skin.

      “Oooh. I’m sensing a real powerful aura coming from this guy,” Sigrid said with a grin.

      “Hmm… this man has definitely reached the Third State of Spiritualism,” Grimm Kriger said with a frown. “Though his Spiritual Aura is very… odd. I can’t put my finger on it, but there is definitely something unusual about this man. Unusual… and dangerous.”

      The man in question raised his hand. The army of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists behind him suddenly stopped moving. He stepped forward alone. Perhaps this was a sign that he wanted to fight on his own, or maybe he was telling them to wait for whatever reason.

      Stepping in front of everyone else, Empress Hilda narrowed her eyes as she glared at the man. Her posture radiated the authority of an empress.

      “Who are you? Why have you sided with the Sekbeists?”

      These questions did not go answered. The man stared at her as an increasingly disturbing smile split his face. It was the kind of smile Kari would expect to find on a serial killer.

      “Kill…” the man muttered.

      “Excuse me?” Empress Hilda narrowed her eyes.

      “Kill… kill! Kill! Kill! Kill kill kill—killkillmkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillmkillkillkillkillkillkillmkillkillkill!”

      The man spoke so rapidly that his words merged together. As he continued speaking in this deranged manner, potent and vile Spiritual Power erupted from his body, engulfing him in darkness. Kari didn’t understand what was happening. The hairs on her arms were prickling. However, she understood that something bad was about to happen.

      Just as she suspected, the darkness suddenly ceased writhing, but it didn’t disappear. It covered the man from head to toe. He looked like he had merged with the darkness, proving that Grimm’s belief that he had reached the Third State of Spiritualism was right on the money. However, that wasn’t all that happened.

      Kari only had a single moment, a tiny instant where a bad premonition suddenly entered her mind, to realize the danger they were in. Reacting to it, she released her Spiritual Aura. Light exploded from her body. It chased away all the shadows near her, which included the ones around Lin, Fay, Siv, Catalyna, Marko, Geirolf, Mykkel, and Earland. However, many others were not under her light’s influence.

      And they suffered for it.

      A horrified gasp escaped her lips as the shadows beneath the feet of numerous Spiritualists suddenly shot from the ground and impaled the person they were underneath. Many people died instantly. Their bodies went limp as they were lifted off the ground by the shadow stakes jutting through their backs and out their chests.

      Not everyone died at least. A few of the more experienced Spiritualists were able to avoid death, though even they suffered severe injuries. Some people had been impaled through the shoulder. One person was missing his left leg after it got sheared off. Only the people near Kari and Empress Hilda survived unharmed.

      “Everybody, move back!” Empress Hilda commanded. “This man’s power is far beyond what any of you can hope to fight.”

      Everyone heeded her words. Kari moved back with Lin, Fay, Catalyna, and the others, keeping the man who had just killed what must have been a hundred people in less than a split second in her sights. He didn’t seem to be paying attention to her. In fact, he didn’t seem to be paying attention to much of anything.

      “Killkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkill!”

      “What do you think… is going on with that man?” asked Catalyna.

      “I do not know, but I don’t think he’s sane.” Kari bit her lip. “Those are not the eyes of a man who possesses logic and reasoning. It’s like his very will has been eroded and all that’s left is instinct… a single, unstoppable desire.”

      Geirolf gulped. “What desire is that?”

      “It’s the desire to kill,” the answer did not come from Kari, but from Lin, who was staring hard at the man before them. “That man’s killing intent is the purest this princess has ever felt. No one else she knows has ever been able to release such an unadulterated killing intent before. It’s like he’s not even human.”

      As those words sank in, Kari turned back to look at her mother.

      She had a very bad feeling about this.
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      “Sigrid,” Hilda called out to the woman by her side. “How well can you control the Third State of Spiritualism?”

      “Well, I did just reach it recently,” Sigrid admitted. “But do not worry. I might have only just reached it, but thanks to my training, I pretty much have full control over the Third State.”

      “Is that so? Then I shall be relying on you to back me up.”

      “Heh. You can count on me.”

      Hilda did not trust Sigrid in the least, but she was sure this woman also understood the threat posed by this man, so she should at least be able to count on her to fight with all her strength.

      She turned back to the man. He hadn’t moved from that spot, but his body was covered in darkness. He had obviously entered the Third State of Spiritualism. She wondered why he wasn’t moving. Was he waiting for something? Hilda did not know why, but she felt incredibly wary about attacking this man. Something about him just made her body feel cold.

      “Herleif. Grimm. I shall also be relying on you for support,” Hilda said.

      “I will support you to the fullest,” Herleif said.

      Grimm sighed. “I will also do my best to help you.”

      “I appreciate that.” Hilda narrowed her eyes. “Now, let’s go.”

      Hilda unleashed her Spiritual Aura, though she quickly sucked it back in, entering the Second State of Spiritualism. Gnashing her teeth together behind closed lips, she transformed the raw Spiritual Power into the light element. Her body suddenly felt lighter. The world around her became brighter. Everything was brought into startling focus. She could make out the individual cracks on the ground, see the bodies littering Demon Beast Pass in greater detail than before, and when she looked at the man she was about to fight, she realized that the darkness covering his body looked like a writhing mass of black tentacles and not just miasma.

      Besides her, Herleif and Grimm had also entered the Third State of Spiritualism. Herleif had transformed into swirling eddies of wind, while Grimm now looked like a being composed entirely of yellow lightning.

      It had been a long time since she had seen Herleif when he entered the Third State of Spiritualism. His body seemed almost like it wasn’t there at all. The only reason she could see him was thanks to the distortions in the air, which signified his presence. Whenever he moved, the air would become distorted, as if she were looking at something through imperfect glass.

      Barely a second after Hilda entered the Third State of Spiritualism, turning into a being of pure golden light, Sigrid entered that state as well. Her body transformed into a human fireball. The ground around her heated up, turning a blistering shade of red and orange as it melted.

      Talking while in the Third State of Spiritualism was very hard, so Hilda did not bother speaking. She raced toward the man covered in darkness. The other three followed close behind her.

      She reached the man in less time than it took to blink. Hilda could travel at the speed of light. Her movement was near-instantaneous. There was not a person alive who could keep up with her when she entered the Third State.

      Thrusting out her hand, which had morphed into a giant javelin, she tried to impale him through the chest. Her javelin slammed into his chest with enough force to cause a shock wave. However, the man did not budge. Hilda’s eyes widened when she realized he hadn’t moved an inch, and before she could even pull away, the darkness around her javelin surged forward and covered the appendage she had used to try and kill him.

      It’s eating away at my element!

      Hilda’s eyes widened as she tried to pull back, but the darkness wouldn’t let her. Just before it could consume more of the light element, Herleif and Sigrid launched simultaneous attacks at him, one a massive fireball and the other a wall of wind, which combined to create an even larger attack that looked like a wave of pure white flames. The flames engulfed the dark figure. While fire was not of the light element, it did create light. The shadows around Hilda’s arm receded, allowing her to pull back.

      She flashed several meters away from the man that she had unsuccessfully tried to attack. At that same moment, Grimm appeared on their enemy’s left, a spear of lightning held in his hand. A loud crackling sound like thunder echoed across Demon Beast Pass as he lobbed the spear. It flew forward and struck the man in the side—or so it should have. What happened instead was the darkness burst forward like a living entity. A wide maw appeared, looking for all the world like a mouth, and as the spear flew into it, the mouth closed and returned back to the man.

      Did his element just eat lightning?!

      Hilda had no time to ponder what she had seen when the mass of darkness suddenly bulged, several hundred tendrils shooting out and threatening to impale her. Remembering what happened when she tried to attack him, Hilda knew better than to let them hit her, so she exploded into light particles and disappeared seconds before a dozen tendrils pierced the spot where she had been standing. As she reappeared several meters away, she glanced at the spot as the tendrils left. Her eyes widened.

      What? What the…?

      Several sections of the ground were gone. The holes that had been punched through the ground were completely smooth too. It was like those black tendrils had erased the ground instead of piercing through it. She couldn’t quite understand how that worked, but she knew that what this darkness did was more than just destroy. It was like… yes, it was like it was annihilating whatever it touched, wiping it from the face of existence.

      This was not the darkness element as she knew it.

      What was it?

      Herleif, Grimm, and Sigrid had also managed to avoid being hit by those tendrils. They appeared around this powerful being layered in darkness and prepared their attacks. A large ball of fire appeared over Sigrid’s head, Herleif waved his hand and created a wave of wind that swept over the dark being, and Grimm generated a large sphere of sparking lightning that he tossed. At that moment, Sigrid threw her fireball, which struck at the same time as Grimm’s lightning sphere.

      Fire and lightning exploded everywhere, sending a powerful wave of compressed energy rippling through Demon Beast Pass. The ground around them collapsed. Massive cracks spread out from the center of impact, traveling up the mountainside and causing the very earth to rumble. Arcs of pale lightning slammed into the cliffside several times, gouging out large chunks of rock. For a moment, Hilda worried if the cliffs on either side would collapse, but they miraculously held together.

      When the explosion died down, Hilda stared into the rising cloud of smoke, which quickly cleared to reveal the entire ground had turned into boiling red magma. Steam rose from the surface. The magma bubbled and popped. Hilda could not feel the heat while she was transformed into an element like this, but she could well imagine how hot it was.

      The combined attack from those two had been most impressive. Even though they had not done so intentionally, the lightning and fire combination had created an overloading effect that increased the potency of both attacks. This in turn made the attacks much more powerful. She had seen something similar before, but it had never been this effective.

      The cloud of dust soon dispersed.

      The man they had been targeting was gone.

      Did they win?

      This thought had barely crossed her mind when, quite suddenly, all the shadows around them writhed and rose into the air. Her eyes widened as the shadows blocked out the sun. What was this?! Even if this man had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, there was no way he should be able to control so many shadows at once! Even she could not control light in its raw form! She could only use the light her body generated while she was in this state.

      Hilda had no time to think about it. The shadows descended, threatening to engulf everyone, and so she unleashed her Spiritual Power and exploded with light. Lances of golden light speared through the darkness. However, each time a hole appeared, the darkness would quickly cover it again. She sent lance after lance through this enclosing wall, trying her best to rip it apart, but it was like the darkness was limitless.

      As a last act of desperation, Hilda released all of her Spiritual Power in a single explosion. The light around her spread out like a miniature star and chased the darkness away. However, doing so had exhausted all of her Spiritual Power. Hilda quickly reverted back to her normal human form, falling onto her hands and knees as she sucked in huge lungfuls of air. Her body broke out in a cold sweat. Her chest ached. She felt exhaustion deep within her bones that she had never felt before.

      So this is the consequence of using nearly all my Spiritual Power… how maddening.

      However, even if she had been forced to use all of her Spiritual Power, the darkness that had threatened to wash over everyone was gone. Herleif, Grimm, Sigrid, and everyone else was still present, still safe. She felt relief wash over her when she saw her daughter and the others unharmed.

      It was a short-lived relief.

      Hilda’s eyes widened when the ground several meters from her bulged with shadows. Then the shadows around everyone else began moving as well, toward the bulge as though it was sucking up all the darkness. The shadows writhed and soon transformed into the shape of a human.

      How… how much Spiritual Power does this person have?!

      The figure soon began walking toward her with slow, meticulous steps, almost like it was enjoying the act of toying with her. It didn’t get far before Herleif and Grimm stepped in front of her. Grimm transformed into a bolt of lightning and streaked toward their enemy. He was so fast that Hilda could barely even see him.

      But he was not fast enough.

      A wall of darkness appeared in front of Grimm, which he slammed into but couldn’t break through. Had it been any other substance, he would have surely pierced it, but this dark wall did not appear to have even been scratched. Then, before Grimm could retreat, several spears of darkness shot from underneath him and punched through his body. This normally wouldn’t have done anything. His body was made of lightning, so he could have just dispersed and reformed elsewhere. But something was different. It was like the darkness could drain the Spiritual Power of people. It was like… like… like his Spiritual Power was being negated somehow.

      Grimm soon turned back into a human, and the dozens of spears remained buried deep within his body.

      One of them had pierced his chest right where his heart was located.

      “NOOOO!” a scream came from somewhere.

      The spears tossed the limp body away as the wall of darkness disappeared. Grief surged through Hilda. She could already tell that Grimm was dead. While she was not close to the man anymore, she still fondly remembered the many times he would visit the palace to compete with Herleif. She had become so used to seeing him at the palace that she wouldn’t even bat an eye if he randomly showed up. Now he was dead. He was gone and there was nothing she could do to change that.

      At that moment, Herleif and Sigrid launched a powerful combination attack. A crescent blade of fire flew from Sigrid as Herleif launched a wind blade. The two attacks slammed into each other. Heatwaves distorted the air as the fire blade turned white seconds before it cut into the dark being.

      It looked at first like their attack had worked, but before anyone had time to celebrate, the two halves bulged around the area that had been cut. Tendrils of darkness shot out and connected, then pulled the separated halves back together. The body of the dark being had reconnected. It was like the attack had never happened.

      Before either of them could express shock, a small sphere appeared over the head of the dark being. It didn’t look like much, not at first, but then it flew forward and struck Sigrid in the side, reducing the entire left half of her body to nothing. It was just like with the ground. This darkness had completely erased her body.

      Sigrid was fortunate that she had entered the Third State of Spiritualism. Her body was composed of fire instead of flesh, blood, and bone, and thus she was able to reform it. Hilda also noticed that it didn’t negate her Spiritual Powers as it had for Grimm, which made her think it was because these were projectiles. The spikes had been connected to their enemy and controlled like an extension of their own limbs. These spheres were out of their enemy’s control once launched.

      That was her theory anyway.

      While Sigrid’s body reformed, several more spheres flew forward and struck her and Herleif before they could move away. Holes appeared within their elemental bodies over and over again. They reformed quickly, but Hilda knew it was only a matter of time before they ran out of Spiritual Power, and just like she thought, barely seconds later, the two were back to being creatures of flesh and blood.

      While it didn’t look like they were injured, the two Spiritualists were in a sorry state. Sweat covered their bodies as they lay on the ground. They weren’t moving. Hilda could tell they were alive, but only because their shoulders were rising and falling to show they were still breathing. However, more dark spheres were coming their way. If she didn’t do something, they would die.

      With the last of her power, Hilda created a wall of light, grimacing as the remainder of her Spiritual Power was drained from her body. She felt like a wet rag being wrung dry. It felt very much like her body was shriveling up. However, the wall of light she created did its job. The dark spheres crashed into the light, and while the light was eaten by the darkness, the darkness was similarly dissolved by her light. Both elements disappeared as they mutually consumed each other.

      Spots appeared in Hilda’s vision as dizziness suddenly overtook her. She felt lightheaded. The world around her suddenly swayed. No, she was the one swaying. Hilda only realized this after she fell onto her back and found herself staring at the sky. With the last of her strength, she turned her head and looked at Kari and Valence, standing several dozen meters away and staring at her in shock.
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            On the Cusp of Defeat

          

        

      

    

    
      Mother… lost?

      Kari stared at the spot where her mother had fallen. Her breath was rising and falling, showing that she wasn’t dead yet, but she had still fallen and was now lying on the ground, unconscious alongside Sigrid and Herleif. All three of them had been beaten. Meanwhile, Grimm Kriger was already dead.

      This… can’t be happening. I’m dreaming, right?

      Kari wanted to deny what was happening. She wanted to pretend this was just a bad dream, a nightmare that she would soon wake up from.

      Except this was no dream. This was reality.

      A quick glance at Catalyna and Marko confirmed their grief for her; tears poured down their faces as they held each other. Marko seemed to be doing a little better than Catalyna. Surprising since Catalyna always felt like the stronger person to her.

      She looked back at her mother. The idea that a woman as strong as her mother, who had become the empress despite being a commoner, lost was unfathomable. Empress Hilda Astralia had always seemed like a figure who was larger than life. Her strength was unmatched and peerless. None of her three husbands could defeat her in combat, not even if they ganged up on her.

      Yet her eyes couldn’t lie.

      Her mother had clearly been defeated.

      Shifting her gaze from her mother to the one who defeated her, the chill that had run up Kari’s spine grew stronger and came with greater frequency. The person her mother had fought and lost to didn’t look human anymore. He had transformed into a writhing mass of darkness, which seemed to have a strangely vile sentience. She glanced at the ground where he walked. The very earth seemed to be slowly getting eaten away, leaving behind perfectly shaped footprints in the ground.

      Mother lost. What should I do?

      If her mother lost, there was very little chance that she and the others could win, but Kari didn’t want to be the kind of person who gave up hope, not again. She had once almost given up hope during the time when Grant Leucht had succeeded in forcing her to marry him. Kari would not allow herself to despair a second time.

      However, in a situation like this, what could she do?

      “Kari,” Valence suddenly said. He had been standing with them since he couldn’t do any good in a battle of this caliber. What must he be feeling as he watched his wife get defeated? “I want you and the others to travel back to Nevaria. I will cover your retreat.”

      Kari didn’t even need a half-second to think about his suggestion before rejecting it.

      “Absolutely not. Even if you did stay behind, you would not last long enough to cover our retreat.” Kari was certain of this. Valence would die long before they had a chance to retreat. “All you would do is die a little bit before us.” And there was no way she would let that happen. “Geirolf, Earland, and Mykkel, I am going to provide a distraction with Fay and Lin. When we do that, I want you three to get Mom, Herleif, and Sigrid away from that… man. Take them to one of the water specialists and have them healed.”

      Earland and Mykkel looked uncertain. The expressions on their faces said they didn’t believe she could do anything when their own mother could not, but Geirolf, surprisingly, did not question her.

      “We understand. Once you’ve engaged in battle with that… person, the three of us will get mother and the others to safety.”

      While Earland and Mykkel gawked at their younger brother, they perhaps understood that now was not the time to argue. Neither of them contested her. Even Valence said nothing, though his brows did furrow.

      Kari turned to her two future sisters.

      “Sorry for dragging you two into this. Would you mind helping me?”

      “What are you talking about, Big Sister?” asked Lin. “This princess would have helped you even if you told her to run away.”

      “We’re a family,” Fay agreed. “Family should stick together.”

      “Thank you,” Kari muttered, moved almost to tears.

      The three of them stood up, weapons in hand, and prepared to rush forward. Just before they could, Valence placed a hand on Kari’s shoulder. The normally stern and unwavering look in his eyes was filled with concern for her, but there was also something else, an emotion she had never seen before that caused her chest to feel warm.

      “I will help,” Valence said.

      Kari shook her head. “Right now, you helping might actually be detrimental. The three of us have been training our teamwork, so fighting alongside a person we aren’t accustomed to might hurt our chances of survival. Instead, please watch and wait. If an opportunity arises to attack, or if one of us is in danger, then step in.”

      Valence’s eyes widened slightly, but he nodded. “I understand.”

      There was no more time to talk. While only a few seconds had passed, those few seconds had given the man enough time to walk right up to Sigrid, Herleif, and Empress Hilda. The writhing mass of darkness raised a hand, which suddenly twisted and morphed, transforming into a scythe. It was a hideous weapon, all black and jagged. There was no doubt this weapon would erase the three as if they had never existed.

      Kari used the Flash Step.

      She appeared right next to her mother just as the scythe was swung. Already swinging her ranseur, Kari summoned her Spiritual Power. The movement of her swing helped channel Spiritual Power into her blade, which she transformed into the light element, then thrust her weapon forward. It struck the scythe, which was knocked off course and stuck into the ground instead of her mother. Her own Spiritual Power went out like a candle snuffed by a strong gust of wind, but her actions seemed to surprise her enemy, for he was slow to react.

      Kari used that moment to attack again.

      Golden light glowed along the edge of her ranseur as she spun it around, cleaving straight through the pitch-black arm. The Light Cutter technique was a simple but effective one that increased the cutting edge of any weapon. Against a person using the darkness element, it was particularly effective. No blood sprayed from the wound. However, her enemy jerked back as though he’d been severely injured.

      That was when Fay attacked.

      “HAAAAAAAA!”

      Appearing from within a Flash Step like Kari had done, Fay took a wide stance with her legs spread apart and arms tucked into her torso. Fire had ignited on her fists. The flames were pure blue. Heatwaves emitted from them before she thrust them forward and fired multiple pinpoint strikes to their enemy’s vitals. Throat, head, lungs, kidney, liver. Every attack hit something that would have killed a normal human if they’d been struck there.

      “Dorararararararararararararara!!!” Fay screamed as she continued pounding the man with lightning-quick punches.

      Perhaps he was too shocked by the sudden attack to actually do anything, but his body jerked around as though he were being electrocuted, constantly in motion as Fay struck him over and over again. Her shout as she launched her attacks echoed around the mountain pass. The flames on her fists burned even more fiercely the longer she attacked. Even Kari could feel the heat from where she stood. However, her attack, Rotation Fire Fist: Rapid Fire, eventually came to an end.

      Despite the ferocity of her punches, their enemy didn’t seem to be injured. The darkness surrounding him like a second skin remained undamaged.

      Fay couldn’t keep the surprise off her face, which explained why she also couldn’t move when a tendril suddenly shot forward to pierce her chest. However, Kari had seen it and knocked Fay to the ground, spinning her glowing ranseur through the air to slice the tendril apart before it could stab her. This didn’t stop the attack. Now that he seemed to have recovered, their enemy was attacking with renewed zeal. Dozens of those strange tendrils shot toward her and Fay.

      Gritting her teeth, Kari stood in front of Fay and began channeling massive quantities of Spiritual Power through her ranseur, so much power that her blade left golden streaks of light in the air. The tendrils were sliced apart. However, there were so many, and they were coming in so fast, that several slipped through her defenses. Kari gasped when her arms and legs became littered with small cuts.

      No blood leaked from those wounds, which she found strange, but Kari soon realized it was because something was… eating her. That was what it felt like. Like something was eating away at her body.

      A chill ran down her spine as she continued to defend herself.

      And then all of the tendrils suddenly stopped attacking.

      Because they had just slammed into a wall of darkness.

      “This princess really doesn’t like you!”

      Lin, who couldn’t use the Flash Step and thus took longer to arrive, swung her tail writhing in darkness and smacked the man away. Kari could only stare in shock as the man was sent flying. He crashed into the army of monsters behind him. Maybe it was because he was covered in the darkness element, but all the Demon Beasts and Sekbeists he slammed into disappeared like they had been erased. Even the ground appeared to simply disappear when he struck it.

      “Hmph!” Lin crossed her arms. “Let this be a lesson to you. This princess will not tolerate anyone messing with her family.”

      Kari had absolutely no idea how Lin had managed to strike that man, but when she saw the darkness covering the Lamia’s tail, she realized that Lin must have coated her tail with the darkness element to protect herself.

      “Nice job, Lin,” she said as she stabbed her ranseur into the ground and leaned on it.

      By this point in time, Earland, Geirolf, and Mykkel had already grabbed Sigrid, Herleif, and Empress Hilda and taken them away from the battlefield. Kari found the three unconscious Spiritualists lying on the ground as a water affinity Spiritualist healed their wounds and gave them Spiritual Recovery Pills.

      “Heheh, this princess did good, right?” Lin puffed out her modest chest.

      “Very good.” Kari smiled. “I should have guessed you could use darkness to negate darkness.”

      “Thank you, but that man is not using the darkness element.”

      That brought Kari up short. “What?”

      “This princess does not know what element that is, but she can assure you it is not darkness.” Lin shivered. “It feels very different from the darkness element. It is too vile, too sinister.”

      Kari had no idea how to respond to Lin’s words, though it was not because she didn’t believe her. Lin was better acquainted with the darkness element than her. If she said this man was not using it, then she was probably right, but that did beg another question.

      If he wasn’t using the darkness element, then just what was that writhing mass of darkness supposed to be?

      A part of her dreaded knowing the answer.

      “Fay, are you okay?” Kari asked.

      “I am fine.” Fay stood up and tested her limbs to check for injuries. Once she had determined that she had none, she smiled at Kari. “Thank you. If you hadn’t pushed me out of the way, I would have been dead.”

      Kari was about to tell Fay not to worry, that they were family, but those words died in her throat when a hand suddenly emerged from Lin’s shadow and latched onto her tail.

      “Lin!”

      Her scream did absolutely nothing. The hand picked up Lin by the tail and slammed her into the ground, which cracked around her body. Lin didn’t even have time to moan in pain before she was lifted up again, slammed into the ground again, and then the process repeated itself.

      Getting over her shock, Kari rushed forward, ranseur glowing as she swung the weapon and cleaved into the arm. It wasn’t easy. For whatever reason, the element encasing it seemed thicker and more condensed this time. Worse still, the golden light surrounding her weapon was disappearing as if something was eating it, but then she spun around and swung from the other side, faster than before.

      The arm dissolved as she cut through it.

      Lin landed on the ground with a wet thud. Her body was covered in blood and bruises. It looked like her nose had been broken. Her eyes were wide open but staring at nothing. They were rolled up in the back of her head.

      She had been knocked completely unconscious.

      “Fay! Get Lin to safety! I’ll cover you!”

      Realizing the danger they were in, Kari quickly snapped off an order to Fay, who nodded and lifted Lin off the ground and over her shoulder. The redhead used the Flash Step to get away. She was just in time to avoid being impaled by several dozen stakes made of vile black energy that shot from the ground. Kari snarled as she swung the ranseur through the stakes coming for her, constantly spinning the weapon around her body to defend against the numerous attacks coming in from every conceivable angle.

      Despite the wounds littering her body, she did her best to block the attacks. All the while she tried to figure out where her opponent was. She couldn’t find him, however. It was like he had disappeared.

      Or maybe he merged with the shadows…

      Kari knew about the Shadow Walking technique that Skygge had been using. It was quite possible this man could use the same technique—no, given that he had at least reached the Third State of Spiritualism, he could probably use an improved version of that technique. Or maybe he was using an entirely different technique, given that he was not using the darkness element. Whatever the case, he was attacking from somewhere she could not reach.

      This is… not good…

      Kari knew she would need a miracle if she wanted to survive. She also knew that a miracle wouldn’t come if she didn’t create one herself. That was why she pulled on her Spiritual Power, completely draining her reserves dry, and pushed as much of it through her body as she could. She willed her body to move faster, willed her Spiritual Power to flow stronger. She couldn’t give up here. Her family was counting on her to protect them right now.

      A moment of absolute stillness seemed to come over Kari, or rather, over the world around her. Everything became silent. Everyone stopped moving. In this peaceful quiet, Kari could hear her own heartbeat quite clearly, a frantic and fast-paced rhythm.

      The moment soon passed and Kari felt something rush inside of her. It felt a lot like Spiritual Power, but it was ten or maybe even twenty times stronger than anything she’d felt before. Along with this power came understanding. Comprehension.

      Light is more than just a source of illumination. It is actually a wave of electricity and magnetism of a particle's wavelength. In some ways, light is like an electric field entwined with a magnetic field, flying through space. Kari thought of them as a pair of dance partners wrapped in an eternal embrace.

      Stars emitted light. The sun high above their heads was one such source. While the sun was just a massive ball of flames, the light it emitted was actually this electromagnetic wave, which traveled at close to 300,000,000 meters per second to reach their planet and shower them with illumination.

      As this understanding came to her, Kari realized that her body felt far lighter than it ever had before. She realized, belatedly and with some shock, that her arms, hands, and even her ranseur had been transformed into light. She had become a being of light.

      Kari had reached the Third State of Spiritualism.

      Hope swelled within her breast. She did not delude herself into thinking she could win against this being, who not even her mother, Sigrid, Herleif, and Grimm—four people who had reached the Third State of Spiritualism—could defeat. This man was beyond even that. However, if she could just hold out, just stall him for a little while longer, then maybe she could give the others time to heal and join her.

      That was her hope.

      It was a long shot, but it was all she had.

      With renewed ferocity, Kari shored up her defenses, spinning her ranseur in an even tighter formation around her body than before. Tendrils of darkness emerged from every direction. However, she cut them down. The dark energy ate away at her Spiritual Power, but she just pumped more of it through her weapon and continued, creating an impenetrable wall that the tendrils could not penetrate. She was completely and utterly focused on defending the people behind her from this incredible onslaught.

      Her opponent must have gotten impatient over not being able to kill her. He emerged from a shadow several feet away. The ground exploded as he stomped his foot down, blasting off like a bolt fired from a crossbow. His body had turned into a black streak that Kari could only see because she had reached the Third State of Spiritualism and transformed into a being of light.

      She met her opponent head-on, swinging her ranseur as he swung his scythe-shaped hand. A shock wave exploded between them. Kari almost lost her footing as the ground beneath their feet shattered like fragile glass. The very earth seemed to be shaking. Several cracks spread from their battle zone and traveled up the mountain cliffs on either side, shaking the rocks loose and causing them to crash into the ground.
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Kari took two steps back and thrust her ranseur forward, but it was caught by that strange scythe-hand, which her enemy twisted to try and disarm her. She spun around on the balls of her feet to avoid such a fate. After spinning, she thrust out her blade one, two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two times in rapid succession.

      Each time she thrust her ranseur, a beam of light shot from the tip. Her enemy avoided her attacks, but Kari focused her will on those beams and forced them to curve around, changing their trajectory so they came back to attack her enemy from behind. He didn’t seem to notice what she was doing. Several holes suddenly appeared all over her opponent’s body as her light beams pierced him. Unfortunately, those holes didn’t remain for long. They closed up within seconds.

      As if retaliating against her, several dark spikes shot out from a shadow cast by a rock on the ground, puncturing through her thigh. The pain was indescribable. Kari would have cried if her body was human right now. It felt like someone had shoved a needle in lava, then jabbed it into her flesh.

      Shunting aside the pain, Kari channeled more Spiritual Power through her body, destroying the shadow and closing the hole. It was harder than she thought. Wasn’t light supposed to be the antithesis of darkness? But if this really wasn’t the darkness element as she knew it, then it made sense that her Spiritual Power wasn’t doing a good job countering it.

      She counterattacked by launching blades of pure golden light at her enemy. But he matched her attack by swinging his hand and launching blades of his own. The black and gold blades met in the center, exploding with a destructive force that pushed them both back.

      Kari landed several meters away. The moment she did, all the Spiritual Power she had gathered fled her body like water through cracks in a vase. Her body reverted back to normal as she collapsed to the ground. Splaying her fingers as she placed her hands on the ground, Kari took several deep, heaving breaths. Sweat broke out on her skin as she tried to regain control over her breathing. She was exhausted. It was no wonder the Third State of Spiritualism could not be maintained for very long. The amount of Spiritual Power it consumed was unbelievable. However, that just made the man she was fighting all the more frightening. He had outlasted her mother, Sigrid, Herleif, Grimm, and now her.

      She looked up as the dust from the explosion disappeared, hoping that maybe her attack had done their enemy in.

      Her hopes were dashed when she saw the man still standing there. Not only was he not dead, but he was still in the Third State of Spiritualism. The black, human-shaped mass seemed to be writhing even more than before as if agitated by something. If Kari didn’t know any better, she would have said he was growing stronger.

      The man took a step forward. The ground around him seemed to disappear. Kari, still breathing heavily as she remained on her hands and knees, could only watch as this creature came to try and kill her.
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      Siv had watched the battle taking place between Kari and the man, whom she recognized as the one who killed her father and placed that enslavement collar on her. She did not know his name. She had never learned it. All she knew was that he had been the one who killed her father, a Drakvar who had reached the pinnacle of her kind’s power—or so he often told her.

      Like the others, she had felt shock at seeing Kari transform. She recognized what the girl had done. Siv could do the same thing, though she had been born with that power.

      For a little while, she had believed that Kari could win, and had prayed that the girl who treated her so kindly would emerge victoriously.

      But it was not to be.

      Her foe was not someone who could be overcome after just breaking through and gaining a new understanding of her element. Kari had only just reached this level of power, while the person she was fighting had ascended to a level even above that. As the battle wore on, Siv realized this. Kari was losing Spiritual Power. Meanwhile, the man fighting her was getting more powerful as he absorbed the energy from his surroundings at a rapid rate and used it to bolster his own. Shadows merged with his. This was the reason for his seemingly invincible strength. He would absorb the shadows, the sun would recast the shadows, and then he would absorb them again. It was a never-ending cycle in which he was constantly replenishing his own reserves of Spiritual Power.

      To top it off, the man not only absorbed the shadows, but he was capable of using power beyond even the elements. Her father could use a similar power. He absorbed the shadows and then used his replenished Spiritual Power to unleash a power so vile it could erase everything it touched.

      It was inevitable that Kari would run out of power long before he did.

      Siv stared as the man walked toward Kari. He could have killed her from a distance, but he seemed to take a twisted pleasure in killing people up close. She bit her lip and struggled with her own fear.

      Siv wanted to help.

      She wanted to protect the girl who had been nice to her.

      She wanted to save the girl who meant so much to Eryk.

      She wanted to be useful to Eryk by protecting the people he loved in his absence.

      But she couldn’t. She couldn’t move. Her body was refusing to budge. She was so scared. She hated violence. She didn’t want to fight.

      However, while she was wallowing in indecision and self-loathing, Fay and Lin suddenly appeared right in front of Kari. Fay, her fists covered in bright blue flames, launched several punches that caught the man unaware. Meanwhile, Lin tried to take control over the shadows the man was controlling. When that didn’t work, she slammed her tail into the ground, which caused a massive pillar of earth to burst forward and crash into the man.

      Kari, who had been on the verge of collapse, looked up in shock.

      “Fay… Lin…”

      “I’m sorry we weren’t able to help until now,” Fay said with an apologetic smile. “We thought we’d get in your way after you reached the Third State of Spiritualism.”

      “Here.” Lin pressed a pill into Kari’s hand. “Take this pill and recover your Spiritual Power. Leave the rest to us.”

      “Us?”

      Kari looked confused for a moment, but then the three people who had fought against the man before stepped in front of her. Siv couldn’t remember the girl’s name, but she remembered Herleif and Hilda. Eryk had introduced her to them before. It looked like they had recovered.

      “You did a great job,” Hilda said. “Please let us handle this now.”

      The three Spiritualists transformed into their respective elements. The woman became a flame, Herleif turned into wind, and Hilda transformed into a being of pure light.

      Just as they transformed into their elements, the earth pillar that Lin had slammed into the man broke apart as numerous black tendrils exploded from beneath it. These tendrils rushed toward where the group had gathered. However, Hilda held up her hand and a bright light exploded from her body. Most of the tendrils were outright annihilated. Of course, she couldn’t get rid of them all, but Sigrid used the powers of her flames to fly around and cut through all the remaining ones.

      This did not stop the mass of darkness. While the tendrils stopped coming, a massive black sphere appeared above the heads of everyone present. Shadows along the ground danced and twisted before they were sucked into the sphere, which grew in size until it was easily three times larger than a person. Once it had reached that size, the sphere began descending.

      “Everyone! Attack that sphere! Destroy it before it falls to the ground!”

      As Hilda shouted this, she channeled Spiritual Power into her hand and released a beam of pure golden light. The light struck the descending ball. It didn’t do anything. The ball of darkness continued to fall at a steady rate as if the attack was not even there. Then Sigrid and Herleif also released their respective elements as beams of pure elemental energy, which slammed into the ball as well. The massive sphere slowed, but it did not stop descending.

      The other Spiritualists tried their best to help. But none of them had reached the unique state where they could transform into their element, which meant their attacks were limited to ones that relied on dance-like movements to properly channel their Spiritual Power. Their help didn’t amount to much.

       

      “You turned tail and fled the moment the Basilisk appeared, didn’t you? Aren’t you supposed to be a Drakvarian?! This princess has always heard stories of the legendary Drakvar and how powerful they are! You should be strong enough to save Big Sister’s dad! You have more than enough power! So why didn’t you save him?! Why did you run away?!”

       

      Lin’s words rang in her ears. She was a Drakvarian, wasn’t she? A powerful creature that stood above humanity. Why was she just… standing there in fear while everyone else risked their lives?

      Siv didn’t want to be afraid anymore.

      She wanted to be strong.

      A feeling hardened itself inside of her gut, like a tiny sphere of determination; it centralized within her chest and remained there.

      She stood up and transformed. Her body grew larger, her arms turned into legs, her neck grew longer, and scales sprouted from the ones protruding from her skin and spread to cover her entire body. Her green hair turned into sharp horns that flowed backward along her neck and back like a mane, while the horns sprouting from her head grew larger. She dug her claws into the ground and found purchase as she opened her mouth filled with sharp fangs.

      Siv channeled her Spiritual Power into her mouth, gathering it and condensing it. The wind swirled around her and began tearing chunks out of the ground. She continued gathering the wind and watching carefully as the black ball continued to descend despite the best efforts of the others. Only after she had channeled so much wind that her body literally felt like it might be torn apart from the inside out did she release it.

      Right at the black sphere.

      The wind sphere flew from her mouth with an explosion of hurricane-like energy, slammed into the black sphere, and punched a hole clean through it. Continuing on until it traveled to the very center of the dark sphere, the wind sphere suddenly exploded inside of it.

      A massive detonation of wind and dark energy went up. This power slammed into the people down below, but Siv rushed toward them and used her own body to block the attack. She groaned as the dark energy struck her hard scales and tried to erase them. Lin had been right. While this man did have a darkness element, this attack utilized more than just darkness. She recognized the power, for it was the same type of power used by the people who attacked her home, though she did not know the name of it.

      Surging Spiritual Power through her body, she fought off the incredibly vile energy, though doing so took its toll. Once the displaced power dispersed, Siv had no choice but to return to her human form.

      Her clothes were gone. Unlike people who could enter the Third State of Spiritualism, Siv’s clothing didn’t transform with her when she entered her Dragon form. Her body was fortunately unharmed. The scales had protected her from receiving an injury. However, she was still naked.

      Someone suddenly draped a cloak over her. Siv glanced behind her to see Fay looking at her with a kind smile.

      “Thank you. You saved us.”

      “Ah.” Siv’s throat closed for a moment, but she swallowed and tried speaking again. “Welcome are… No. You are welcome.”

      “Hmph. It took you long enough to actually do something.” Lin crossed her arms and looked dissatisfied. Siv winced, but then the Lamia girl sighed and scratched the back of her head. “But you did save us. This princess thanks you and… she was wrong. You are strong.”

      The words made Siv’s lips tremble a little. She wanted to cry from happiness. Being acknowledged like this made her feel good.

      However, before she could celebrate being accepted by Lin, Kari looked at the three of them with a stern frown.

      “It isn’t over yet. We managed to block that attack, but our opponent is still out there.”

      At those words, everyone turned back to observe the battlefield, which had now been completely decimated. The ground with littered with craters and large cracks. Corpses were strewn all over the blood-soaked ground. Several parts of the mountain cliffs on either side had been destroyed, turning the once majestic and imposing pass into a ruinous disaster zone. Sadly, the enemy army that had come to invade Nevaria was still present. They had moved to a safer location further back, perhaps understanding that a battle like this was too dangerous for them to get involved in.

      Their enemy didn’t appear at first, but then the shadows around a small rock suddenly writhed and grew. From within this shadow emerged the man they had been fighting. Like the last time, he didn’t appear injured in the least. There wasn’t so much as a scratch on his body, but he had reverted back to his original form and was no longer a being of darkness. Did that mean he was out of power? Siv didn’t believe so since he could just absorb the shadows around them to replenish what he lost.

      It must have something to do with his other element—the one he was using to erase their attacks.

      “What should we do?” Sigrid asked Hilda. “Attack him all together?”

      “Even if we did that, I am not sure we would win,” Hilda admitted.

      “We have to do something,” Herleif said.

      Siv wished she could offer them some helpful advice, but she really didn’t know what they could do. This person had defeated her father. She still remembered his power. Mountains had been destroyed, forests had been ravaged, but despite all the power her father had wielded, he was still no match for this person. Could these humans defeat him when her own father could not?

      The man took a step forward. It looked like he was about to renew hostilities. Before he could take more than that single step, however, a massive wave of water suddenly crashed into the army he had been leading. Everyone looked at this water as it engulfed the enemy forces like a tidal wave, sweeping the Sekbeists and smaller Demon Beasts away. Once the water covered the entire area, a massive bolt of lightning slammed into it and fried many of those Demon Beasts, killing them in an instant.

      Even the Tarantella that had been skittering around near the front were not immune to this attack. The lightning coruscated off their bodies and caused them to shake uncontrollably as though they were having muscle seizures.

      “What is that?” asked Sigrid, pointing to something in the distance.

      Siv, with her Drakvarian vision, looked closely at what Sigrid had pointed at. It looked like the pieces of a sword that had suddenly separated and attacked the group of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists. These sword segments were held together by a chain of lightning that kept them from moving out of place. The way they curved around and cut into the creatures before it was reminiscent of a Dragon’s tail swatting away enemies.

      “That’s… the Dragon’s Tail Ruler!” Kari shouted suddenly.

      “That means Eryk is here!” Fay said.

      “Darling is here? Where?” Lin began looking around.

      Behind the lines of the army appeared a single man who was cutting his way through his enemies like a scythe cutting through wheat. He wielded water and lightning. Small spheres of condensed water and lightning appeared above his head and flew toward his enemies, punching holes through their bodies like they were made of parchment. He swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler with powerful attacks that rent the air and sent Demon Beasts and Sekbeists alike flying.

      Siv could only gaze in awe at the man. Eryk lacked the power her father had, but he was the strongest person she had met after him. The way he could decimate an entire group like that was proof of his strength. If he learned how to wield the same powers her father had, he might very well become invincible.

      “Look at that!” Marko shouted.

      “Our reinforcements have arrived!” Catalyna said.

      Indeed, marching behind Eryk was a large army of human Spiritualists that extended so far Siv couldn’t even see the end of them.

      Hope surged within the hearts of the Spiritualists who had been fighting for so long. Siv could see it in their eyes, in the way their bodies relaxed. This was the power Eryk wielded. It was the power to invigorate his allies, the power to renew hope.

      “We can win this now that Eryk’s here!”

      “He brought the Nevarian Spiritualists with him! Now, this battle is in the bag!”

      Eryk’s and the Nevarian Spiritualists’ presence bolstered the people who had been exhausted from fighting, renewing their determination and causing them to shout hopeful words. Siv was impressed by how Eryk’s very presence could do such a thing. However, she understood exactly how they felt, for she also felt like everything would be okay now that he was here.

      She moved to stand beside Kari, Fay, and Lin. Siv still hated fighting. It still frightened her. But she wouldn’t run away anymore. She would stand firm alongside the others.

      Siv also wanted to protect the people she had met here.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Snatching Victory From the Jaws of Defeat

          

        

      

    

    
      I had moved with the Nevarian Spiritualists to Demon Beast Pass. I would have gone back by myself, but even I would not be able to defeat an army of over a hundred thousand on my own. Smashing against the army like an anvil and a hammer required a force that was at least somewhat comparable in size and strength.

      I was strong.

      But I did not have the strength of a hundred thousand.

      We made our way through the forest, with me, Dante, and Hellen at the head. After we had crossed over the drawbridge, which was miraculously still standing, we made it to Demon Beast Pass—and found a massive army of Demon Beasts and Sekbeists waiting for us.

      I could tell their forces had been whittled down quite a bit. It looked like at least ten or twenty thousand had been slain, which meant my idea of having us form a defensive line in the pass to limit the number of forces this army could bring to bear on us had been a good one. However, I also recognized that a lot of the enemies who had been slain were Grunts and C-Rank Demon Beasts. The real threats were the creatures closest to us, the Greater Behemoths and Greater Tarantella, which were located in the rear of the army’s formation.

      There was also one other threat that I couldn’t underestimate.

      I didn’t see the man in question near the back, so I used the Flash Step Version 2: Jump Step to ascend into the air. A bird’s eye view granted me a far clearer picture of the battlefield. A good portion of the enemy army remained outside of the pass. That was unfortunate since our plan required waiting until they were all squished in the pass and attacking in a pincer. I could only hope this wouldn’t prevent our plan from working.

      But that wasn’t what I cared about right now. I wanted to know where the enemy leader was.

      It didn’t take long to find the man in question. He had moved to the front. In fact, he was at the forefront of the battlefield.

      And he was currently fighting against Kari, Lin, Fay, and the others.

      I wasn’t sure how long their battle had been going on, but when I saw the large sphere floating in the sky and slowly descending toward the women I loved, I knew it must have been going on for a while. Hilda, Kari, Herleif, and a woman I didn’t know were doing everything in their power to stop the sphere from falling. It was useless, however. The giant mass of writhing dark energy continued to move closer to them with every passing second.

      At least, it did until Siv blasted it away with an incredible wind attack.

      I remembered seeing Siv’s power back when she was being controlled, so I knew she had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism… or the Drakvar equivalent of that. Even so, seeing her fire off a tiny sphere of wind with the destructive power of an S-Rank Spiritual Technique was impressive. The sphere penetrated the black ball and detonated inside of it, destroying it. Words like incredible and amazing could not do justice to describe what I was witnessing.

      This didn’t end the threat, however. The man who I feared was the greatest threat to Nevaria wasn’t dead. He appeared from within a shadow, his blond hair with gray flecks, his cold eyes, and the armor covering his body giving him the air of a military man. However, the insane grin on his lips was anything but militaristic. It made me think of a psychotic killer.

      I descended back to the ground and explained the situation to Dante and Hellen.

      “It sounds like the situation is pretty bad.” Dante was not wearing his usual lazy grin, but he was still grinning as he looked at me. “What should we do?”

      “Do you even have to ask?” I summoned the Dragon’s Tail Ruler from my storage ring and readied it. “It might be a little early, but we can no longer afford to wait. We have no choice but to charge in and destroy the enemy forces before they defeat Kari and the others!”

      “That’s what I like to hear!” Dante crowed.

      Meanwhile, Hellen turned around to face the Nevarian Spiritualists who followed us. “ALL FORCES! CHARGE!”

      And that was the signal. All eighteen thousand Nevarian Spiritualists who formed the hammer of our strategy released a ferocious battle cry that echoed through the forest and charged forward. Their feet thundered against the ground and caused it to shake. Their roars were so loud that the enemy forces ahead of us turned around just as we emerged from the forest.

      While I was at the front of the charge, I did not remain by the side of these people. My body surged with Spiritual Power as I transformed into lightning. My clothes and weapon transformed with me. Like a streak, I used the superior speed that a bolt of lightning could travel to close the distance between myself and one of the Greater Behemoths.

      I quickly changed back into a human since the Third State of Spiritualism was not needed to defeat one of these creatures. Greater Behemoths were large and powerful, with a strong defense and an even stronger attack, but they had a weakness that I could easily exploit.

      “HAAAAAAAAA!”

      I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler against the Greater Behemoth. A loud clang rang out as my attack struck purple fur that was harder than mythril. While my attack didn’t manage to do any damage to this beast, the strength behind my swing was enough to knock the creature off course. It stumbled to the side. The large gondola sitting on its back also slid, causing the Sekbeists standing on it to squawk in shock as they tumbled over the edge. Many of those who fell were trampled by the stumbling footsteps of the beast they had once ridden.

      Of course, this didn’t defeat the Greater Behemoth. It soon righted itself, then turned its enraged eyes on me. The horns on its head began to glow and spark, a prelude to its oncoming attack.

      A grin appeared on my face.

      I had no intention of taking that attack.

      Using the Jump Step, I maneuvered myself until I was right in front of the second Greater Behemoth. I waited until just before the Greater Behemoth launched its lightning at me, then used the Illusion Step to avoid it. The lightning bolt went straight through my afterimage and struck the other Greater Behemoth’s flank. An agonized and enraged roar echoed from the creature’s mouth. Meanwhile, the Sekbeists and gondola it had been carrying were annihilated by the strike.

      Greater Behemoths were A-Rank Demon Beasts with incredible power. The lightning bolt that had been fired from the first one’s horns had decimated the entire flank of the second one. I could smell the disgusting scent of overcooked meat from where I stood on the ground. A large hole had been blasted into the Greater Behemoth’s side. It looked like something had exploded inside of its body. The outer layer of flesh was completely charged and smoking black, while the inside was a tender pink. Smoke wafted from the hole.

      Despite the powerful attack, the Greater Behemoth was not dead.

      Not by a long shot.

      Moments after the second Greater Behemoth was hit on its flank, it turned to glare at the one that had attacked it and launched its own lightning bolt. The attack struck the other Greater Behemoth in the face. It was an instant kill shot. I could only grimace as the creature’s head exploded, sending skull fragments, brain matter, and blood all across the Sekbeists’ battle lines.

      I did not let the blood and brain matter disturb me. This wasn’t my first time being faced with such a gruesome sight. I had seen far worse during the war in my previous life.

      I summoned lightning to my hand and speared the inside of the still barely alive Greater Behemoth. My lightning slammed into the charred flank. The muscles and everything inside of it sizzled and popped. The Greater Behemoth roared, though it soon turned into a whimper as its legs gave out and its body fell to the ground. Just like that, it died.

      Immediately after killing the Greater Behemoths, I summoned my Spiritual Power and transformed that power into water. My body quickly became liquid. I saw the world around me through a slight haze, like when you’re swimming underneath a lake and the light comes through the water in distorted rays. With but a thought, I surged my Spiritual Power outward and exploded, but not in the literal sense.

      Water blasted out of my body. It crashed against the sides of Demon Beast Pass, expanding and swelling until it had transformed into a twenty-meter-large wave, which soon crashed into the Sekbeist army. Many of the Grunts were swept away. Even larger Demon Beasts like the Saber-Toothed Tigers were unable to remain standing. Only a few like the Greater Tarantella, which were about half as tall as the Greater Behemoth, were able to keep themselves firmly planted on the ground.

      That was fine.

      I wasn’t done yet.

      I transformed back into a human, then transformed into lightning once again. Stepping into the water I had created, I generated large amounts of lightning, which raced through the water and struck everything within it. Blue electricity lit up the water and the enemy army within. Thousands were killed in an instant as the lightning fried their bodies.

      The water I could create was incredibly pure. It was the kind of water without a single impurity that couldn’t be found anywhere in this world, but I had made sure to keep the impurities within it this time so I could generate this attack. Water without impurities did not generate electricity.

      I watched as Sekbeists and Demon Beasts lit up like a fireworks display. Only after the water had seeped through the cracks in the ground that had been created sometime before I arrived did I cease my attack.

      The Nevarian Spiritualists behind me were closing the distance now, so I switched to a more conservative mode of attack. I didn’t want to hit anyone with friendly fire.

      Water spheres and lightning projectiles appeared above my head. I sent them at the nearest Sekbeists while charging into the enemy lines. Many enemies were soon filled with holes as my attacks blasted right through them. They fell to the ground and formed a small wall of corpses, which I leaped over, the Dragon’s Tail Ruler raised high above my head.

      “HHHHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

      I slammed the ruler into the ground. I didn’t use any Spiritual Power here. It was nothing but brute strength. Yet, even so, the ground shook as a massive crack split it open, starting from where I had struck and growing to several meters in length.

      Many Sekbeists were knocked off balance, stumbling like they were drunk, and I used that to my advantage, swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler at them. Bones broke. Bodies were sent flying. Several of my enemies were torn in half as the force of my swing split them apart. I gave the Sekbeists no time to attack as I waded into their forces and began making my way toward where the battle against the leader of this army was taking place.

      At that moment, the Nevarian Spiritualists crashed into the Sekbeists’ forces and began pushing against them. Blades of wind, bullets of water, bolts of lightning, and balls of fire flew from the hands and weapons of the Spiritualists. Their attacks struck down numerous Sekbeists who were still too shocked by my display of violence to properly respond.

      Our surprise attack had done its task. Tens of thousands of Sekbeists and Demon Beasts were slaughtered during the initial assault. It was still just a drop in the bucket, however. I didn’t know how many had been killed, but even if we had destroyed thirty or forty thousand, that still left at least eighty thousand enemies.

      The enemy forces soon recovered. It wasn’t long before they began fighting back, and the grueling battle that took place became something akin to a war of attrition. Leaving the front lines to their leader, the Sekbeists and their Demon Beast thralls turned toward this new force and attacked with renewed zeal and war cries.

      I decided to leave the army to the Nevarian Spiritualists.

      Having finally broken through the enemy lines, I turned into a streak of lightning and slammed into the enemy leader—or that was my plan. A dark portal of some kind appeared in front of the man a split second before I reached him. Tendrils burst from this portal and tried to skewer me, but they were destroyed upon coming into contact with my body. Instead of slamming into the enemy leader, I crashed into the portal, tearing it apart and coming out the other side. I transformed back into a human, landed on the ground, and skidded across the dirt for several meters before coming to a stop.

      My eyes were wide with shock.

      I had not transformed back into a human of my own volition.

      The Spiritual Power I used for my transformation had been consumed.

      I turned around. The man was no longer where he had been. In fact, I couldn’t find him at all. Kari, Fay, Lin, and Siv were standing with Empress Hilda and the others, the Sekbeist army was battling against the Nevarian Spiritualists, but the man who I had been hoping to kill was no longer present. He must have disappeared into the shadows using Shadow Walking or some other skill.

      “Eryk!” Kari suddenly shouted. “Above you!”

      I looked up to find a massive black sphere of crackling Spiritual Power descending upon me from above. The hairs on my neck stood up. There was so much power packed into this attack that I couldn’t believe it was something a human had created.

      Clicking my tongue, I transformed into a bolt of lightning and shot toward this dark sphere, crashing into it but not piercing it as I had hoped. The sphere continued to push down on me. Its overbearing power was unlike anything I had faced for a long time. I had not faced something this strong since my battle against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm and his six Elemental Birds.

      Did that mean this man’s power was comparable?

      I dreaded the thought.

      I pumped more Spiritual Power through my body, until lightning crackled out of my self-contained form. Yet even though I was shoving as much power as I could through me, the dark sphere refused to budge. The power present within it was something I simply couldn’t compete with. To make matters more startling, this power was sucking up my own Spiritual Power, devouring it like it was hungry.

      That realization caused my heart to sink.

      Just as I was trying to decide what I should do, a wind bullet about the size of my head pierced the dark sphere and exploded. The violent backlash sent me flying toward the ground. I was prepared for a hard landing and some broken bones, but the harsh crash into the hard ground never came as something caught me—the massive back of a Dragon with green scales.

      It was Siv.

      Siv landed on the ground and transformed back into her human form as I leaped off her back. As I landed on the ground, Kari, Fay, Lin, and the others crowded around me. I summoned a cloak and threw it over Siv.

      “Eryk! I’m glad you’ve returned!”

      “That was a very reckless thing you did, Eryk.”

      “Darling, this princess has been doing her best, but that man is a lot stronger than she assumed he would be.”

      Kari, Fay, and Lin spoke at the same time, each of them saying something different. I had trouble keeping up with them. However, they stopped when Empress Hilda walked up to me.

      “I am glad you are here,” she said at last. “We could certainly use your help.”

      “I assumed as much.” I nodded and glanced around. The man still hadn’t appeared before us again, which meant we had a bit more time. I wondered what he was doing. Was he preparing to attack? “It seems our enemy is incredibly powerful. It looks like my suspicions were correct. This man has indeed reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.”

      “There is a Fourth State of Spiritualism?” asked the pretty young woman with icy blue eyes and blonde hair that bordered on silver. I didn’t know who she was, but given our current situation, I couldn’t bring myself to ask for her name.

      I nodded and said, “There is. The Fourth State of Spiritualism is what happens when someone becomes so intimate with their element that they can draw energy from that element in nature. Let’s say someone has a lightning affinity. When they reach the Fourth State of Spiritualism, they can absorb lightning in its raw, natural state and use it as an energy source, giving them a near unlimited amount of Spiritual Power.”

      In my previous life, I had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism for the lightning and water elements, though I had never been able to reach it for the light element. It was only thanks to me reaching that state that I had been able to fight against the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm and his six thralls.

      “I had no idea there was such a state,” the woman murmured in shock.

      “Not many people do,” I said. “In either event, this man has definitely reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism. He is likely hiding within the shadows right now and using that time to replenish the Spiritual Power he lost during his battle against all of you by drawing on all of the shadows around us.”

      “What should we do?” asked Kari. “We can’t let that man keep absorbing Spiritual Power. We’ll never be able to win if we let that happen.”

      She was right, of course. It would be impossible for us to win if we let him keep replenishing his Spiritual Power. The biggest advantage a Spiritualist who had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism possessed was that they could literally regain all the Spiritual Power they had lost so long as their element was close by. For someone with a darkness affinity, this meant any place with shadows would work, though absorbing shadows wasn’t as beneficial as battling during the night.

      “Kari… you’ve reached the Third State of Spiritualism, haven’t you?”

      “Huh?” Kari blinked in surprise, but she recovered a split second later. “Yes, I have. I’m surprised you noticed so quickly.”

      “I want you and Empress Hilda to use your affinity for light to banish all the shadows in this area. Once this man appears, me, Herleif, and…”

      I glanced at the woman whose name I didn’t know.

      “Sigrid,” she said.

      “Right. Me, Herleif, and Sigrid will attack him together.”

      I wanted to include Siv in my attack plans, but she was not well-versed in combat. She had power in spades; however, in a battle like this one, raw power wouldn’t be as useful as skill.

      “What about the rest of us?” asked Fay.

      “This princess would also like to take part in your plan,” Lin added.

      “I need you two and the others to lead the battle against the Sekbeists and their Demon Beast thralls,” I said with a shake of my head. “With the Nevarian Spiritualists fighting on one side and our forces attacking from this side, we have a chance to crush them now. We need to take it.”

      Neither of them looked satisfied with my answer, but I think they also understood what I was getting at. They had not reached the Third State of Spiritualism. In a battle against someone like this, anyone who had not reached this state was a liability. They knew this. But that didn’t mean they had to like it.

      There was also the fact that we needed to crush the enemy forces. Yes, this man was powerful. He was so powerful that even I felt fearful of him, but he was not the only threat. It wouldn’t matter if we defeated him if the enemy army was not defeated as well.

      “Very well. This princess will lead our forces to glorious victory against those brutes,” Lin said, crossing her arms and puffing out her chest. “However, she will demand a reward from you after this is all over.”

      It was nice to see that not even a life and death battle against overwhelming odds could change Lin. I actually took comfort in her oddly cute arrogance.

      “Sure. I’ll reward you plenty once this battle is over,” I agreed.

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Empress Hilda began, interrupting our little moment. “But it looks like our foe has recovered his Spiritual Power.”

      Empress Hilda was looking at a shadow off in the distance. I turned toward it and watched as the shadow created by several tons of rubble suddenly expanded and a man stepped out of it. As I stared into the crimson eyes of our opponent, I wondered why he felt so familiar to me. It was something I had noticed before. However, it was beginning to really stand out now. While his abilities with the darkness element were different, that strange dark power of his was eerily reminiscent of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm’s power.

      Was there some connection between these two?

      I shook my head. I couldn’t think about that now.

      “The rest of you get going. Help the Nevarian Spiritualists,” I said, gesturing to myself, Herleif, Hilda, Sigrid, and Kari. “We can handle this guy.”

      “We’ll leave him to you then,” Fay said, then paused before adding, “Be careful.”

      “We will be. You be careful too,” I said.

      Fay, Lin, Catalyna, Marko, Bjark, Valence, Siv, and the remaining members of the Nevarian Braves and Imperial Royal Guard departed. They ran toward the battlefield between the Nevarian Spiritualists and the Sekbeist invaders. Fay and Lin slammed into the Sekbeists with fists, whips, and tail. Meanwhile, Valence began methodically cutting down everything in his way.

      The real surprise was Siv, who transformed into a Dragon, flew into the air, and began raining destructive balls of wind down on the Sekbeists from above. I had not expected her to fight. That said, I was grateful she had decided to help out.

      I returned my focus to the man we would be fighting. He hadn’t moved yet, but I was certain he was merely observing us, trying to determine the best method of attack.

      “All right, you two,” I said to Kari and Empress Hilda. “We’re counting on you.”

      “Leave this to us,” Kari said.

      “We shall keep him from replenishing his Spiritual Power,” Empress Hilda added.

      With those words spoken, the two turned into beings of pure light. They retained their human shape. However, no longer were they made of flesh, blood, and bone. Their bodies were now a brilliant golden color, glowing in the fading light of the evening sun.

      Shadows that had begun stretching out across the ground suddenly vanished. Our enemy seemed to realize what we were doing because he charged forward, darkness gathering around his body as he headed toward the two.

      I used the Flash Step to intercept him. Appearing in front of him, I channeled lightning into the Dragon’s Tail Ruler and swung it. The segments unlatched and flew forward, curving toward the man much like the tail of a Dragon did when attempting to skewer someone, but my weapon was intercepted. Gritting my teeth when a tendril of darkness smacked the segments away, I willed the Dragon’s Tail Ruler back on course, only to be met by six more tendrils.

      These things are sucking up my Spiritual Power! What in the nine realms is this?!

      While I was battling against this man’s dark powers, Sigrid and Herleif attacked from a distance. A blast of fire shot from Sigrid’s hand. It combined with the powerful sphere of wind that Herleif had launched, creating a massive inferno that turned into a spiraling lance of destruction. The heat left scorching waves that distorted the air. The ground beneath it turned red and began bubbling.

      “Killkillkillkillmkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillkillmkillkillkillkill!!!”

      Our enemy, screaming at us, raised his hand and created a powerful creature that looked like a massive jaw to intercept the attack. It chomped down on the fire spiral. I was almost too shocked for words at the sight of the dark creature eating Sigrid and Herleif’s combination technique.

      Once again, I recognized this attack as something that didn’t come from the darkness element. It looked similar. But it was not the same. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm had used this power as well. I did not know what it was, but it seemed far stronger than any traditional element that I knew of.

      Cursing, I retracted the segments, combined them again, and used the Flash Step to appear right next to the strange creature of darkness. I swung my weapon, now coated in lightning and water, cleaving straight through it before it had time to eat my attack. I used the Flash Step again. This time, I appeared right next to our foe and tried to slice him apart.

      Clang!

      My weapon met a scythe. The man had created a scythe out of the darkness element. As I struck it with the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, a sound not unlike metal clashing against metal echoed around the mountain pass. My attack was strong enough that the man was forced to take a step back. However, I was also forced to step back. The shockwave that erupted between us had enough force to repulse everything around it.

      Planting my left foot on the ground, I launched myself forward, slicing through several tendrils. My weapon was glowing a bright white as I combined water and lightning along the blade, increasing its cutting power. The man created another one of those strange creatures that were nothing but a jaw and teeth. I cleaved through it, the Dragon’s Tail Ruler splitting the earth as I slammed it into the ground with all my strength.

      My attack caused the man to stumble. Herleif used that moment to attack from above, transforming into wind and trying to slice through our enemy. He would have been able to had our opponent been anyone else, but this man turned himself into darkness and disappeared in a wisp before reforming several meters to my left.

      Sigrid appeared before this man in a blaze of fire, launching several punches that were met by an equal number of attacks from this strange man’s scythe. The fire on Sigrid’s fists went out. She was pushed back as the darkness covering her opponent’s body sent her stumbling.

      I flashed next to the man with my signature movement technique. Already swinging the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, I narrowed my eyes and watched as it struck the man, who only skidded back a few steps. I realized with some shock that he had managed to catch my blade somehow. With a grunt, the man lifted me off the ground by the sword and threw both me and the Dragon’s Tail Ruler away. As I flew through the air, I flipped around and landed on the ground.

      Sigrid and Herleif began attacking the man in tandem, their bodies spewing fire and wind blades as they tried to cut our enemy down, but no matter how many attacks came his way, our opponent didn’t give in. He blocked what he could. When he couldn’t block their attacks, he transformed into darkness to escape. Their attacks cut through him, but he became like a wisp of black smoke that simply reformed seconds later.

      I was growing frustrated. Our attacks weren’t harming him at all.

      What’s more, we didn’t have much more time left. Kari and Empress Hilda were doing everything they could to keep generating enough light to banish all the shadows in this area. They had even taken to consuming Spiritual Recovery Pills. One of them would enter the Third State, while the other recovered their Spiritual Power. However, this method might let them last longer, but they would eventually be unable to handle the mental strain such a task required of them.

      We needed to defeat this man now.

      I reviewed everything I knew about this man from the battle so far. He used the darkness element, and he seemed able to use another power as well—a power far darker and more sinister. It was familiar to me as well. I recognized it. This power was exactly like the one used by the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm.

      However, he didn’t seem to have the same infinite supply of Spiritual Power as my most hated enemy. He needed to hide in the shadows to recharge… though that would change once night came.

      My first idea had been to fight a battle of attrition. Since it seemed he didn’t have unlimited power, I thought we could defeat him if we could just wear him down. So long as we prevented shadows from appearing on the battlefield, he would eventually run out of Spiritual Power and we could strike him while he was weak, but that wasn’t working.

      I watched as the man fought off Sigrid and Herleif, who had transformed into the fire and wind elements respectively. The two were flying around the man and attacking from many different angles and with numerous attacks. Waves of flame washed over the man, but he simply created what appeared to be a black hole that sucked all the fire up. The black hole was sliced in half by Herleif’s wind blade. However, their opponent sliced the air in front of him, creating what looked almost like a tear in space. Darkness seeped out of the tear and sucked up the wind blade.

      Frowning, I decided there was only one thing I could do. Fight darkness with darkness. I didn’t have the same power as this man, and I couldn’t control the element like he could, but he didn’t know I could use it either. If I could just surprise him, then maybe we could win this.

      I transformed into lightning once more and shot toward the man, who turned and sliced the air from above his head all the way to the ground. Another tear appeared in front of me, but I separated my body into two separate lightning bolts and slammed into him. He stumbled back as I transformed back into a human and attacked him with renewed zeal.

      I swung the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, which split into numerous segments, and watched as he knocked it aside. The segments went wide, and I willed them to curve around as Herleif and Sigrid kept our foe occupied. Instead of gathering lightning and water like I normally did, I gathered the darkness. My blade turned as black as the night and slipped passed Herleif and Sigrid. It pierced the layer of darkness covering our foe’s body, penetrated his back between his shoulder blades, and came out of his chest. Dark blood dripped along the blade.

      My idea had merit, it seemed. By fighting darkness with darkness, I was able to penetrate the man’s defenses.

      This man was powerful, more powerful than even me, but that didn’t mean he was without his weaknesses. By coating my weapon in the darkness element and compressing it as much as I could, I was able to punch through the dark elemental armor he had covered his body with.

      “GRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The man screamed. It was a loud wailing of agony, but it didn’t sound like one person screaming. A second voice had overlapped with the first, darker and more brutal than the man’s. This voice reminded me of the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm. It was a deep baritone that shook me to my core.

      Black miasma flew off his body, crashing against the three of us. I was forced to let go of the Dragon’s Tail Ruler, which suddenly turned brittle and hard before disintegrating under the incredible Spiritual Power this man was emitting. Even with the blade no longer impaling him, the man continued to scream as the dark miasma flew off his body and dispersed in the atmosphere. The wind soon died down. The man’s screaming grew quiet. He stood still for several seconds, his back arched in a manner that looked painful, and then he fell onto his back.

      I walked cautiously forward, staring at the man and wondering whether or not he was dead. However, the man took a startled breath. I jumped back as he opened his eyes. They were far clearer than I remembered, no longer those of an enraged beast. He appeared sane now.

      He looked around. His eyes stopped moving after locking onto me.

      And then he smiled. It wasn’t the insane smile from before. It was a genuine smile from the heart.

      “Th-thank… you…”

      Those were the last words he said before his body crumbled away, leaving behind a pile of ash. I stared at the ashes. My mind was somewhat numb. What had that been about? Why did he thank me? Had he wanted to die?

      Even through my shock, I was able to spot the slight glint of light from within the pile of ash. I reached down and grabbed the object. It was… a key? While slightly unusual in design, with strange grooves and a squarer shape than I was used to seeing, I still recognized this object for what it was.

      As I stored the key in my storage ring, I thought back to the man’s last words. They had shocked me, but now I also realized that when he had been screaming like an insane killer, he hadn’t been screaming “kill” because he wanted to kill us.

      He had been screaming “kill” because he wanted us to kill him.

      But this knowledge left me even more befuddled than before.
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      “Quaaaa!”

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle noticed me the moment I walked out from behind that boulder. Its electric blue plumage sparked. It flapped its wings once, unleashing a powerful gust of wind that nearly knocked me into the air. A bolt of lightning flew in my direction, so fast I would have missed it had I not already entered the Third State of Spiritualism.

      “Hrrrrgggg!!!”

      Pain blasted through my body as I raised my hand and received the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle’s attack head-on; it felt like every cell in my body was being lit on fire. It hurt! It hurt so much that I thought I was dying! I had assumed that I would be able to block such an attack because I had reached the Third State of Spiritualism, but I was wrong.

      Oh, so wrong.

      Wind whistled past my ears before pain exploded in my back. I realized that I had been blasted off the ground and struck a rock of some kind. My back slowly peeled off the boulder and I fell to my knees, but I didn’t have time to recover. The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle sent another intense bolt of lightning in my direction.

      I moved faster than I ever had before, pushing my lightning body to the limit. I turned into a brilliant streak of pale yellow light and slammed into the chest of the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle. In a fight like this, against such an overwhelmingly powerful opponent, I knew that I could not afford to remain on the defensive. That would only result in me depleting my Spiritual Power. I would be defenseless, easy pickings for this powerful Demon Beast.

      Attack was the only option available to me.

      The Giant Lightning Horned Eagle released another loud “Qua!” and reeled back. I was pretty sure I had injured it, so I pushed my attack, gathering lightning into my hand and straightening my fingers until they were shaped like a knife. With narrowed eyes, I thrust my hand forward as fast as lightning itself.

      But I didn’t hit anything.

      The feathery crest I had been pushing against flashed with a blinding light, then exploded in my face. Despite how I had a strong affinity for the lightning element, this attack made me feel like my internal organs were being fried as I flew backward, struck the ground, and bounced several times. I couldn’t cough out blood. My body right now was not made of blood, flesh, and bone, but I was sure this attack would have ruptured all my internal organs if I had not entered the Third State of Spiritualism.

      “Qua! Qua!”

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle raised its horns to the sky. A flash of pale lightning erupted from its horns and flew up, up, up, disappearing into the heavens. I didn’t know what was going on at first, but then storm clouds began gathering in the skies above. Blacker than anything I’d ever seen from the weather, these storm clouds rolled in, emitting crackles of thunder as lightning flashed across the sky.

      I realized what was happening only after the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle looked at me.

      “Oh, shit.”

      Left with no other option, I was forced to run for my life as lightning rained down from above, striking the mountain top with enough force that I was almost blown away. The lightning hitting the ground was so powerful I just knew I would die if it struck me. I could intuitively sense this. Even though my body was made of lightning, it could not stand up to the sheer destructive ferocity of nature.

      Boulders exploded to the left and right of me as I looked desperately for a place to hide. However, no such hiding spots were forthcoming. As this realization came to me, a loud rumbling echoed from overhead, and I looked up just in time to see nine bolts of lightning descend from above and converge on my location.

      In desperation, I replaced my transformation. Rather than lightning, I turned into water. The water I transformed into contained no impurities, which meant there was nothing to conduct electricity with. My hope was that this would allow me to remain unharmed.

      My theory and hope proved to be correct; the lightning struck my body but dissipated without doing any damage. It skittered across the surface of my body, then became grounded on the mountaintop.

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle cocked its head to the side as though perplexed, like it couldn’t understand why I wasn’t dead, but I wasn’t about to look a gift Mare in the mouth. I swung out my hand, creating a lasso of water. Wrapping it around the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle’s neck, I yanked the creature forward.

      “Qua?!”

      A surprised squawk erupted from the Demon Beast’s beak as I tugged it to the ground. It struck the mountaintop with a loud crash that echoed for kilometers. I was sure there wasn’t a single soul nearby that hadn’t heard it. The creature struggled against my lasso, but I leaped onto its back and hung on tenaciously while trying to strangle it.

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle stood to its feet, then took to the sky. I nearly fell off in surprise when it ascended above the clouds. However, I wasn’t about to let go just because of how high up we’d gone.

      Or so I thought.

      I soon realized there was a problem when it became harder for me to breathe. Even though my body right now was made of water, I was somehow struggling to take in oxygen. The second thing I noticed was that my body was beginning to freeze, turning into flecks of ice that slowly chipped off my body. That was when I realized this blasted creature was trying to freeze me to death by traveling up to an altitude where the temperature was below freezing.

      Left with no choice, I unwrapped my lasso from around its neck and leaped off. The wind whistled around my body as I fell. It wasn’t long before the friction I created from falling heated up my body and melted the frozen water, but then it began heating me up so much that I started to evaporate. I transformed from water into lightning again. However, as I did, I heard a sound.

      “Qua!”

      It was the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle again. It had also turned into a creature made of pure lightning. Now a completely pale yellow, its body looked like it was composed of millions of lightning bolts that surged out in all directions. To make matters worse, the darkened sky was now flashing with electricity. All of that lightning converged on the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle. With Spiritual Perception, I could sense its power growing exponentially with every passing second.

      That was when I realized why this Demon Beast was S-Rank.

      It had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism.

      I was completely fucked.

      The creature released another cry as it slammed into me, and I was pretty sure the pain I felt at that moment had become so intense that I blacked out. Everything became fuzzy after that. However, I blinked open my eyes to realize that I was lying in a massive crater that must have been several dozen meters across. Just from being awake, I could also tell that my body had reverted back to flesh, blood, and bone.

      Everything hurt.

      Everything.

      I could barely think because of how much pain I was in.

      The Giant Lightning Horned Eagle was hovering above me. Sparks flew from its plumage.

      In desperation, I popped one of the Spiritual Recovery Pills I had stored in my pouch into my mouth, then forced my body to transform into water. It was painful. It felt like something was tearing my body apart from the inside, but I shunted the pain aside and forced myself to transform.

      The lightning struck me seconds later and was grounded. The fact that I could transform into completely pure water was the only reason I wasn’t dead yet.

      “Qua!”

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle released a terrifyingly angry screech. It probably didn’t like that I had survived its attack, but that was too bad. I had no intention of letting myself be killed by an overgrown parrot.

      Surging to my feet, I channeled my Spiritual Power and created several massive stakes of water, which I launched at the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle. The creature proved admirably swift. With a flap of its wings, it dodged my attacks. Even so, I enforced my will over the water I had created and made the stakes turn around mid-flight. They traveled back toward the Giant Lightning Horned Eagle, which sensed the danger and moved accordingly.

      Too late.

      Triumph surged through me when one of my stakes impaled the Demon Beast through its left wing. The terrifying screech it let out would have chilled most people to the bone, but I felt like laughing. After being nearly killed several times, I had finally landed a decisive hit, and while this wouldn’t decide the battle, I still felt a lot better now.

      The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle screeched more, this time in anger instead of pain, and lightning bolts flew off its body before gathering near its mouth. A crackling sphere so powerful it distorted the atmosphere appeared in front of it formed. It was about the size of my torso. I couldn’t tell how much power was packed into that tiny sphere, but it was easy enough to take out an entire squadron of normal Spiritualists.

      Then it fired the attack at me.

      I raised my hands and intercepted the attack. I had expected my water to negate it, but that wasn’t what happened. My body exploded in agony as the lightning continued drilling into me. Even though I couldn’t conduct electricity, the lightning was so powerful that it overrode the natural state of the world and shocked me.

      I felt my vision become fuzzy; my mind became white.

      I fell to a knee. Yet even though I was suffering indescribable pain, I refused to back down. I could not die here. Not until I had fulfilled my promise to that woman, not until I fought and killed the Great Overlord of the Seventh Realm, not until I avenged my wife and daughter. I would not stop. I absolutely would not in a million years stop!

      These thoughts filled me with determination, and so, despite the pain wracking my body, I took one hand off the crackling orb of lightning threatening to turn me into vapor, reared my fist back…

      And punched it.

      My punch was filled with all the Spiritual Power I had. The moment I hit it, my body reverted back to normal, and I fell to my hands and knees. However, the crackling lightning sphere flew into the sky, traveling higher and higher before it disappeared. I took several deep, rasping breaths, but despite my exhaustion, I felt elated.

      I had survived.

      Popping a Spiritual Recovery Pill into my mouth, I stood up and looked at the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle, which in turn stared at me. I had no idea what was going through this Demon Beast’s head. Perhaps it understood the threat I posed, or maybe it was simply enraged that I wasn’t dying, but it seemed wary of me now.

      I smiled.

      Then I attacked.

      Our battle lasted for six days and nights. Lightning surged in the sky. Explosions rocked the mountaintop. Waves of water crashed against rocks and caused numerous landslides. Stakes of water met bolts of lightning. The very essence of water and lightning attacked each other in a dance to the death.

      In normal circumstances, I would have lost. The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle was more powerful than me, had more Spiritual Power than me, and had reached a higher state of Spiritualism than me. By all rights, my life should have been forfeit.

      But I had something the Demon Beast didn’t.

      Alchemy pills.

      Before leaving on this journey, I had stashed away over a hundred alchemy pills in my pouch, which I zealously protected from the Demon Beast’s attacks. Whenever I was out of Spiritual Power, I took a pill and recovered. This allowed me to last far longer than I had any right to.

      Of course, that was like saying I held some great advantage, but the Giant Horned Lightning Eagle had reached the Fourth State of Spiritualism, meaning it could gather power by absorbing the natural lightning element around it. However, I soon learned that it couldn’t absorb the lightning it called upon. I think it had something to do with how it used its own Spiritual Power to create natural lightning. Perhaps sacrificing its Spiritual Power meant it couldn’t absorb the lightning it created to replenish itself.

      Either way, only two natural storms occurred during our battle. Those were the hardest-fought days. The desperation I felt during those two days had left me ragged and weary. The Giant Horned Lightning Eagle had truly been invincible during those storms. I was certain luck alone was what led to my survival.

      After the second lightning storm had passed, the battle began slowly turning in my favor as I wore the creature down. I whittled away at its defenses little by little, until I was finally able to pierce its head with a lance made of water.

      The Demon Beast died at that moment. Its body struck the mountaintop with enough power that the very mountain I stood on shook. I took several deep breaths as I stared at the corpse, my eyes half-lidded from exhaustion. Truly, I would have liked nothing more than to sleep, but I stumbled toward the carcass and began the process of salvaging its remains.

      According to the book that woman had left me, the parts of an S-Rank Demon Beast would only remain usable for a limited amount of time. It would become useless after that.

      With a tired sigh, I wondered how hard it would be to do this a second time.

      I was dreading the idea of facing off against an S-Rank Demon Beast with a water affinity.
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      I don’t think my body had ever felt this sluggish before. While the aches and pains from the other day had faded thanks to the water element’s healing properties, my body still felt like a lead weight. Traveling into the Morkdypt Ravine, heading back home, preparing for war, then fighting in a huge battle that lasted several days against an army of over a hundred thousand and an opponent that was much stronger than myself had left me drained. All I wanted to do was keep my eyes closed and fall back asleep while being surrounded by the women I would marry.

      The battle at Demon Beast Pass had ended in our victory, but it was certainly not what I would have called a bloodless victory. So many lives had been lost. I did not know how many casualties were had—they were still being tallied—but I knew that at least a third of the Nevarian Braves had given their lives to halt the army’s advance. My own forces had been practically halved.

      At the moment, Empress Hilda and her three husbands were working hard to recover from the battle, which fortunately was not as damaging to Nevaria as the previous one had been. There had been no civilian casualties from what I heard. However, some sections of the surrounding wall had been damaged and would have to undergo repairs.

      As these thoughts swirled around inside of my mind, I realized I wasn’t going to fall back asleep any time soon.

      I opened my eyes and gazed at the canopy of my bed. There was no breeze blowing through this room. We had closed the windows last night, so the white curtains of the canopy remained still.

      The warmth of someone’s soft breath on my neck made me sigh and shift, the feeling tickling my skin. Looking in that direction revealed Fay. She was firmly nestled between my right arm and torso. Her clothing was a simple pair of pajama bottoms and a shirt. The breast bindings she normally wore during the day weren’t wrapped around her chest, so I could feel her incredible breasts press against me.

      And her breasts were not the only ones I could feel.

      Kari and Lin were also snuggling with me. Like Fay, Kari was on my immediate left, and her superlative bosoms were mashed into my chest like two soft pillows. I thought she might be uncomfortable, but Kari wore a gentle smile as she used my shoulder as a pillow. Lin was directly on top of me. While Kari and Fay were wearing sleepwear, Lin went in the buff. I could feel her nipples creating an electric friction against my skin as she breathed, and her soft pussy was just inches away from my cock.

      I had an erection.

      There was no way I could go to sleep now.

      With a resigned sigh, I began waking the girls up. We had slept an entire day anyway, so we needed to at least get up today. There was work to be done.

      “Good morning, Eryk,” Kari muttered those soft words as she sat up in bed. The way her breasts swayed caught my eye, but I tried not to let myself get too distracted. I was too tired for sex right now.

      “Good morning,” I whispered softly before waking up Fay.

      As the redhead slowly sat up and rubbed her eyes, yawning widely as she struggled to wake up, Kari placed her hands on my chest. Her hand was just centimeters from Lin’s face. However, she only had eyes for me.

      “Yesterday was pretty scary, wasn’t it?” she said.

      I nodded. “All of us came very close to death the other day. I’m honestly still shocked that there was someone who had so much power living so close to Nevaria.”

      “But we won,” Kari replied, her lips curving into a smile.

      I smiled back. “Yes, we did. And you reached the Third State of Spiritualism. Congratulations.”

      “Heh heh.” Kari’s cheeks lit up with a pleased blush as her smile widened. Now it looked more like a mischievous cat. “Do I get a reward for reaching the Third State of Spiritualism? You know, it’s your responsibility as our leader to reward someone who does a good job, don’t you?”

      “Isn’t reaching the Third State of Spiritualism a reward in and of itself?” asked a confused Fay, who had clearly missed the hunger in Kari’s eyes.

      “Maybe for you, but I need a reward with more… substance,” Kari replied.

      “What sort of reward are you thinking of?” I asked, though I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

      “I want you to have sex with me.” Called it. “You were gone for over half a month, and then when you finally returned, we had to fight off an invading army. We haven’t had any time to ourselves, and I haven’t been able to feel my fiancé’s touch for far too long.”

      “Y-you want to have sex right now?!” asked a blushing Fay.

      “Yes,” Kari answered.

      “W-why?! Shouldn’t you at least wait until after I leave?”

      “What are you talking about? You’re joining us.”

      “Wha…?”

      Fay looked like someone had broadsided her with a Spiritual Fire Technique. Her face was boiling like a lobster. I was almost certain I could see steam rising from her face as her eyes whirled around uncontrollably inside of her head like she was looking for an escape. I personally thought she should have seen this coming, but Fay, for whatever reason, remained incredibly naïve in matters such as this even after our threesome some time ago.

      “Did someone say sex?” Lin suddenly asked.

      I looked down to find that Lin was officially wide awake, almost as if the word “sex” had been a stimulus. She was looking at me with lustful eyes. Her tongue flicked out from between soft pink lips and lovingly lapped at my chest. I groaned as my already stiff lower region swelled further.

      I had thought I was too tired for sex, but my women’s actions taught me otherwise.

      “I did,” Kari said, her grin growing hungrier with every passing second. This was a look I remembered quite vividly from my previous life. She had given me this look whenever she was in the mood. “Wanna join us?”

      “Yes.”

      “You two…” Fay’s face was in the process of overheating as she looked between Kari and Lin. However, the other two girls didn’t seem concerned about that.

      “Up you go, Eryk.”

      Kari helped me sit up, but she only did this so she could claim my lips for her own. She leaned forward and pressed her mouth against mine, pushing my mouth open with her tongue and beginning the process of ravishing the inside of my mouth. Kari kissed me like she explored ruins. With enthusiasm. She pressed a hand against my chest. Rubbing her hand up and down, she mapped out the contours of my body with her soft, delicate fingers, which sent a shiver down my spine. You would think a woman who wielded a ranseur the way she did would have calloused hands, but no, hers were impeccably soft.

      While Kari was kissing me, Lin had decided to snatch the real prize. My hardened dick was already fully erect. It twitched as she touched it with her hands.

      “It’s already so big,” she murmured. “Darling must be really stressed for it to get this big so readily. Allow this princess to help relieve you.”

      I couldn’t have said anything even if I wanted to thanks to my mouth being filled with Kari’s tongue and saliva, but I probably wouldn’t have gotten the chance to say anything anyway. Lin pressed her lips against the tip of my head. She flicked her tongue against the slit, causing me to groan inside of Kari’s mouth. Then she engulfed my head in her mouth, going down, down, down. I could feel centimeter after centimeter of her warm, wet mouth embracing my cock. It was not long before she had gone all the way down. I could feel my dick in the back of her throat as her nose pressed against the slight amount of pubic hair that had grown on my crotch during my time in the Morkdypt Ravine.

      I would need to remove that.

      Kari didn’t like hair down there.

      Lin began bobbing her head up and down, trailing her tongue along the underside of my shaft before stopping when my head was all that remained inside. Her tongue coiled around my head as though milking it dry. It took everything I had not to cum on the spot.

      “Yo sho shalhy,” Lin said with my dick in her mouth.

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full!” Fay shouted. She hadn’t left us despite her obvious embarrassment. I think it was because, despite being embarrassed, she was also fascinated and horny by the sight before her.

      Kari pried her lips from mine and grinned at her. “You kiss him too, Fay.”

      “What?” Fay looked started, the blush on her cheeks growing darker. “Oh, no… I-I couldn’t possibly, not with you two here…”

      “That won’t do at all.” Kari pouted at her. “We’re going to be a family. You should be able to kiss him in front of me.”

      “Kissing him isn’t the problem here!” Fay snapped.

      Listening to them talk made me remember that Fay, for all the courage she displayed when courting me, had almost absolutely no confidence in herself. While she had grown a lot as a Spiritualist, she had done as much growing in other areas. She still had a bit of an inferiority complex that made it difficult for her to show her affection. Because of this, she could almost never initiate intimacy between us.

      If I wanted something done, I would probably have to do it myself.

      “Fay…”

      As I called her name, Fay stopped arguing with Kari and looked at me. That was when I reached out, placed my hand behind her head, and pulled her into a searing hot kiss. Fay released a startled squeak. However, that squeak turned into a low moan as I pushed my tongue into her mouth and began exploring her like an adventurer seeking treasure.

      Yeah. I was taking a page from Kari’s book.

      Fay could have pushed me away if she wanted. She didn’t. Perhaps she was as horny as the rest of us. Her tongue came into swift contact with mine and began dancing with it. The friction and saliva our actions created spurred me on, so I leaned further into her and kissed her harder.

      During this time, Lin continued sucking me off, while Kari moved behind me. I felt her hands against my chest as she pressed her bare tits into my back. Did she take off her shirt after I began kissing Fay? I didn’t know, but she began rubbing her tits against the muscles of my back as she leaned down and suckled on my neck. A low moan reverberated from my mouth, muffled by Fay’s as she rubbed her tongue against mine.

      I didn’t want to be the only one receiving pleasure here. Reaching out, I placed my hand on Fay’s stomach, slid it downward, and slipped it inside of her pajamas. Cupping her warm pussy, I could feel the juices seeping from her lips. Her love nectar dripped onto my fingers. Her fluids coating my hand increased as I rubbed my fingers against her lips, working out that bundle of nerves before stimulating it, pressing it, rubbing it, and gently rolling it between my fingers.

      Fay’s hips bucked as I inserted my fingers inside of her pussy and played with her clit using my thumb. Her stomach muscles clenched as she ground herself against my hand. I would have loved to see the way her stomach spasmed and twitched, but I was already so busy kissing her and trying to stave off my impending orgasm that I could not spare a glance at her taut belly.

      But I could imagine it.

      And what I imagined just made me hornier.

      “Ish gebbin bahger?!” Lin’s muffled shout echoed from down below.

      “It looks like Eryk is close, Lin,” Kari suddenly said after prying her mouth off my neck. “Keep going. Just a little more. Suck him off good.”

      I wanted to tell Kari to not antagonize the Lamia, but I wouldn’t have been able to speak even if my mouth wasn’t being hampered by Fay’s.

      “Hon horry. Dish prinshess wans her breafesh,” Lin said as she coiled her tongue around my dick and rubbed it furiously.

      Perhaps it was because I could sense my own impending orgasm, but I increased the pressure of my thumb, pressing down on Fay’s clit. At the same time, I curled my fingers until I found the ridged spot inside of her vagina and vigorously rubbed it. Fay screamed into my mouth and her juices drenched my hand at the same time that I shot my load down Lin’s throat. My cock twitched several times as it spurted white liquid. Lin was deepthroating my dick, so none of my seed escaped her. Her throat visibly undulated as she drank everything I had to offer.

      “Thank you for the meal,” Lin said after removing my cock from her mouth with a wet pop. She licked her lips and gave me a fanged grin.

      Despite breathing heavily after what happened, the sight of Lin licking her lips with her abnormally long tongue made me erect again. Lin looked surprised by my swift recovery, but then her eyes began glowing with lust and hunger.

      “It seems you are still up for more,” she said.

      “I get to ride him first,” Kari said as she moved around in front and pushed me onto my back.

      “Big Sister is so greedy. She always gets him first,” Lin mumbled.

      “I let you suck him off.”

      “Hmph.”

      Despite complaining about Kari’s greed, Lin backed off as Kari swung her left leg over my body. She grabbed my shaft in her soft hands and guided it toward her puffy lips. Her legs and lips glistened with love juices. She had probably been masturbating while giving me those hickeys. I watched as she pressed the tip of my shaft against her pussy. Her puffy lips stretched out around my cock. The sight of my dick disappearing inside of her combined with the feeling of her tight walls wrapping around me was almost too much. I threw my head back and released a low groan.

      “Fay! Quick! Sit on him!”

      “W-what?!”

      “Don’t what me! This is your chance! Sit on his face!”

      “B-but I—”

      “Just do it!”

      A quick conversation followed after Kari bottomed out. There was a moment’s pause before my face was cast in darkness. I blinked several times before my eyes adjusted to the lack of light. Fay’s pink lips appeared before me, dripping wet. A stiff-looking clit sat near the front, sticking out from the upper folds of flesh. Her lips curved between her legs and disappeared against her butt crack. The sight was so erotic that my cock throbbed.

      “Oh… oh, my...” Kari released a hitched breath as she shifted. “He’s gotten even bigger. I think you’ve aroused him, Fay. Go on and tell him what you want.”

      “E-Eryk? P-please do me too,” Fay said. She sounded so embarrassed that I couldn’t help but grow even more aroused. I didn’t know what it was about embarrassed women, but there was something erotic about them, like they were a forbidden fruit you just had to have a taste of.

      “You’re getting even bigger! How is that… haaaahh… hnn… how is that even possible?!” Kari suddenly shouted between heavy pants as she placed her hands on my chest and began grinding her hips in concentric circles. An electric feeling shot through my body.

      Unable to withstand the sight before me, I leaned up and grabbed Fay’s ass, spreading her cheeks apart until her puckered hole appeared before me. I leaned forward until my nose was resting against her butt crack and shoved my tongue into her ass.

      “Th-that isn’t the right hole!” Fay shouted, but that shout was soon lost to a loud moan that reverberated around the room as I began eating her ass.
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      Siv woke up fairly late that morning. She normally woke up when the sun was just rising above the mountains, but this time she didn’t wake up until the sun had already risen.

      Sitting up in bed, she stretched her arms out and listened as the bones in her back popped. She was tired. Her body also ached. However, she didn’t feel like going back to sleep.

      Slipping out of bed, she padded across the room with soft footsteps and opened the door. The feeling of her soft pajama bottoms and shirt rustling against her skin felt odd. It was much nicer and softer than what the Sekbeist had forced her into wearing, but she wasn’t used to it. As she walked into the living room, she closed the door behind her and looked around.

      There was no one in the living room.

      Siv frowned as she wondered if the others were even awake yet. Surely they were as tired as her, maybe even more so. The others had fought far harder than she had. That thought made her chest ache.

      She had not done everything she could, not fought as hard as she should have, and her new friends had nearly died because of it. Siv did not want what happened the other day to ever happen again. Even if she hated violence, she didn’t want to become so afraid of it that she would forfeit her friends’ lives simply to avoid it.

      She would become stronger.

      She would fight if the situation called for it.

      This was a promise she had made to herself.

      A sound suddenly caused her ears to perk up. She tilted her head and listened as an even louder sound echoed from the doorway on the opposite side of the room. That door led into Eryk’s bedroom. Last night, Eryk, Fay, Kari, and Lin had gone to sleep in that bedroom. Were they awake now?

      Siv wandered over to the door and debated on knocking, but just as she raised her hand, the loud sound echoed from the other side again. It sounded like someone was groaning. Were they in pain? No, this didn’t sound like they were injured. It sounded like they were enjoying themselves? Something about it made Siv’s body feel warm.

      Curiosity overcoming worry, Siv turned the handle and pushed the door open just a crack. She peered inside.

      Her eyes widened.

      Eryk, Lin, Fay, and Kari were on the bed, but they were doing something she had never seen anyone do before.

      All four of them were completely naked. Kari was straddling Eryk’s hips and grinding herself against him as she leaned forward. Similarly, Fay was grinding her butt against Eryk’s face as she also leaned forward. The two girls were pressing their lips together, their tongues visible between their mouths. What were they doing? While the two girls were pressing their lips together, tongues visibly sliding and rubbing against each other as saliva dripped between them, Lin had grabbed one of Eryk’s hands and was using it to rub her peehole. Her loud moans and hisses mixed with those of Kari’s and Fay’s sounds.

      As she watched them, Siv felt something burning inside of her. Her body felt hot. There was a strange warmth and wetness pooling down near her stomach. As she continued to watch them, her eyes locked on to what Lin was doing with Eryk’s hand. His fingers were rubbing between the Lamia’s scaled vagina. Her eyes remained on those actions as she tentatively slipped a hand down her pajamas and began trying to copy what Lin was doing.
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“!!!”

      Electricity coursed through her body as she rubbed herself. No wonder they looked like they were having so much fun! This feeling was hard to describe. It was like her body had suddenly been shocked by lightning, but it wasn’t painful. It felt so good! Siv wanted more of that feeling. She wanted… so much more of it. Right now!

      Siv began furiously rubbing herself, causing her juices to flow around her fingers, coating them in a sticky layer of warm fluids.

      Meanwhile, Kari and Fay released loud cries as their entire bodies seized up. From this angle, Siv could see the way Kari’s butt cheeks had clenched and her toes had curled. Her arms were shaking as she furiously locked her lips and tongue against Fay’s. Seconds ticked by before their bodies relaxed. They fell to the side. When Kari fell onto the bed, Siv found her eyes locked on the large thing standing upright on Eryk. It looked like a tree! Was that thing what made Kari feel so good?

      Siv’s body produced even more fluids, which gushed around her hand and stained her pajamas, but she didn’t care. Her eyes remained locked onto the giant object standing straight up from between Eryk’s legs. It twitched and throbbed like a living thing.

      Siv rubbed her thighs together.

      “This princess wants your dick too!” Lin suddenly said.

      “Well…” Eryk sat up in bed and looked at the thing sticking up between his legs. So that big thing was called a dick? Siv’s father had one too, but she hadn’t known what it was called. “I think I have a bit more left in me.”

      “Even if you didn’t, we’re not going to let you go until you’ve pleased all three of us,” Kari teased.

      “How can I please you three if I don’t even have the energy to do so,” Eryk grumbled.

      Despite his complaints, Eryk climbed off the bed. All three girls lay down lengthwise across the bed. They were, all three of them, naked as the day they had been born. Lin was in the middle. Kari was on Lin’s left. Fay was on the right.

      Siv leaned forward even more as Eryk grabbed his dick and lined himself up with Lin’s vagina. Her throat went dry as he pushed his dick inside of Lin, stretching the Lamia’s lower lips until his dick was completely buried inside of her.

      “Hssssssssss… Your cock always fills this princess’s pussy so completely. She feels so stuffed,” Lin groaned as Eryk began thrusting his hips.

      “And your pussy always wraps around my dick so tightly it’s hard to control myself,” Eryk grunted as he set a steady pace.

      Siv’s throat felt dry as she watched all this. She still didn’t know what he was doing, but she could tell Lin was greatly enjoying it. Her expression was one of rapture. Her eyes had become glazed and half-lidded as she panted, moaned, and hissed. Meanwhile, Lin had reached up and was playing with her own boobs. She pinched and squeezed her nipples until they became stiff like points.

      Curious, Siv reached underneath her shirt with her free hand and began playing with her own nipples. She bit back a moan when another jolt of electricity coursed through her body. It felt incredible! It was amazing! Saliva dripped down her chin as she tugged on her nipple harder than before. Her legs suddenly started shivering as she struggled to remain upright. She didn’t want to miss a single moment of what was happening on the other side of this door!

      While Eryk pumped his dick inside of Lin, he reached out to Fay and Kari, cupping their crotches and rubbing his hands up and down. The two girls moaned as they spread their legs apart, allowing him more access to their vaginas, which were drenched in the same juices that Siv’s was.

      “Ahn! Ah! Ah! Hyk! Hrrrrnn!!” Lin released several loud noises as the sounds of Eryk’s hips slapping against hers filled the air. It was so loud and mixed with their moans. “Sh-sho good! Dahling! Keep—ahn ah ahn! Keep shoving your cock in thish prinshess’s pusshy! I need it!”

      “I-I have no intention… of stopping…” Eryk grunted in response to Lin’s provocative words.

      As their actions continued, a thick scent filled the air, drifting over to Siv, whose entire body became ramrod straight when she smelled it. She couldn’t even figure out what this scent was. However, it filled her body with desire. She wanted, more than anything, to walk into that room and ask those four if she could join in. At the same time, she felt strangely embarrassed. She wanted to ask them, but she didn’t at the same time. It was so weird.

      “Thish prinshess! Thish prinshess is… she’s—!!!”

      Lin released a loud scream as her back arched off the bed. Her tail, which had been thumping against the carpet, wrapped around Eryk’s body and coiled tightly like a predator constricting its prey. However, her body went completely limp mere seconds later, the tail sliding off Eryk and back onto the bed and floor. Siv saw the sightless way Lin’s eyes stared at the ceiling. It was like she was completely lost, drowning in a pleasure that Siv could only dream of.

      Eryk retracted his dick, which was still hard, from Lin’s body. He went over to Fay, grabbed her legs, placed them over his shoulders until her feet were sticking in the air, and pressed his dick against her vagina as well. Siv remembered hearing Lin call it a pussy, but Siv had never heard it called such a thing before. She wondered if different people called the vagina different names.

      “Are you ready?” Eryk asked.

      “Y-yes,” Fay said, breathless. “Please… fill me too. I… um… I want it.”

      “What do you want?” asked Eryk with a grin.

      Fay’s cheeks became redder. “I want… I want you to fill my pussy… with your dick… please…”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      “Haaaah! Aaaahn! Hyk!”

      Fay released a loud cry as Eryk shoved his dick inside of her. His butt clenched as he retracted his hips and thrust into her again, causing Fay’s back to arc and her boobs to jiggle as he set a strong but steady pace. After going fast and hard, he slowed down and began to lovingly thrust his hips inside of her. Fay mewled and panted as Eryk stroked her face with his hands.

      Siv nearly lost her balance as she watched. Her breathing had grown increasingly heavy. If she had a fire affinity, steam would have been pouring out of her mouth.

      “Hyrk! Hyk! Hyaaa! E-Eryk! Your thrusting! I-it’s too strong! If you do this… if you do this… I might lose my miiiiIIINNND! OOOOH!”

      Fay’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head as Eryk continued with his current pace. Her mouth opened as her tongue appeared outside. Her feet appeared almost limp as her calves bounced up and down against Eryk’s shoulders.

      Without warning, Eryk leaned forward until Fay’s legs were squashed against her boobs, his continued pumping creating a lewd squelching sound that even reached Siv’s ears, causing her to clench her teeth as she continued to rub her crotch and pinch her nipple. By this point, the juices were flowing down her legs and creating a small puddle on the carpet, but she couldn’t even be bothered with that. She needed to see this through to the end.

      “Eryk! Eryk! I—ahn! Ah! Ahn!”

      Fay screamed Eryk’s name, but it soon turned into incoherent moans, which were hampered when Eryk leaned even further down and sucked her tongue into his mouth. A strange slurping sound mixed in with the slapping of flesh. Fay’s legs fell off Eryk’s shoulders. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs locked around his waist.

      While Eryk was having fun with Fay, Kari rolled over until she was lying on top of Lin. Their breasts mashed together, Lin and Kari shared a passionate embrace. Their lips were locked together and they were playing with each other’s boobs. Lin’s fingers had sunk into the incredibly soft flesh of Kari’s large boobs, while Kari was pinching, twisting, and pulling on Lin’s nipple. Siv replicated their actions.

      By this point, Siv was barely remaining upright. Her body was shivering as she felt something coiling inside of her stomach. It felt like there was this incredible building pressure in her body that was just waiting to be released. Her butt had become really hard, juices were flowing down her inner thighs as she rubbed the nub she had worked out from underneath her hood, and her head was beginning to feel fuzzy.

      It felt so incredible.

      She had never felt this pleasure before.

      She thought she might pass out if this continued.

      The speed of Eryk’s thrusts soon intensified. Something seemed to happen as he thrust into Fay extra hard. Fay’s legs seemed to tighten around Eryk’s body as she dug her heels into his lower back and held him in place.

      At the same time, Siv’s body finally gave out. She bit her lips to avoid releasing a loud scream. Her legs lost all their strength as she fell to the floor with a soft thump. Pressing her forehead against the bedroom door, she took several deep lungfuls of air. She felt… so exhausted. Her entire body was humming with a pleasant tingle, but it felt like she had just flown for several days without stopping for a single break.

      “Hyaaa! Eryk! Th-that… warn this princess when you’re going to fill her ass! You know how sensitive it is!”

      “Sorry. Should I stop?”

      “Don’t you dare stop! Keep going!”

      She had just barely recovered and looked up to find that Eryk was now shoving his dick into Lin’s butt. The Lamia girl’s butt cheeks were jiggling as his hips slapped against her. At the same time, Kari had resumed kissing Lin, who eagerly responded to the other girl's actions.

      Siv wondered what she should do now. Should she remain and keep watching? She wanted to. At the same time, she now felt incredibly self-conscious, like she was doing something she shouldn’t.

      A loud and pleased scream erupted from the room. Siv looked into the room again. Eryk was no longer pushing his dick in Lin’s ass. Instead, he had stood up, lifted Kari into the air, spread her legs apart as he held her up by her thighs, and was thrusting his dick into her vagina from behind. Siv could not see as much because his back was to her, but she could see Lin and Fay had moved off the bed and were situated between his legs. Lin was sucking and fondling the two balls dangling between Eryk’s legs, and Fay had pressed her face against Eryk’s butt. Siv didn’t know what the redhead was doing, but it certainly looked like Eryk was enjoying it.

      After taking a few seconds to stare at them, Siv slowly closed the door, stood up on her wobbly legs, and made her way back to her bedroom.

      She… she was going to sleep some more.
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      I had no idea how long we had sex. However, I was honestly surprised by how many times I had cum. I was either more pent up than I thought, or these girls were just so sexy I couldn’t remain limp even after exhausting my energy.

      Despite my enthusiasm and desire to keep going, I did eventually run out of energy.

      Fortunately, the girls did too.

      We were lying back on the bed, and I was once again surrounded by three beautiful sleeping women, whose lulling warmth made it hard for me to remain awake. Even the cold-blooded Lin felt warm. I jokingly wondered if maybe her body felt so warm because she was full of my cum, though I knew that was a stupid thought.

      “Darling… this princess… is so full… she can’t eat another bite… zzz…”

      I snorted as Lin mumbled in her sleep. She had a habit of saying the weirdest things when she was sleep talking. The Lamia was nuzzling her face against my sweaty chest. I probably smelled terrible now, but she didn’t seem to care.

      “She’s such a funny girl, isn’t she?” Kari suddenly asked.

      I turned my head to look at Kari, whose bright eyes stared at Lin with a loving expression.

      “She is.” I nodded. “I’ve never met someone who can act so arrogant yet still be so darn cute.”

      “Lin is very cute,” Kari agreed before she looked at me and fluttered her eyelashes. “Am I also cute?”

      “You are.” I felt my heart grow warm as I stared into Kari’s eyes. “Though I would say you’re sexier than you are cute.”

      “Heh heh.” Kari rubbed a hand against my chest. “I suppose so. Anyway, this was fun, wasn’t it?”

      “It was, but I don’t think I can do something like this too often. I’m honestly surprised I was able to last as long as I did. You girls are voracious. Even Fay began acting like a predator after a while.”

      “I’m sure we can find some way to keep you going. Maybe we should make those Red Bull Pills you told me about.”

      “Please no. Those come with some seriously adverse side effects.”

      “Hmph. That’s a pity.”

      We traded banter for several more minutes before exhaustion claimed Kari, causing her to shut her eyes and her body to relax against me. As her breathing evened out, I looked up at the ceiling. I was exhausted, but I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep, so I decided to simply enjoy the warmth surrounding me. I did have some work to get done, but… well, that could wait until the girls woke up again.
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      Herleif did not sneak into the Kriger Family estate like he had the last time he visited. He walked up to the front gate, where a pair of men stood guard.

      His figure was once again recognized by now. Anyone with an ounce of wit now knew that he was the former emperor. The two saluted him before opening the gate.

      “Welcome, Lord Herleif. Please, head on inside. Lady Catherina suspected you might come by soon.”

      “She’s expecting me, huh? Guess I should have figured as much,” Herleif mumbled as he walked through the gate and entered the courtyard.

      He did not pay much attention to his surroundings as he walked up to the door, guarded by another pair of Spiritualists who let him in, and continued through the mansion.

      “Let’s see… knowing Catherina as I do, she’ll likely be in the training hall right now,” Herleif muttered softly.

      The training hall was located close to Catherina’s office. The young woman spent almost as much time training as she did managing her family. Grimm had once told Herleif in confidence that he was worried his daughter would burn herself out training as much as she did. Herleif didn’t think his worry was founded. Catherina was smart. She surely knew her own limits.

      Well… she normally knew her own limits.

      “HAAAAAH!!!”

      “HYAAAA!”

      “HAH!”

      Herleif stood silent after entering the training hall. Catherina was there all right, just as he had predicted, but she looked much worse for wear than normal. Her clothes were ratty and tattered. It looked like she hadn’t changed out of them since the battle in Demon Beast Pass. Grime, sweat, and dirt covered her face, which made it hard to see the bags under her eyes. Not only was it clear from how oily her hair was that she hadn’t taken a shower, but the stench of the training hall was pungent enough that even he wrinkled his nose.

      He watched her until she finally stopped.

      “Don’t you think you’re going overboard?”

      “Haaaaah… haaaah… Herleif… I knew… you’d come… to check on me… soon…”

      Herleif shrugged. “I can’t very well leave my best friend’s daughter alone while she’s in this state, now, can I?”

      Catherina’s knees shook something fierce as she struggled to stand, but she eventually dropped onto her bottom. She would have cracked her head against the floor had she not caught herself at the last second. Her chest heaved as sweat drenched her body.

      Herleif sighed as he walked over and grabbed her arm.

      “Come on. Up you go. We’re taking you to the bath. A clan head like yourself can’t look like a slob, especially under the current circumstances.”

      “Right,” Catherina said softly. Her eyes were dead as she allowed him to drag her through the Kriger Family Estate, but Herleif didn’t say anything and instead shoved her into the bathroom.

      “If you don’t want me to clean you off myself, I suggest you hurry up,” Herleif threatened.

      Her eyes remained those of a dead person walking, but she somehow managed a smile. “Don’t worry. I know better than to argue with you.”

      Herleif leaned against the wall, crossed his arms, and closed his eyes as he waited for the young woman to finish.

      Like most noble families, the Kriger Family’s bathing room consisted of two rooms; a changing room and a bath. He couldn’t hear the sound of running water. Unfortunate. He eventually flagged down a passing servant and asked them to deliver a set of clean clothes, which he left in the changing room while Catherina was bathing.

      The young woman eventually emerged, and Herleif dragged her to the kitchen. He had the woman sit down, threw on an apron, and began cooking some food.

      “Master Herleif! What are you doing?!” a young maidservant said, aghast.

      “Cooking. What’s it look like I’m doing?” Herleif grunted.

      “Please don’t concern yourself with food. I am more than capable of making something for you and the mistress!”

      “Nope. I’m cooking right now. This might be your kitchen, but I’m gonna have to ask you to get out.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “I’m the former emperor. I can do whatever I want. Now get out.”

      “Of all the—”

      Herleif eventually removed the squawking lady, though she hurled many complaints his way before he got her out. Sighing, he turned to Catherina and grinned.

      “Hang on a sec. I’ll have something made in a jiff!”

      “Sure. I’ll wait right here.” Catherina humored him with a smile.

      Herleif once again began cooking. He looked at the ingredients stowed away in the icebox. It was quite large, so there were plenty of ingredients to work with.

      “I’m betting you haven’t eaten anything since before the battle.” Catherina’s stomach gurgled. He chuckled. “Thought so. I’ll make something light and easy on the stomach then.”

      He mixed several ingredients and kneaded it all into a dough, which he flattened before putting on a pan coated in oil. Popping and sizzling sounds echoed around them as the scent of frying bread filled the air. Herleif hummed a tune to himself as he cooked, flipping the bread like a pro.

      “Your cooking seems to have improved,” Catherina observed.

      Herleif didn’t look away from his cooking as he answered her. “I’ve been living in the wild for a long time. Several years, in fact. You don’t live out in the Demon Beast Mountain Range that long without learning how to cook for yourself.”

      “That’s a long time to be in the Demon Beast Mountain Range.”

      “It took a long time to discover the Sekbeists hiding out in the Morkdypt Ravine.”

      Herleif had long suspected a group with malicious intentions toward Nevaria existed. There had just been too many things that happened to weaken Nevaria for it all to be a coincidence. What really tipped him off was the destruction of the Alchemist Association, the disappearance of the Händler Family, and the rise of the Leucht Family.

      He had known the Händler Family’s head quite well. They were old-school rivals. Not friends like him and Grimm, but fierce competitors who hated each other. Even after they graduated, they continued to butt heads. Fuck, Joesep Händler had continued contesting him even after he became emperor!

      There was no way a man he proclaimed his rival would ever just vanish the way he had. Herleif had suspected foul play from the beginning. The way the Leucht Family, a middle-class noble family at best, had risen to power only served to further his suspicions. The Leucht Family at the time had been nowhere near strong enough to do away with the Händler Family, especially not in such a way that the entire family seemed to disappear overnight.

      Which meant the Leucht Family had help.

      It was the only logical explanation.

      Herleif had spent several years investigating the situation in Nevaria, hoping to find some hint of the perpetrators aiding the Leucht Family, but when no evidence appeared even after scouring the entire city-state, he turned his attention toward the Demon Beast Mountain Range. If his enemies were not within the city, then they must have been hiding outside of it.

      “All right! Food’s up. I decided to make some breakfast for dinner.”

      “Is that… honeyed flatbread and porridge?”

      “Yup. Go ahead and dig in.”

      Herleif set a plate full of honeyed flatbread and a bowl of porridge made with oats and brown sugar in front of the woman, who eyed the food with trembling lips. She took a piece of bread, scooped some porridge onto it, and slowly sank her teeth into it. After swallowing, she looked at him with red eyes.

      “You made this on purpose, didn’t you? Father used to make this for me when I was a little girl. There’s no way you couldn’t have known that.”

      Herleif smiled and shrugged. “I figured the nostalgia would help you release all those emotions you’re doing your best to suppress. You might be the clan head, which means you must be strong, but it’s not good to deny your feelings.”

      “Damn… you…”

      Catherina cried bitter tears as she continued eating the food Herleif made for her. Herleif smiled one last time before turning around and taking a deep breath. He reached out and wiped his eyes. His hands came away wet.
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      Dealing with the aftermath of an invasion meant staying up late. In the mornings, Hilda met with the various noble families, Nevarian Commanders, and Imperial Royal Guard Captains. Their conversations consisted of these people giving her verbal reports on the state of Nevaria. Once afternoon hit, Hilda was forced to sit behind her desk and attend to the paperwork.

      There were many reports that she was required to personally read over. An empress could not leave matters of the state to others, and she needed to be on top of all matters involving her nation. How could she decide on the proper course of action to help her people if she did not know everything there was to know about Nevaria and the state it was in? The answer was she couldn’t.

      “Haaaaaaaaaah.”

      Hilda exhaled a deep breath as she finished reading the last of the reports. Nevaria’s situation was grim, but it was not as bad as it could have been. Their infrastructure had suffered some damage but was mostly intact. More importantly, the casualties they had suffered were minimal and there hadn’t been a single civilian death.

      She was thankful. That did not mean she could slack off, however. Her people were terrified after what happened and she would need to come up with a means of pacifying them, which involved corresponding with various families, merchants, and people of authority.

      She glanced out the window. The twin moons were hanging in the dark sky. Looking away, she closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. The sun had been sitting above the castle when she first sat down. So much time had already passed and she still wasn’t done with her work.

      “Valence?” she said.

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      Valence’s footsteps approached from behind, and soon, a pair of strong hands were kneading her shoulders. She almost moaned as the knots in her shoulders and neck were loosened.

      “What are Dante and Rainer up to right now?” she asked.

      “I believe they are helping direct people in clearing away the rubble left over from the Pteranodon attack. Several buildings were destroyed. The Sekbeist riders even managed to destroy several of the ballistae.”

      “We’ll need to have those rebuilt. They have proven most useful.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I suppose I should wait to have a Nevarian Funeral Service for those who died during the invasion until after we’ve at least cleared away the rubble,” Hilda mused to herself.

      “That would be prudent,” Valence agreed.

      “Mmmm. Has there been any word from our daughter?”

      Valence hesitated. “…I have not heard from her since the battle ended. I do not believe she has left the Nevarian Braves’ headquarters since returning.”

      “She’s probably spending all of her time with Eryk.” Hilda chuckled when Valence’s hands briefly tightened on her shoulders. “You pretend to have no emotions, but you feel quite protective of our daughter.”

      “She is my only daughter. It is only natural to wish for her safety.”

      “And what father enjoys knowing his daughter is bedding a man alongside several other women, hmmm?”

      She chuckled again when Valence made a soft choking noise. For all his stoic countenance, he really did care for his children, especially Kari. Their daughter had no idea how viciously Valence had fought against the marriage proposal from the Leucht Family. Her husband did not like others knowing how much he cared and became embarrassed whenever it was brought to light. Hilda believed there was a term to describe men like him, but it escaped her at the moment.

      “I’m going to pen them an invite to come over for lunch whenever they deign to leave their headquarters,” Hilda said at last. “I believe it’s time to tell them the truth.”

      “You mean…”

      “Indeed. They should be aware of what secrets are hiding within Nevaria,” Hilda said with a smile.

      “Are you sure that is wise?” asked Valence.

      “Yes. I cannot see a reason to hide it. Besides, Eryk has done an incredible job protecting this city. It is because of his ballistae that the damage we suffered was not as bad, and it was his Nevarian Braves who stood on the frontline of battle and held off a force four times their size. He has done much for this city. What’s more, I am positive the threat posed by the Sekbeists is gone… for now at least. I can see no downsides to telling him. If anything, we can only stand to benefit from him knowing the truth.”

      “I understand,” Valence said.

      As her first husband stepped back, she reached out to grab a quill, dipped it into a bottle of ink, and began penning the invitation for Eryk, Kari, Lin, and Fay to come over.
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      We did not emerge from the bedroom for another hour, though when we finally did leave, the first thing we did was take a bath in our private bathing room on the first floor before heading back upstairs.

      My clothes from before had been more or less ruined. A pity since they were my favorite. I instead donned a white shirt with a collar, a sleeveless leather jerkin, and brown pants and boots. They were made from Tarantella silk and the hide of a Bear-Scorpion—a B-Rank Demon Beast—and were both soft to the touch and durable. It was a stylish outfit that was considered the height of casual fashion in Nevaria.

      Still, I would have preferred my normal outfit.

      The girls had changed into new clothing as well; Kari wore a pale yellow dress that complimented her creamy skin and golden hair; Fay had put on tight shorts, a cleavage-revealing shirt, and knee-high boots; and Lin, who wore the least amount of fabric out of everyone, simply had a purple wraparound skirt and a shirt that was more like two strips of fabric covering her chest, attached together through a choker around her neck.

      “Do you like what you see?” Kari asked with a grin.

      “You girls do look lovely. I wonder if I’ll be able to keep my hands off you,” I admitted with a nod.

      “Of course.” Lin puffed out her chest. “This princess always looks lovely.”

      “Yes.” I smiled, “You really do.”

      Fay, being the kind of girl who didn’t always take compliments well, changed the subject. “We should head downstairs now. I’m sure there is a lot we need to do… and we didn’t get out of bed like we should have.”

      “You're right. Let’s go.”

      Agreeing with her, the four of us left our bedroom. At the same time, the door to the room that Siv had been sleeping in—our second bedroom—also opened. The girl in question was wearing a pale green gown that complimented her lovely hair and green scales. Because of her Dragon tail, there was a slight bulge near the back as the tail descended past it and wagged along behind her. Also, the gown was backless to allow her wings to stick out.

      She froze upon seeing us.

      “Oh, Siv. How are… you?”

      I blinked when, upon trying to greet the girl, Siv rushed back inside of the bedroom and slammed the door shut. It took me a second to recover. When I did, I glanced at the three ladies by my side. They all looked as equally confused as me. That made me feel a little better, oddly enough. I was glad to know I wasn’t the only bemused one here.

      “Any of you know what’s wrong with Siv?” I asked.

      “I don’t,” Fay admitted softly.

      “Hmph. This princess thinks she is just a timid little thing…” Lin paused, her brow furrowing, then reluctantly added. “Though she did prove herself during the battle.”

      “Hmmm…”

      “Kari?” I asked when Kari released a thoughtful hum.

      “It’s nothing.” Kari shook her head and smiled. “I am not sure what is wrong with Siv either, but it might be for the best if we give her some space. You know how girls are. I’m sure she will tell us if there’s a problem on her own time. And in any event, we have work to do, right?”

      “Yeah…” I grimaced. The job I needed to do was one I couldn’t say I was looking forward to, though I knew it was necessary.

      We made our way downstairs, where a lot of people had already gathered. The main lobby was filled to near bursting with Spiritualists. Many of them were standing around or sitting at tables, though a few were also near the receptionist's desk. Everyone had been talking until the four of us entered. They stopped the moment we appeared, however, and turned to look at us.

      There were a lot fewer people than last time everyone gathered, I noticed.

      As I made my way toward the receptionist desk, I looked around and spotted Geirolf standing beside Marko and Catalyna, Bjark and Ingrid were stationed together, and Earland and Mykkel were sitting at a table in the far corner. I was pleased to see they had survived. Among the many Spiritualists who had joined the Nevarian Braves, they were my heavy hitters. Three of them were also Kari’s half-siblings.

      The scents from numerous different people washed over me. Many of them smelled unclean. The stench of sweat and blood hung heavily in the air, making me wish we weren’t in public and among family so I could wrinkle my nose. I suppose it was only natural this scent would permeate the place. We had all just fought in a vicious battle the day before and many of them probably hadn’t taken the chance to wash up yet.

      I wished these people could be a little more hygienic.

      “Everyone,” I called out to them. “The battle against the invading Sekbeist army is over. Therefore, you can all get your pay.” A loud cheer went up. Many Spiritualists thrust their fists into the air. I waited for them to settle down before speaking again. “Line up in front of the reception desk and give either Dagny or Eira your name and rank. They will give you your pay. Also, since this particular quest was made by Empress Hilda and was a matter of Nevaria’s safety, all of you will receive a bonus payment of thirty thousand valis.”

      A shocked silence fell over the room for all of ten seconds before, like a surging tide during a thunderstorm, another loud cheer shook the very foundations of the sect building.

      It was not long after I made my announcement that everyone began lining up in front of the reception desk. They spoke with Dagny and Eira, my two receptionists, who logged their names and rank into the quest book, then offered them a large bag. Those bags were filled with thirty platinum coins. Platinum coins were worth one thousand valis. A normal person would normally never touch a platinum coin, but since they were easier to use in a large payment like this, I had asked Empress Hilda to use them as our payment.

      As everyone received their pay, I hailed down Felman, my secretary. He had been standing behind Dagny and Eira, silently watching the proceedings with hawk-like eyes. When I called him over, he obediently came to my side.

      “Did you need something, Lord Eryk?”

      “I’d like you to create a list of all the Spiritualists who died during the battle,” I began. “Also, note down which of those Spiritualists had families, where their family lives, and any other relevant information you can think of.”

      “I shall do as you command at once.”

      Felman bowed to me, then left to begin performing the task I had set for him. As he left, Lin huffed and crossed her arms.

      “This princess could have done that for you.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I want you to stay by my side right now.”

      It was hard to tell if Lin was blushing because she was a cold-blooded species, but I had known her long enough by now to discern such a thing. She uncrossed her arms, looked away, then crossed them again. This self-conscious gesture made her almost sinfully cute.

      “W-well… this princess supposes she could stay by your side. Y-you are her darling, after all.”

      I smiled at Lin as Kari and Fay held a hand to their mouths and softly giggled. This only made Lin more self-conscious. She hissed at the two as her cheeks burned an even brighter shade of pink.

      After making the announcement and letting everyone know they could now get their pay, I left the sect headquarters with Kari, Lin, and Fay in tow. We hopped onto a specially made carriage for Lin. The driver, a young man who had been hired to ferry us around, cracked the reigns and took off toward the Imperial Royal Palace.

      The ride was a little bumpy, but the four of us didn’t mind as we talked about the recent battle.

      “I’m surprised you reached the Third State of Spiritualism,” I said to Kari. “The method you took to reach it is probably one of the hardest and most dangerous of all. It can only be achieved during a life-threatening battle. You must have broken through your limitations by pushing yourself harder than you ever have before. Do you remember how it felt?”

      “Yes.” Kari nodded as she rubbed Lin’s tail. The Lamia had, as always, thrown her tail onto our laps. None of us minded the extra weight. “I remember what it felt like very acutely. I’m sure I can enter that state again with a bit of practice.”

      Like Kari, I was rubbing Lin’s tail. The soft scales of her tail were impeccable as always. Despite being durable enough to withstand an A-Rank Spiritual Technique, it felt as though they were made of silk. I rather enjoyed petting Lin’s tail during days when I had nothing to do and could just laze around.

      “I still plan on making an Elemental Enlightenment Pill for you,” I said at last. “It will help you reach the core of your Spiritual Power and become more intimate with your element. However, you shouldn’t need the pill to enter that state anymore. All it will do is help stabilize your Spiritual Power. Breakthroughs like this often result in a Spiritualist’s power becoming unstable, which could leave a sequela if left unresolved.”

      There were other ways of entering the subconscious, where a Spiritualist’s power resided, but it involved being in a place that was heavy with that particular Spiritualist’s elemental affinity—like how I had meditated at the bottom of a lake in my previous life. I wasn’t sure where Kari would be able to meditate. Her element was light, which was literally everywhere. But I didn’t think that meant she could just meditate anywhere and reach her Spiritual Core.

      “I’m also going to make an Elemental Enlightenment Pill for you as well, Lin,” I added. “I still don’t know if it will have any effect on a Lamia, but we could always try.”

      “This princess is willing to try anything to get stronger.” Lin clenched her hands against her tail. They were shaking. “This princess… has realized that she isn’t as strong as she thought she was.”

      It seemed Lin was bothered by something, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what. I only assumed it had something to do with their fight against that man before I arrived.

      While Kari and Lin were talking, Fay remained silent, not deigning to speak as she furrowed her brow like she was deep in thought. Her eyes looked slightly glassy.

      “Are you thinking about the battle, Fay?” I asked.

      “Mmm? Oh, yes. Kind of,” Fay said, blinking as she came out of her daze.

      I tilted my head. “Kind of? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Fay gave me a complicated smile. “I’m just… a little disappointed in myself, I guess.” She looked down at her hands, a self-deprecating smile making her look more worn down than I was used to seeing. “During the battle against that man, I wasn’t able to do much. Kari ended up taking most of the burden onto herself.”

      “That isn’t true at all,” Kari adamantly stated, her eyes narrowed. “You were indispensable in our fight. Without your help, I would have died several times over… and my mother, she also wouldn’t be here anymore.”

      “Y-yes, you are right, of course.” Fay smiled at Kari. “I’m sorry. I guess… I was feeling a little disheartened by how much stronger our enemy was. He overpowered all of our attacks as if they were bug bites. I wish I was stronger—strong enough that something like that would never happen again.”

      “If you wish to be stronger, then you just need to train harder,” Lin said. “This princess cannot get stronger through training, but you humans are very unique in that you grow in power the harder you work. She’s actually quite jealous.”

      “It’s as you say,” Fay agreed.

      The carriage eventually began traveling up an incline, which told me we had reached the mountain in the very center of Nevaria. This carriage had wooden walls on all sides except the back and was extravagantly designed. However, it didn’t have any windows, so none of us could see where it was going.

      It eventually stopped. The four of us climbed out of the back and were greeted by Garrett, Empress Hilda’s head butler and a man who had been working at the Imperial Royal Palace since before Kari was even born. He led us inside. After bypassing the foyer, we were taken to a private room that served as both dining space and meeting room. After knocking on the door, he opened it and announced our presence.

      “Ladies Kari, Fay, and Lin have arrived alongside Lord Eryk, Your Majesty.”

      “Excellent. Please, send them in,” Empress Hilda’s voice came from the other side.

      Garrett stepped out of the way and allowed us to walk inside. We ignored the guards dressed in golden armor and bowed to Empress Hilda, who was seated at a round table that could fit about eight or nine people.

      Decked to the nines in a white gown with long sleeves but nothing covering her shoulders, Empress Hilda truly held the proud and noble bearing of a ruler. Her blonde hair was undone. I was surprised since she normally wore it up. It descended like a wave from the crown of her head. The white gown, which revealed the upper swells of her breasts, was adorned with gold embroidery.

      Sitting beside her were Dante and Rainer. Their clothing was nice, but nowhere near as extravagant. Rainer had a blue tunic with silver embroidery and long sleeves. On the other hand, Dante had donned a black and white tunic that went down to his knees. Standing behind Empress Hilda, Valence wore the golden armor of an Imperial Royal Guard commander.

      “I’m glad you four have come,” Empress Hilda said with a smile as she gestured for them. “I have been expecting you. I was hoping we could talk.”

      “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice,” I said as the four of us sat down. I sat between Kari and Lin, while Fay sat on Kari’s other side between her and Rainer.

      “Not at all. I might be busy, but I will always make time for my children,” Empress Hilda said.

      “How are you, Mother?” asked Kari.

      “I wish I could say I was well, but the invasion has left me rather busy,” Empress Hilda admitted. “While we had no civilian casualties, many lives were still lost. I have been planning a memorial service to honor those who fell in battle. Of course, I have also been working on honoring those who performed great deeds in the line of duty. The memorial service will be held a few days from now. I hope you four will attend.”

      “We will,” I said. “The Nevarian Braves also lost many people.”

      “Yes.” Empress Hilda’s expression remained placid, but her eyes held a great pain. As the nation’s ruler, she took upon herself the burden of her people, and it was a heavy burden indeed. “Your sect performed the greatest deed of all, holding off an army several hundred times larger for two whole days. I truly cannot thank you enough.”

      I shook my head as a maidservant came into the room, pushing along a cart filled with an expensive tea set. The woman set a small cup in front of each person present, then placed a beautiful teacup on the plates, before finally filling each cup with steaming hot tea. A gentle fragrance like fresh spring flowers filled the air. The floral scent of the tea told me that it was probably a Lavender Earl Grey, or something similar.

      “There’s no need for thanks.” I shook my head. “Nevaria is also our home. It’s only natural that we would defend it.”

      “Heh. Spoken like a true hero,” Dante said with a chuckle.

      Rainer rolled his eyes. “You mean spoken like a true patriot.”

      “No, no. I definitely mean hero. That sort of heroic line is something I’d expect to hear from the heroes in the days of yore. I remember reading adventure books as a kid and the hero always said lines like that.”

      Empress Hilda’s soft smile as she listened to the pair bicker was something to behold. Thanks to her bearing, she never reminded me of Kari despite looking so similar. Everything from her smiles to the gestures she made was different, but at the same time, it made me wonder if the Kari in my previous life would have become like this had life not taken such an unexpectedly dark turn for her.

      Well, there was no use dwelling on “what ifs.”

      We exchanged pleasantries for a while. Kari spoke the most, talking to her mother about anything and everything. A big part of their conversation was about how proud Empress Hilda was of Kari for reaching the Third State of Spiritualism at such a young age.

      Dante and Rainer also added their two valis. Of course, Dante cracked a joke about how he and Rainer would no longer be able to keep up with Kari now that she had reached a higher state of Spiritualism than them. I had the distinct feeling that he might have been feeling a little jealous, or maybe sad was a better term to use here. I’m sure he was disappointed that he couldn’t be the role model for Kari since she was much stronger than him.

      Valence was silent as always, but I could see him staring at Kari with an expression that, while carefully masked to appear blank, seemed to hold many emotions. Perhaps he wanted to say something. I didn’t know for sure. This man was, as always, a complete mystery to me.

      Lin and Fay didn’t talk as much, but Rainer, being the polite person that he was, did ask them many questions regarding their lives and adventures. Lin was more than happy to brag about her many accomplishments as my aid. On the other hand, Fay acted a lot humbler, talking about her training and how she wasn’t anywhere close to where she wanted to be as a Spiritualist.

      As the pleasantries wound to a close, Empress Hilda placed her clasped hands on the table and looked at me.

      “I assume you have something important you wish to ask of me?” she said in invitation.

      “I do.” Sighing as I finished off the tea, I turned my full attention to the empress. “This invasion of Nevaria was not something that was done on a whim. The destruction of the Alchemist Association over one hundred years ago, the weakening of our Spiritualists throughout Nevaria’s history, and the treachery of the Leucht Family… I believe all of these acts were brought about by the man we fought during this invasion.”

      “I concur,” Empress Hilda agreed with a nod.

      “However, why would this man go to all this trouble?” I asked the question mostly to myself, but I kept my attention on the empress. Everyone else was focused on me as well, waiting on bated breath for what I would say next. “I believe Nevaria has something this man wanted, something that he would have done anything to get his hands on. His decision to weaken Nevaria before invading suggests there’s something here he wanted so badly that he wasn’t willing to leave anything to chance. I was wondering if you knew what that something might be? Is there anything you can think of that someone like him would want?”

      Kari, Fay, and Lin turned from me to Empress Hilda, who looked pensive about something. The empress glanced at the two husbands sitting at the table. They met her gaze with even expressions—well, Rainer’s expression was even and composed. Dante wore a smirk.

      “I think it’s safe to show him,” Dante said with a shrug. “After all, he’s going to be family soon.”

      “Yes, I suppose you are right.” Empress Hilda suddenly stood up and glanced at us. Her expression was carefully blank. “I would like you four to follow me, please. There’s something I feel you should see.”

      Everyone else stood up and followed Empress Hilda out of the room. I glanced at Kari, Lin, and Fay as we walked. The three girls looked very confused, about as befuddled as I felt. It was clear they knew nothing. Even Kari didn’t seem to have a clue as to what her mother wanted to show us. On the other hand, Dante, Rainer, and Valence seemed to know exactly what this was about.

      Empress Hilda led our group to a massive double door, which was not made from standard materials. The gleaming door was made of a silvery substance that perfectly showed our reflections. Covering it were countless runes—hundreds if not thousands of runes that created an array more complex than anything I had seen since traveling back to the past. There were so many that it was actually difficult for me to figure out what they meant, but more than that, I was shocked because of what this door was made of.

      “This is… this is mythril!” I exclaimed.

      “So you know what this substance is.” Empress Hilda did not seem surprised by my knowledge. “You are correct, this door is made of mythril. The Imperial Royal Palace has been here since the founding of Nevaria before the Great Catastrophe. There is a story passed down among the Astralia Royal Family. Long ago, this palace was built during a time of great upheaval. A war between the races and an invasion of powerful creatures from another world had embroiled the land, and so the Guddomelig created this palace as their entry point into our realm.”

      I sucked in a deep breath.

      I knew about the Guddomelig, a group of beings with powers so far beyond the comprehension of man that they were at one point worshipped as gods. No one spoke of them anymore. Their presence in Miðgarðr—our realm—had been all but forgotten. It shocked me to know that someone other than myself knew of them. Even I had only learned about the Guddomelig thanks to a Dweorg named Immig back in my previous life.

      Empress Hilda studied me with an odd expression. “It seems you know of the Guddomelig as well.”

      “I’ve heard of them,” I confessed. “Though I don’t know much. All I really know is that they hail from the last of the nine realms of our world known as Gudeverdenen.”

      “That is more than what most people know,” Empress Hilda said.

      She didn’t say anything more and instead turned around, reached for something around her neck, and pulled a small disc attached to a cord hidden underneath her dress. Walking forward, she placed the disc into a small slot in the very center of the double doors. Then she stepped back as the disc began spinning. The clicking of locks being undone echoed throughout the hall as the spinning disc moved inward like someone was pushing it down.

      The doors suddenly opened, or rather, the door moved down into the floor, revealing a staircase lit by several monster core lamps situated on the walls.

      “Dante? Rainer? Valence?” Empress Hilda looked at her husbands.

      “Don’t worry,” Dante said. “We’ll guard the entrance.”

      “Please leave this to us,” Rainer added.

      “Your Majesty,” Valence said.

      “You needn’t worry.” Empress Hilda smiled at her first husband. “There is nothing dangerous down there.”

      Valence didn’t look convinced, but he nodded and stepped back.

      Empress Hilda walked through the entrance and began traveling down the stairs. I followed her alongside Kari, Fay, and Lin. The staircase was wide and well-lit with monster core lamps. Our footsteps echoed back to us as we walked.

      It didn’t look like this staircase saw much use, so I was surprised by how well-maintained it seemed. The floor was clear of dust, the walls looked brand new, and the air didn’t contain the staleness such an unused space usually possessed. Despite that, I could tell from the mosaics on the wall that depicted a great battle with many different races—including Dweorgs, Drakvar, Ljósálfar, and Guddomelig—as they fought against what were clearly Sekbeists that this stairway had been built by the Dweorgs.

      “This place looks just like the ruins we visited!” Kari exclaimed with a brilliant light shining in her eyes.

      Empress Hilda gave her daughter an indulgent smile. “This place inside of the mountain was built by a race known as the Dweorgs. We don’t know much about them, but we suspect they are also responsible for the many ruins you are so interested in exploring.”

      “I wonder what kind of race they are,” Fay murmured. Unlike Kari, she was not really interested in exploring ruins, but even she could not keep the curiosity out of her voice.

      “They’re very short,” I said. “Most of them are only about the height of a child, but they have rugged beards and big hands. That said, their fingers are surprisingly nimble. They are known as the best craftsmen among the Nine Great Races.”

      “You certainly know a lot, Darling,” Lin said.

      I smiled at her, but I didn’t respond as we finally reached the end of the stairs, which led to another door. This one was just as large as the previous one. It was also made from mythril. However, there didn’t seem to be a locking mechanism anywhere in sight.

      As Empress Hilda stepped forward, a soft glow began emitting from the runes carved into the door. The glow eventually receded. Then the door slowly opened of its own volition. It must have been a vault that only opened to a Spiritual Signature that was imprinted into it.

      “What I want you all to see is in here,” Empress Hilda said.

      We walked through the door and found a massive room that I could only assume was a vault. Shaped like a cylinder, the room was large enough to house the Colosseum. However, it was also filled with all kinds of treasures. There were mannequins with an assortment of different armor, all of which were made from mythril and covered in protective runes. Weapons were also situated on racks. Like the armor, these were made from mythril and had runes etched onto their surfaces. There was everything from broadswords and spears to more esoteric weapons like sickles and chakram.

      Empress Hilda walked past all of this, stopped, turned to us, then gestured at something behind her.

      “What I wanted to show you, and what I believe that man was after, is this.”

      I found it hard to breathe as I stared at the object she was pointing to. It was not exceedingly massive, but it wasn’t what I would have called small either. About two or three times the size of a regular person, the object, which stood on an elevated platform, looked a lot like a three-fourths crescent archway. The archway had runes etched into the surface: Raidho, Kenaz, Laguz, Dagaz, Othala, Eihwaz, and Perthro. They were carved in a large array alongside several other runes that I didn’t recognize. They looked like variations of runes I knew, but some differences made them unreadable to me.

      Next to the archway was a pedestal, which jutted from the ground and had a small slot that looked like a key could fit inside of it.

      The others studied this object with curiosity. Kari seemed to vaguely recognize it because her brow was furrowed, but Fay and Lin didn’t seem to have any recognition in their eyes. However, I knew what this thing was. Yes, even though I had never seen one so intricately designed before, I knew exactly what this was.

      It was a Warp Gate.

      One that would take us to another realm.
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        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 13!

      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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      Okay. Here we are. We have one more volume before the end of Act III, and after that, a number of sweeping changes shall be made to this story. Anyway, hello all. This is the author speaking. Thank you for reading WIELDERGENBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior: Volume 13.

      Before I discuss the story further, 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 to write.

      Volume 13 was almost entirely action. It was basically one big battle that extended for several chapters. I think the only time we got to relax was near the beginning and at the end. I hope you all enjoyed seeing Eryk and his ladies being pushed past their limits. I really wanted to make this particular volume showcase just how strong some of my villains are, and will be.

      As you can probably guess from this volume, the mysterious man they fought isn’t exactly what he appears to be. I plan to go into more detail about who this man was and what role he played later on, though that won’t be until volume 15, which means we still have one more volume to go.

      In either event, I think this volume really highlighted one of the more daunting aspects of the xianxia genre as a whole—that being stupidly long battles. There was legit no breathing room in this volume at all. I hope to correct that with my next one.

      Now that we have spoken of this, let us talk a bit about the harem. Siv has not yet joined Eryk, Kari, Fay, and Lin, but we all know it’s just a matter of time. She’s definitely interested in him. Speaking of, what did you all think of that peeping scene? I think voyeuristic scenes like that can be hot in the right circumstances.

      Now, then, I would like to give some last minute thanks to some awesome people.

      Mykel, you are amazing woman. You have outdone yourself here. I remember telling you that this was gonna be a hentai, and you recently mentioned how you feel betrayed because… well, there’s not much hentai happening anymore. I do apologize for that. However, you have risen to the occasion and drawn some amazing fight scenes in this volume. I cannot thank you enough.

      Crystal, my editor, really helped me out here. She pointed out a number of inconsistencies with my plot on top of actually editing my story so it reads better. Thank you so much. I don’t know where this story would be without you.

      My patrons! Y’all are rad as heck! Seriously. I cannot thank you enough for supporting me! I hope to some day create a WIEDERGEBURT webtoon.

      And lastly, everyone who picked up this story. It gave me such a rush to write this, and I hope it gave you a rush when you read it! I look forward to seeing you in the next volume!

      
        
        ~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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